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        When Crisis Coverage Became Irresistible
        Shirley Li

        In the film September 5, the ABC Sports studio at the 1972 Munich Olympics seems like an uncomfortable space in which to work, let alone think. The control room is smoky, the air conditioner barely functions, and every piece of machinery generates a frustrating amount of background noise. Yet the producers and reporters inside are more than capable of focusing on their jobs as they put together engaging, daily live broadcasts of the Games.That changes when a militant Palestinian group sneaks into...

      

      
        What Tolstoy Knew About a Good Death
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Has anyone described the fear of dying more vividly than the 19th-century Russian novelist Leo Tolstoy in The Death of Ivan Ilyich? In that novella, published in 1886, the protagonist lives the conventional, prosperous life of a Russian bourgeois. With little thought about life's deeper meanings, he fills his days with the preoccupations of his family's social position, his professional success, ...

      

      
        When Poets Face Death
        Walt Hunter

        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.Early-career poetry poses tantalizing questions: How did this poet start off so terribly--and end up so good? Or, more rarely: How did they start off so good--and get so much better? But a writer's final works are compelling for a different reason: They offer not a preview or a draft, but an opportunity to reflect, sometimes with a critic...

      

      
        When the Flames Come for You
        Ryan Francis Bradley

        In Los Angeles, we live with fire. There is even a season--fire season, which does not end until the rains come. This winter, the rains have not come. What has come is fire. And Angelenos have been caught off guard, myself included.Tuesday mid-morning, a windstorm hit L.A. In the Palisades, a neighborhood in the Santa Monica Mountains that overlooks the Pacific Ocean, a blaze broke out. Over the past two days, it has burned more than 17,234 acres and destroyed at least 1,000 structures. The Palisa...

      

      
        Public Health Can't Stop Making the Same Nutrition Mistake
        Nicholas Florko

        In the world of nutrition, few words are more contentious than healthy. Experts and influencers alike are perpetually warring over whether fats are dangerous for the heart, whether carbs are good or bad for your waistline, and how much protein a person truly needs. But if identifying healthy food is not always straightforward, actually eating it is an even more monumental feat.As a reporter covering food and nutrition, I know to limit my salt and sugar consumption. But I still struggle to do it. ...

      

      
        Trump's Anti-Immigrant Coalition Starts to Fracture
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsLast month, Donald Trump appointed the venture capitalist Sriram Krishnan as his senior AI-policy adviser. Krishnan, an Indian immigrant and U.S. citizen, was seen by some as being friendly to H-1B visas, which are often used in Silicon Valley to allow skilled laborers to work in the tech industry. This sent part of the MAGA faction into a frenzy, spurred by troll in chief Laura Loomer, who declared the appointment a betr...

      

      
        The Solzhenitsyn Test
        Eliot A. Cohen

        In his 1970 Nobel lecture, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn said, "You can resolve to live your life with integrity. Let your credo be this: Let the lie come into the world, let it even triumph. But not through me." The problem presently before the United States is that the Trump administration will be staffed in its upper reaches by political appointees who, without exception, have failed this test.To get their positions, these men and women have to be willing to declare, publicly if necessary, that Donal...

      

      
        Parents Are Gaming Their Kids' Credit Scores
        Michael Waters

        Several years ago, Hannah Case decided to examine her personal credit history. Case, who was then a researcher at the Federal Reserve, hadn't gotten her first credit card until she was 22. But as she discovered when she saw her file, she'd apparently been spending responsibly since 14. After looking into how that could be, she learned that her parents had added her as an "authorized user" on their credit card. That made their spending and payment habits a part of her credit history too--and likely...

      

      
        Why 'Late Regime' Presidencies Fail
        Ronald Brownstein

        Presidents whom most voters view as failures, justifiably or not, have frequently shaped American politics long after they leave office--notably, by paving the way for presidencies considered much more successful and consequential. As President Joe Biden nears his final days in office, his uneasy term presents Democrats with some uncomfortable parallels to their experience with Jimmy Carter, whose state funeral takes place this week in Washington, D.C.The former Georgia governor's victory in 1976 ...

      

      
        The Army of God Comes Out of the Shadows
        Stephanie McCrummen

        On the Thursday night after Donald Trump won the presidential election, an obscure but telling celebration unfolded inside a converted barn off a highway stretching through the cornfields of Lancaster County, Pennsylvania. The place was called Gateway House of Prayer, and it was not exactly a church, and did not exactly fit into the paradigms of what American Christianity has typically been. Inside, there were no hymnals, no images of Jesus Christ, no parables fixed in stained glass. Strings of l...

      

      
        A Virtual Cell Is a 'Holy Grail' of Science. It's Getting Closer.
        Matteo Wong

        The human cell is a miserable thing to study. Tens of trillions of them exist in the body, forming an enormous and intricate network that governs every disease and metabolic process. Each cell in that circuit is itself the product of an equally dense and complex interplay among genes, proteins, and other bits of profoundly small biological machinery.Our understanding of this world is hazy and constantly in flux. As recently as a few years ago, scientists thought there were only a few hundred dist...

      

      
        Trump Is Poised to Turn the DOJ Into His Personal Law Firm
        Bob Bauer

        No president has ever attempted to do what Donald Trump now proposes to do--assemble a small team of former personal attorneys and install it at the highest levels of the Department of Justice. The president-elect first named lawyers who have represented him in recent years to the key positions of deputy attorney general, principal deputy attorney general, and solicitor general. Then, with the quick death of the Matt Gaetz nomination, he announced a new attorney-general nominee, Pam Bondi, who was...

      

      
        The Payoff of TV's Most Awaited Crossover
        Hannah Giorgis

        On Abbott Elementary, celebrity sightings are as common as a back-to-school flu outbreak or drama with the PTA. The show's Season 2 premiere kicked off with the spunky second-grade teacher Janine Teagues (played by Quinta Brunson) trying to surprise Abbott students with an appearance from "the only celebrity that matters": Gritty, the internet-famous mascot for the Philadelphia Flyers. In Season 3, Bradley Cooper joined a class for show-and-tell, the Philadelphia Eagles star Jalen Hurts tried to ...

      

      
        'I've Never Seen Anything Like This'
        Nancy Walecki

        We knew to expect winds. When they came on Tuesday morning, sounding like a tsunami crashing over my family's home in western Malibu, the utility company shut off our power. We knew the chance of fire was high.I had arrived home for the holidays in early December, and had already been greeted by the Franklin Fire, which had burned the hills black. Now, when my dad and I went in search of electricity, a great plume of smoke was rising above those burned hills. It cast out over the Pacific, just as...

      

      
        Fact-Checking Was Too Good for Facebook
        Ian Bogost

        Yesterday, Meta CEO Mark Zuckerberg announced that Facebook would end fact-checking on its platform. In the process, a partnership with the network of third parties that has provided review and ratings of viral misinformation since 2016 will be terminated. To some observers, this news suggested that the company was abandoning the very idea of truth, and opening its gates to lies, perversions, and deception. But this is wrong: Those gates were never really closed.The idea that something called "fa...

      

      
        How Solitude Is Rewiring American Identity
        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.Americans are spending more and more time alone. Some are lonely. But many people--young men in particular--are actively choosing to spend much of their time in isolation, in front of screens. That proclivity is having a profound effect on individual well-being and on American's "civic and psychic identit...

      

      
        He's No Elon Musk
        Matteo Wong

        Yesterday morning, donning his new signature fit--gold chain, oversize T-shirt, surfer hair--Mark Zuckerberg announced that his social-media platforms are getting a makeover. His aggrievement was palpable: For years, Zuckerberg said, "governments and legacy media have pushed to censor more and more." No longer. Meta is abolishing its third-party fact-checking program, starting in the U.S.; loosening its content filters; and bringing political content back to Facebook, Instagram, and Threads. "It's ...

      

      
        Stop the (North Carolina) Steal
        David A. Graham

        When all the votes in November's race for North Carolina's state supreme court were counted, the incumbent, Allison Riggs, had won more. The question is whether that will be enough for her to take office.The race began as a heated yet normal battle over political control for a key judgeship. But the challenger, Jefferson Griffin, is asking the state's courts to throw out about 60,000 ballots and hand him victory. This has transformed the contest into something more fundamental: a test of democrac...

      

      
        The Particular Horror of the Los Angeles Wildfires
        Conor Friedersdorf

        When wildfires began ravaging Los Angeles yesterday, the story was familiar in many respects: In dry and windy weather, a small blaze can spread so fast and so far that no one can do anything to stop it, especially in terrain dense with brush and hard for firefighters to reach.Pacific Palisades, where the first fire began, is such a neighborhood; its roughly 24 square miles are beside rugged wilderness. The roads are winding. Homes are built on parts of a mountain range and in six major canyons. ...

      

      
        The Palisades Were Waiting to Burn
        Zoe Schlanger

        As Santa Ana winds whipped sheets of embers over the Pacific Coast Highway in Southern California last night, the palm trees along the beach in the Pacific Palisades ignited like torches scaled for gods. The high school was burning. Soon, the grounds around the Getty Villa were too. The climate scientist Daniel Swain went live on his YouTube channel, warning that this fire would get worse before it got better. The winds, already screaming, would speed up. Tens of thousands of people were fleeing as he spoke. Sunset Boulevard was backed up;...

      

      
        The Bizarre Brain of Werner Herzog
        Gal Beckerman

        Once, at the height of COVID, I dropped off a book at the home of Werner Herzog. I was an editor at the time and was trying to assign him a review, so I drove up to his gate in Laurel Canyon, and we had the briefest of masked conversations. Within 30 seconds, it turned strange. "Do you have a dog? A little dog?" he asked me, staring out at the hills of Los Angeles, apropos of nothing. He didn't wait for an answer. "Then be careful of the coyotes," Herzog said. "The coyotes will come and eat it. T...

      

      
        How Hitler Dismantled a Democracy in 53 Days
        Timothy W. Ryback

        Ninety-two years ago this month, on Monday morning, January 30, 1933, Adolf Hitler was appointed the 15th chancellor of the Weimar Republic. In one of the most astonishing political transformations in the history of democracy, Hitler set about destroying a constitutional republic through constitutional means. What follows is a step-by-step account of how Hitler systematically disabled and then dismantled his country's democratic structures and processes in less than two months' time--specifically,...

      

      
        The Atlantic's February Cover Story: Derek Thompson on "The Anti-Social Century"
        The Atlantic

        For The Atlantic's February cover story, staff writer Derek Thompson explores "The Anti-Social Century": why Americans are spending more time alone than ever, and how that's changing our personalities, our politics, and even our relationship to reality. Thompson argues that self-imposed solitude might just be the most important social fact of 21st-century America, and that the nature of our social crisis is that most Americans don't seem to be reacting to the biological cue to spend more time wit...

      

      
        Photos: The Palisades Fire Scorches Parts of Los Angeles
        Alan Taylor

        Destructive wildfires erupted in several places in Los Angeles yesterday, driven by extreme winds and dry conditions. The Palisades Fire grew quickly, tearing across hillsides and through the Los Angeles neighborhood of Pacific Palisades, burning many structures and sending thick plumes of smoke into the air. Tens of thousands of residents were forced to evacuate in often-chaotic circumstances. Firefighters and volunteers battled many blazes overnight, as residents braced for increasing winds for...

      

      
        Eat Less Beef. Eat More Ostrich?
        Sarah Zhang

        A few months ago, I found myself in an unexpected conversation with a woman whose husband raises cattle in Missouri. She, however, had recently raised and butchered an ostrich for meat. It's more sustainable, she told me. Sure, I nodded along, beef is singularly terrible for the planet. And ostrich is a red meat, she added. "I don't taste any difference between it and beef." Really? Now I was intrigued, if skeptical--which is, long story short, how my family ended up eating ostrich at this year's ...
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When Crisis Coverage Became Irresistible

<em>September 5</em> captures how a harrowing moment transformed into must-see TV.

by Shirley Li




In the film September 5, the ABC Sports studio at the 1972 Munich Olympics seems like an uncomfortable space in which to work, let alone think. The control room is smoky, the air conditioner barely functions, and every piece of machinery generates a frustrating amount of background noise. Yet the producers and reporters inside are more than capable of focusing on their jobs as they put together engaging, daily live broadcasts of the Games.

That changes when a militant Palestinian group sneaks into the Olympic Village and takes members of the Israeli team hostage one morning. But unlike other films that have examined the incident, such as Steven Spielberg's Oscar-nominated Munich, September 5 holds the sprawling political implications of the attack itself at a distance; it's a taut thriller that concentrates solely on how the ABC Sports team pivoted to crisis coverage. Given the demands of live television, the journalists had only moments to confront ethical questions as they tried to stay on the air. What happened in the crew's cramped quarters on September 5, 1972, the movie argues, blurred the line between delivering journalism and creating spectacle--even as the team's work made history by keeping 900 million viewers glued to their television sets.

Directed by Tim Fehlbaum, September 5, now in theaters, frequently drops the audience into the middle of the action via walks and talks, heated phone calls, and even archival footage from the actual broadcast. The addition of such real-life clips--including that of the anchor Jim McKay--gives September 5 a documentary-like feel, cleverly immersing viewers into the uneasy headspace of those inside the studio. The hostage crisis is unfolding just 100 yards away from them, but most of the employees watch the events as they're filtered through a camera lens. Geoffrey Mason (played by John Magaro), the eager and anxious young producer leading the newsroom that day, is practically trapped in the control room.

Then again, that's where he can best see the time; it is, in other words, where he wants to be. Time, not the hostage crisis, drives the film's action: Verbal countdowns punctuate the dialogue; large, glowing analog clocks loom over the control-room monitors; and a crucial scene involves Roone Arledge (Peter Sarsgaard), the president of ABC Sports, aggressively negotiating with another network executive for more broadcasting slots with the live satellite. Time--and the limited quantity of it available--also tends to prevent the team from doing its best work. When Geoffrey, Roone, and Marvin Bader (Ben Chaplin), a veteran producer, begin debating whether they should be pointing cameras at where the hostages might emerge--what if one of them is killed on live TV?--they're told by other staffers that they have only two minutes to decide. When Geoffrey sees that a German outlet is interviewing a released hostage nearby, he sends staffers to whisk the man into the ABC studio as soon as possible. He can't give more thought to the subject's well-being, because he can't waste the limited programming opportunities they have.

Read: Spotlight: A sober tale of journalism done right

That tension between empathy and urgency is the key to September 5's success. At a lean 94-minute length, the film mostly moves at a brisk pace, matching its characters' feelings of stress. Yet Fehlbaum also slows the momentum in some scenes to show how the station's crew members operate equipment: Captions are spelled out by hand. Developing a larger version of a photo takes several minutes inside a darkroom. To make footage play in slow motion, a technician gently rotates a roll of tape at a precise speed.

Such intimate moments emphasize the contrast between the typical patience inside the studio and the frenzy the team succumbs to when news breaks. The pressure to get ahead of other networks--via more updates, more sound bites, more footage, more everything--takes over. Staffers such as the station's German translator, Marianne Gebhardt (Leonie Benesch), and the correspondent Peter Jennings (Benjamin Walker) resemble storm chasers as they charge to the front lines with camera crews in tow. The producers don't stop to consider whether broadcasting the locations of the German police officers might affect any rescue attempts. When onlookers later swarm the militants and the hostages as they finally leave the building, the footage looks surreal--those involved in the attack have become celebrities, surrounded by cameras, hounded by crews seeking the grabbiest story rather than the sharpest one. The ABC team caves to those impulses, too, rushing the confirmation of a tip that eventually proves devastatingly inaccurate.

Read: A #MeToo movie devoid of sensationalism

September 5's storytelling can occasionally become heavy-handed, with pat dialogue ("It's not about politics; it's about emotions," Roone argues) and claustrophobia-inducing production design. But its unwavering focus on ABC's small studio in Munich underlines how the journalists inside drifted toward sensational coverage. By every quantifiable metric--viewership, satellite time, other outlets citing ABC's reporting first--they were doing their jobs well.

It's hard to see the film's depiction of that day and not also think about how fraught the expectations for live coverage are, for both its creators and its consumers--the predilection for drama over fact, the frequent prioritization of expedience over quality. When the movie has its characters repeatedly raise concerns over what to air, their criticisms echo long-standing questions in journalism, including how to reconcile the need for an audience with a story's actual importance. September 5 is effective because it doesn't claim to say anything original about the perils of reporting and consuming breaking news. It's simply--and bluntly--showing how easily those familiar perils can be overlooked.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/archive/2025/01/september-5-captures-a-crisis-becoming-must-watch-tv/681252/?utm_source=feed
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What Tolstoy Knew About a Good Death

If you can accept your mortality, you will feel more alive.

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.

Has anyone described the fear of dying more vividly than the 19th-century Russian novelist Leo Tolstoy in The Death of Ivan Ilyich? In that novella, published in 1886, the protagonist lives the conventional, prosperous life of a Russian bourgeois. With little thought about life's deeper meanings, he fills his days with the preoccupations of his family's social position, his professional success, and his personal amusements.

But then Ivan Ilyich develops a mysterious ailment, which gradually worsens, confining him to bed. When it becomes apparent that he is dying, he is thrown into a profound existential crisis. "He struggled as a man condemned to death struggles in the hands of an executioner, knowing there is no escape," writes Tolstoy. "And he felt that with every minute, despite his efforts to resist, he was coming closer and closer to what terrified him." The story describes the horror and sadness of Ivan's predicament with astonishing precision.

Death is inevitable, of course; the most ordinary aspect of life is that it ends. And yet, the prospect of that ending feels so foreign and frightening to us. The American anthropologist Ernest Becker explored this strangeness in his 1973 book, The Denial of Death, which led to the development by other scholars of "terror management theory." This theory argues that we fill our lives with pastimes and distractions precisely to avoid dealing with death. As Tolstoy's novella chronicles, this phenomenon is one of the most paradoxical facets of human behavior--that we go to such lengths to avoid attending to a certainty that affects literally every single person, and that we regard this mundane certainty as an extraordinary tragedy.

If we could resolve this dissonance and accept reality, wouldn't life be better? The answer is most definitely yes. We know this because of the example of people who have accepted death and, in so doing, have become fully alive. With knowledge, practice, and courage, you can do this too.

From the November 1891 issue: Count Tolstoy at home

A commonly held belief is that if and when someone learns that they are going to die, psychologically they deal with the grief involved in a series of clear, ordered steps: denial and isolation, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance. This sequence comes from the famous work of the Swiss American psychiatrist Elisabeth Kubler-Ross, who devised this model for her 1969 best seller, On Death and Dying. This study had such extensive impact that the New York Public Library named it one of its "Books of the Century" in the mid-1990s.

As influential as it was, Kubler-Ross's formula for coming to terms with dying did not actually make death easier for people to accept. One problem was that her model was interpreted in overly mechanistic and prescriptive ways by popularizers who suggested that you had to march through these stages in the fixed order. Another problem is that the experience, in her telling, is a progression of pretty much unrelieved negativity: It's all grief, and even the final acceptance sounds essentially like a grim kind of resignation. From this, you might well conclude that distraction is indeed the best strategy--why face death unless and until you have to?

More recent work does not support the "fixed order" interpretation of the Kubler-Ross model. To begin with, researchers have shown that not everyone passes through all of her stages, and that people frequently regress in them and jump around--a point that Kubler-Ross herself made later in her career. In a paper published in 2007 in the journal JAMA, scholars found that denial or disbelief occurred only rarely, and that acceptance was where most dying people spent most of their time.

These findings also hold true for those who experience grief after losing a loved one, according to researchers writing in The British Journal of Psychiatry in 2008 who conducted a 23-month study of "bereaved individuals." Initially after a bereavement, an individual experienced a higher level of yearning, depression, and anger, but after four months on average, these feelings declined steadily. From the start, however, the participants also displayed a level of acceptance that was higher than any of these negative emotions, and this rose continuously as well. By the study's end, peaceful acceptance far outweighed all other feelings.

Other research confirms that many people facing death are far more positive about the prospect than almost anyone would expect. In a 2017 study titled "Dying Is Unexpectedly Positive," my Harvard colleague Michael I. Norton and his co-authors showed that people with a terminal illness or on death row wrote about their predicament in more positive terms and using fewer negative words than people who were not in that situation but were asked to write about it as if they were.

Several factors explain why a positive acceptance of impending death may be so common. One 2013 Spanish study found that terminally ill patients tended to reevaluate their life and experiences in a positive light while also embracing acceptance. Many of these patients enjoyed new forms of personal growth in their final months, through placing greater value on simple things and focusing on the present.

Interestingly, the potential benefits of facing death directly can also be found among a very different group of people: those who have had near-death experiences. As a rule, these survivors had no chance to arrive at a calm acceptance of death--typically because, unlike terminal-cancer patients, they had no time to do so in a sudden life-threatening emergency. What they had in common, though, was being confronted with their mortality--and finding that paradoxically positive. One study from 1998 showed that after a near-death experience, people became less materialistic and more concerned for others, were less anxious about their own death whenever that time would come, and enjoyed greater self-worth.

Read: Doctors don't know how to talk about death

One irony about death, then, is that it remains most fearsome when most remote: When we are not forced to confront it in the immediate future, mortality is a menacing phantasm we try not to think about. But such avoidance brings no benefits, only costs. When the prospect of dying is concrete and imminent, most people are able to make the fact life-enhancing through acceptance. The real problem with death is that it messes up our being alive until it's right in front of us.

So what if we were able to realize the benefit of facing death without it actually being imminent? Or, put another way: How can we use a positive acceptance of death to help us be more alive while we still have the most life left?

In theory, we should all be able to do this, because we're all in a terminal state. We are all going to die; we just don't yet know when. Lacking this precise knowledge is probably what makes it hard for us to focus on the reality of our ultimate nonbeing, and we have a good idea as to why: Neuroscientists have shown that abstract worry about something tends to mute the parts of the brain responsible for evoking vivid imagery. When your demise seems in some far-off future, you can't easily grasp the granular fact of it, so you don't.

The secret to benefiting from your death right now, therefore, is to make it vivid and concrete. This is exactly what Buddhist monks do when they undertake the maranasati ("mindfulness of death") meditation. In this practice, the monks imagine their corporeal self in various states of decline and decomposition while repeating the mantra "This body, too, such is its nature, such is its future, such its unavoidable fate."

The Stoic philosophers had a similar memento mori exercise, as Seneca urged: "The person who devotes every second of his time to his own needs and who organizes each day as if it were a complete life neither longs for nor is afraid of the next day." Catholics hear a comparable spiritual injunction when they receive a mark made with ashes on their foreheads on Ash Wednesday: "Remember that you are dust, and to dust you shall return."

No matter what religious or philosophical tradition you adhere to, a practice like one of these is worth incorporating into your own routine. You can write your own maranasati or memento mori, say. Or, as an easier way to start, on your birthday or an annual holiday, work out roughly how many you may have left and ask yourself whether you're really spending your scarce time the way you want.

Being mindful of mortality in this more vivid, concrete way will help you find a greater measure of that positive acceptance--and use that to be more fully alive right now. And this will help you make choices that affect other people besides yourself: At your next family gathering, consider how many more such reunions you'd want to spend with your parents or other aging relatives. Think of an actual number. Then think of what you would need to do to increase that number--by making more of an effort to travel, or by moving to live closer, or by hosting the occasion yourself?

Read: Death has two timelines

Tolstoy's genius was not just in his ability to depict the terror of Ivan Ilyich's death; he was also able to make real the bliss of his ultimate acceptance of death. As the weeks of his decline went by, Ivan began to see his wife's efforts to keep up with society's proprieties and conventions as trivial and tiresome, and he no longer regretted missing any of that. Finally, "he searched for his accustomed fear of death and could not find it," writes Tolstoy. Ivan's death is no tragedy at all, but the most natural thing in the world.

Even then, though, Tolstoy is not done; he ends with a true coup de grace. At the very moment of his death, Ivan has an epiphany that might be the most consequential insight of all. As he is fading, he hears someone say, "It is finished." In this last flickering moment of consciousness, Ivan considers what exactly is finished. Not his life, he decides, for it dawns on him: "Death is finished ... It is no more!" And then, in peace, he slips away.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/01/what-tolstoy-knew-about-good-death/681242/?utm_source=feed
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When Poets Face Death

Their later works have a peculiar power.

by Walt Hunter




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.


Early-career poetry poses tantalizing questions: How did this poet start off so terribly--and end up so good? Or, more rarely: How did they start off so good--and get so much better? But a writer's final works are compelling for a different reason: They offer not a preview or a draft, but an opportunity to reflect, sometimes with a critical eye, on past ideas and commitments.

The American poet Wallace Stevens published his last work in The Atlantic in April 1955, four months before he died of stomach cancer. "July Mountain" is an homage to Vermont in the summer--surprising, perhaps, for this poet with a "mind of winter." It's also a digest, in 10 lines, of Stevens's lifelong preoccupations, and a clear expression of his desire to make order out of a chaotic, suffocating world. Like many poems shadowed by mortality, "July Mountain" has what the late literary critic Helen Vendler called "binocular vision," focused on both life and death. This, according to Vendler, is the peculiar power of a poet's final works.

Knowing the end was near, Stevens wanted to look at things as a whole to understand how the parts of his life fit together. The poem starts by describing life as a messy, mixed-up place, which he calls, metaphorically, a "constellation / Of patches and of pitches." Nothing belongs where it is; everything is held together like a quilt, or a cacophony of sounds.

Stevens is hardly alone in his poetic end-of-life musings. His contemporary, the Irish poet W. B. Yeats, wrote ruefully about his waning poetic powers in "The Circus Animal's Desertion," published in The Atlantic in January 1939, the month of his death at age 73. In this apocalyptic depiction of writer's block, Yeats, who frequently wrote about people he knew, stares at a blank page, desperate for a topic.

He worries that his poetry has reduced the real people in his life--such as the Irish revolutionary Maud Gonne--to circus animals, and he looks back on his Nobel Prize-winning poetry with a shudder: "Players and painted stage took all my love / And not those things that they were emblems of." But in the process of revisiting and renouncing his favorite images, Yeats constructed an exquisite, moving piece of verse--and a kind of exorcism, too, which left him, in the poem's memorable final image, with the "foul rag and bone shop of the heart."

Late poems like Yeats's make unexpected gestures of renewal, even as they acknowledge that things are swiftly coming to an end. Nikki Giovanni, who died last month at age 81, ruminated on her legacy in "The Coal Cellar." The poem, published in The Atlantic in 2021, follows Giovanni down to her grandparents' cellar, in Knoxville, Tennessee. (Her poem extends a long tradition of poems that take place underground, though this is the only one I can think of that is set in an Appalachian cellar.) Giovanni's guide is her grandmother, who uncovers a box with a blackened sterling-silver spoon and fork belonging to her great-grandmother, the "first person born free."

The poem asks a binocular question: What has the poet inherited? And what might others inherit from her words? For Giovanni, the gift isn't something material:

Maybe not a big bank account or trust fund
 And certainly not any property but I inherited
 A morning and a great deal of knowledge
 In a cold coal cellar
 With my grandmother


What she brings up from the cellar is a promise to her grandmother to polish the silver, a commitment to carry the knowledge of the past. In an essay published shortly after Giovanni's death, my colleague Jenisha Watts wrote that the poet "saw her knowledge and experience as things she wanted to pass along, so that others might be able to speak after she was gone."

The challenge of a late poem is to find a symbol like Giovanni's--silver, retrieved from a coal cellar--that helps the poet frame or englobe their life. In the last two lines of "July Mountain," Stevens comes up with the perfect solution: a view from a mountain, where the climber can face death with awe and astonishment at the way a life "throws itself" together, like a landscape seen, at last, from the highest point.

The ending of his poem isn't sad or melancholy, but it is final (we can't climb any higher) and a little resigned (we are spectators of what our life has become, and perhaps we were spectators, with partial views, all along). Yet the image that remains is one of abundance and wonder--at the sudden panoramic view of Vermont in the summer, as though everything that was the past is here again at once, while the eyes take in the canopy of green, the color of beginning.
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When the Flames Come for You

Our family's flight from the L.A. fires brought the difference between vague preparedness and real emergency into shockingly sharp focus.

by Ryan Francis Bradley




In Los Angeles, we live with fire. There is even a season--fire season, which does not end until the rains come. This winter, the rains have not come. What has come is fire. And Angelenos have been caught off guard, myself included.

Tuesday mid-morning, a windstorm hit L.A. In the Palisades, a neighborhood in the Santa Monica Mountains that overlooks the Pacific Ocean, a blaze broke out. Over the past two days, it has burned more than 17,234 acres and destroyed at least 1,000 structures. The Palisades Fire will almost certainly end up being the most expensive in California history. It is currently not at all contained.

By Tuesday night, another fire had sparked--this time in the San Gabriel Mountains, near Altadena, where winds had been clocked at 100 miles an hour and sent embers flying miles deep into residential and commercial stretches of the city. By mid-morning yesterday, the Eaton Fire had consumed 1,000 structures and more than 10,600 acres. It, too, is zero percent contained. Together, the fires have taken at least five lives.

Last night, just before 6 p.m., another fire erupted in Runyon Canyon, in the Hollywood Hills. Like the Palisades and Eaton Fires, the Sunset Fire seems to have first broken out in the dry chaparral scrub whipped by the roaring winds. The hillside there is particularly dense with homes, and the neighborhood is jammed up against the even denser, urban L.A., where apartment buildings quickly give way to commercial blocks. One of this city's many charms is its easy access to nature, but nature is also the cause of its current apocalypse.

Living through these fires, I've struggled to understand the scale of the event; to see the threat for what it is and respond appropriately. My family lives in Eagle Rock, a neighborhood 20 miles from the Palisades with a whole mountain range in between. On Tuesday, while driving on the freeway, I saw the colossal thunderhead of gray smoke of the Palisades Fire erupting from the Santa Monica Mountains and decided: This is fine. I finished my errand. I went on with my day.

When I got home, I turned on KTLA, which was broadcasting live from Palisades Drive, where dozens of cars, trapped in evacuation traffic, had been abandoned by their fleeing owners. A man ran up to the reporter, removed his face mask, and spoke into the microphone. Looking directly at the camera, he implored viewers to leave their keys in their car if they were going to flee, so that the fire crews could get to the fire unimpeded. The guy looked familiar. The reporter asked him to identify himself. It was Steve Guttenberg. Mahoney from Police Academy! Only in L.A.

The wind was making a constant low, terrible moan through the trees. Every few minutes, a violent gust would blast through and rattle the house. That afternoon, I went to pick up my kids, who had been kept inside their school all day. At home, I let them run around outside, but everyone's eyes got itchy. There was so much dust in the air. Still, the only fire I knew of was all the way across town, so I went out again that evening to see a movie.

At intermission, a friend returned from the restroom and told me that my wife had been trying to reach me. I turned my phone off airplane mode and called her; when she picked up, she told me a neighbor had just knocked on our door to tell her that a brush fire was burning nearby. It was close, she said. How close? I asked.

Across the street, she said. Like, can you see it? From our house? She said no. I'm coming home, I told her.

Driving back, I saw a huge, glowing gash in the San Gabriel Mountains--the Eaton Fire. I thought about what needed to happen when I got home: the go bags we should pack, the box of birth certificates and Social Security cards. A photo album or two. I'd park the car facing out, for a quicker exit. I'd move some potentially long-burning objects (trash cans) as far from the house as possible.

I knew what to do. I knew the procedure. I'd reported on fires before. Hell, the home I'd grown up in was nearly burned down by wildfires twice in 2017, and my aunt and uncle had lost their home in Santa Rosa that same year. I'd interviewed firefighters about days just like this one--when the Santa Anas howl and it hasn't rained for eight months or longer, the chaparral is a tinderbox, and fires begin popping up everywhere.

And yet, I hadn't thought that it could happen down the street. I hadn't considered that it could happen to me and my family.

Read: 'I've never seen anything like this'

I arrived home just after 9 p.m. First neighbors with hoses, then the fire department, had doused the blaze nearby. I worked through my checklist, packed the kids a bag of clothes, then my wife and I packed small bags of our own. A thought nagged at me: All day, I'd been looking at fire--why hadn't I seen the immediacy of the threat? I pulled out a book called Thinking in an Emergency, by Elaine Scarry, which I find extremely calming in intense moments because it presents an extended argument for the benefits of thought and practice during emergency situations. "CPR is knowable; one can learn it if one chooses," Scarry writes. "But one cannot know who will one day be the recipient of that embodied knowledge ... It is available to every person whose path crosses one's own."

What we do during emergencies, when the habits of the everyday (getting out of your car, keys in hand) come face-to-face with the extraordinary (a fire by the side of the road), requires extraordinary thinking. And we would be wise to insert these acts of thinking into our everyday habits. We perform a version of this constantly: We call it "deliberation." Mostly, we spend very little time between deliberation and action. But emergency-style deliberation is difficult, because true emergencies are rare. It is hard for us to conceive of them happening until they are.

The drivers who locked their car doors and left with their keys were not thinking within the framework of the fire as a threat. A fire doesn't steal one's car; it burns it down. I had been no different in my thinking that day. Maybe I was worse: I had the knowledge of what to do in a fire, but I hadn't even considered the realistic possibility that the fire presented a threat to my family.

I spent most of Tuesday night awake. The wind remained terrible. The smell of smoke began to fill the house. I rolled up towels and stuck them at the foot of the doors. Yesterday morning, just after 7 a.m., our phones buzzed with an alert: an evacuation warning for our corner of the neighborhood and much of nearby Pasadena. We hustled our kids through breakfast, packed up, and got out. Our going was optional, but at least 100,000 other Angelenos are under mandatory evacuation, a number that is surely growing higher as all of these fires continue to burn.

We left with the little we'd packed in our go bags, which was clarifying. I felt a weight lift. This was everything that truly mattered. Rereading Scarry had reminded me: I did not learn to perform CPR until I was about to be a father, until the possibility of having to perform it seemed a bit more real. I still, thankfully, have never had to. But will I retrain myself? Should I be practicing? We motored on through traffic. After a while, the smoke began to clear, just enough to see patches of sky. I will schedule that CPR retraining, I thought. That's something I should do. When we can get home and catch our breath.
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Public Health Can't Stop Making the Same Nutrition Mistake

Telling Americans what food is healthy doesn't mean they will listen.

by Nicholas Florko




In the world of nutrition, few words are more contentious than healthy. Experts and influencers alike are perpetually warring over whether fats are dangerous for the heart, whether carbs are good or bad for your waistline, and how much protein a person truly needs. But if identifying healthy food is not always straightforward, actually eating it is an even more monumental feat.

As a reporter covering food and nutrition, I know to limit my salt and sugar consumption. But I still struggle to do it. The short-term euphoria from snacking on Double Stuf Oreos is hard to forgo in favor of the long-term benefit of losing a few pounds. Surveys show that Americans want to eat healthier, but the fact that more than 70 percent of U.S. adults are overweight underscores just how many of us fail.

The challenge of improving the country's diet was put on stark display late last month, when the FDA released its new guidelines for which foods can be labeled as healthy. The roughly 300-page rule--the government's first update to its definition of healthy in three decades--lays out in granular detail what does and doesn't count as healthy. The action could make it much easier to walk down a grocery-store aisle and pick products that are good for you based on the label alone: A cup of yogurt laced with lots of sugar can no longer be branded as "healthy." Yet the FDA estimates that zero to 0.4 percent of people trying to follow the government's dietary guidelines will use the new definition "to make meaningful, long-lasting food purchasing decisions." In other words, virtually no one.

All of this is a bad omen for Donald Trump's pick to lead the Department of Health and Human Services. As part of his agenda to "make America healthy again," Robert F. Kennedy Jr. has pledged to improve the country's eating habits by overthrowing a public-health establishment that he sees as ineffective. He has promised mass firings at the FDA, specifically calling out its food regulators. Indeed, for decades, the agency's efforts to encourage better eating habits have largely focused on giving consumers more information about the foods they are eating. It hasn't worked. If confirmed, Kennedy may face the same problem as many of his predecessors: It's maddeningly hard to get Americans to eat healthier.

Read: Everyone agrees Americans aren't healthy

Giving consumers more information about what they're eating might seem like a no-brainer, but when these policies are tested in the real world, they often do not lead to healthier eating habits. Since 2018, chain restaurants have had to add calorie counts to their menus; however, researchers have consistently found that doing so doesn't have a dramatic effect on what foods people eat. Even more stringent policies, such as a law in Chile that requires food companies to include warnings on unhealthy products, have had only a modest effect on improving a country's health.

The estimate that up to 0.4 percent of people will change their habits as a consequence of the new guidelines was calculated based on previous academic research quantifying the impacts of food labeling, an FDA spokesperson told me. Still, in spite of the underwhelming prediction, the FDA doesn't expect the new rule to be for naught. Even a tiny fraction of Americans adds up over time: The agency predicts that enough people will eat healthier to result in societal benefits worth $686 million over the next 20 years.

These modest effects underscore that health concerns aren't the only priority consumers are weighing when they decide whether to purchase foods. "When people are making food choices," Eric Finkelstein, a health economist at Duke University's Global Health Institute, told me, "price and taste and convenience weigh much heavier than health." When I asked experts about better ways to get Americans to eat healthier, some of them talked vaguely about targeting agribusiness and the subsidies it receives from the government, and others mentioned the idea of taxing unhealthy foods, such as soda. But nearly everyone I spoke with struggled to articulate anything close to a silver bullet for fixing America's diet issues.

RFK Jr. seems to be caught in the same struggle. Most of his ideas for "making America healthy again" revolve around small subsets of foods that he believes, often without evidence, are causing America's obesity problems. He has warned, for example, about the unproven risks of seed oils and has claimed that if certain food dyes were removed from the food supply, "we'd lose weight." Kennedy has also called for cutting the subsidies doled out to corn farmers, who grow the crops that make the high-fructose corn syrup that's laden in many unhealthy foods, and has advocated for getting processed foods out of school meals.

There's a reason previous health secretaries haven't opted for the kinds of dramatic measures that Kennedy is advocating for. Some of them would be entirely out of his control. As the head of the HHS, he couldn't cut crop subsidies; Congress decides how much money goes to farmers. He also couldn't ban ultra-processed foods in school lunches; that would fall to the secretary of agriculture. And although he could, hypothetically, work with the FDA to ban seed oils, it's unlikely that he would be able to generate enough legitimate scientific evidence about their harms to prevail in an inevitable legal challenge.

The biggest flaw in Kennedy's plan is the assumption that he can change people's eating habits by telling them what is and isn't healthy, and banning a select few controversial ingredients. Changing those habits will require the government to tackle the underlying reasons Americans are so awful at keeping up with healthy eating. Not everyone suffers from an inability to resist Double Stuf Oreos: A survey from the Cleveland Clinic found that 46 percent of Americans see the cost of healthy food as the biggest barrier to improving their diet, and 23 percent said they lack the time to cook healthy meals.

If Kennedy figures out how to actually get people like me to care enough about healthy eating to resist the indulgent foods that give them pleasure, or if he figures out a way to get cash-strapped families on public assistance to turn down cheap, ready-to-eat foods, he will have made significant inroads into actually making America healthy again. But getting there is going to require a lot more than a catchy slogan and some sound bites.
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Trump's Anti-Immigrant Coalition Starts to Fracture

The nativist right and Silicon Valley are already at war.

by Hanna Rosin




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

Last month, Donald Trump appointed the venture capitalist Sriram Krishnan as his senior AI-policy adviser. Krishnan, an Indian immigrant and U.S. citizen, was seen by some as being friendly to H-1B visas, which are often used in Silicon Valley to allow skilled laborers to work in the tech industry. This sent part of the MAGA faction into a frenzy, spurred by troll in chief Laura Loomer, who declared the appointment a betrayal of the "America First" movement.

The argument over H-1Bs exposes an important fissure in the MAGA alliance that worked together to help elect Trump. How Trump navigates this rift will give us clues about what his real priorities will be as president.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk with Ali Breland, who writes about the internet, technology, and politics, about this new rift in Trump's camp and other places it might show up. And we'll go beyond the politics, with staff writer Roge Karma, to discuss what a solid body of research shows about the relationship between immigrant labor and the American worker--because even though some prominent Democrats, such as Bernie Sanders, agree with Loomer that there is a negative effect from H-1B visas on American workers, research doesn't back them up.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: There are already cracks starting to show in the MAGA alliance, and those cracks happen to show up in the issue that Trump has declared one of his top priorities, which is drastically reshaping U.S. immigration policy. Trump appointed to a senior position someone seen as being friendly to H-1B visas, the visas that allow people with specialized skills to work in the U.S. People in Silicon Valley love these visas. They depend on them. And maybe more importantly, the H-1B visa lovers include Elon Musk.

But the "America First" wing of Trump supporters--sometimes known as the nativist right--they do not love these visas. "America First," to them, means, literally, Americans first. No exceptions.

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. On today's show, we'll talk about this MAGA infighting. In the second half of the show, we'll get into what's actually true about the relationship between immigration and the American worker, because it turns out that even a lot of Democrats don't get that one right. But first, let's dive into the recent news and what it means. To help me with that is Ali Breland, an Atlantic staff writer who writes about the internet, politics, and technology.

Hey, Ali.

Ali Breland: Hey. Thank you for having me.

Rosin: So, Ali, this fracture in the MAGA alliance seemed to start around Christmas, when Trump announced a senior AI-policy adviser. Who is he, and how did people respond?

Breland: Yeah, his name is Sriram Krishnan. He's this Silicon Valley figure who has a long history. He works in tech, and he was being appointed to be an adviser on Trump's AI team, which is being headed up by another big guy in tech: David Sacks, who's a part of the infamous "PayPal Mafia" that includes Peter Thiel, Elon Musk, etcetera.

Rosin: So these are, like--this is a faction. Like, these guys are becoming more and more powerful, sort of Trump's tech allies.

Breland: Yeah, there's some different ideological things happening, but for the most part, they're largely on the same page. And a lot of people right now are kind of calling them the "new tech right," or just, like, the "tech right."

Rosin: So they're on one side, and then how did the discussion around H-1B visas get going?

Breland: Yeah, so there's this provocateur troll in Trump World called Laura Loomer. She's been kind of this weird thing on the right for a long time. She's chained herself to the headquarters of Twitter in protest of her account being banned at one point. But she sees this appointment, and she decides to make hay of it.

She pulls out a tweet that Krishnan made about country caps for green cards, rather, and high-skilled immigration. And she points to these things and says, This is not what we want. This is not "America First." These things are not good for our constituency. And so that's, like, the sort of obvious bit of it.

The other bit, too, is you can kind of see how race is this animating issue in this fight. David Sacks had already been appointed by Trump to be his chief adviser on issues of AI and crypto. David Sacks has talked about H-1B visas. He's pushed Trump on this. He's successfully gotten Trump to say that he would support the continued use of H-1B visas.

But Loomer didn't attack him on that and didn't turn this into a huge issue. Instead, she went after Sriram Krishnan, who is South Asian. And I think, you know, her targeting him, specifically, on this issue and associating him with that kind of speaks to the sort of nativist sentiment undergirding all of this.

Kind of right after the election, I sort of thought that maybe there was a chance that there was going to be some sort of fractious element at some point in the future, because these are two sides that kind of believe sort of different things.

The tech right is reactionary, like the nativist right that includes people like Laura Loomer, people like Steve Bannon. They sort of all have this streak of being frustrated with the progress that's taken place in America. They are frustrated with what they see as, like, American weakness. But the distinction is that the tech right also loves business. They love being rich. They love making a lot of money and having their industry be benefitted.

The sort of nativist right cares much more about the American constituency and, specifically, the white American constituency--and benefitting what they see as, like, the natural order of whiteness and the average American, and things that some people in the tech right kind of care about but prioritize less than their own companies and less than their own industry.

Rosin: It's really complicated because they both have ideas like, There's an optimum society; there's a right way that things should be. And then they're slightly different. So what is each side's ideal "America made great again" look like?

Breland: Yeah, I think it on the sort of nativist right, the ideal America is this place that prioritizes--with some exceptions, more so now--but fundamentally, it's this white, sort of very classic, conventional, conservative vision for what the United States is. It's this, like, return fantasy to a version of the 1950s America that prioritizes white American interests above other people--again, with exceptions. There's--you know, these people would all say that they're not racist, that they're just meritocratic, or things like that.

The tech right is more agnostic to those kinds of things. People like Marc Andreessen and Peter Thiel kind of, to some degree, see value in that. But they only see value as far as that doesn't get in the way of their vision for creating this sort of all-star team of Americans that can sort of dominate the global stage in technology and dominate economically.

And so they're willing to go to look to other countries to bring people in; to try to, like, get the best talent, according to them; to try to solve the toughest engineering problems; and to do things like beat China, which is something that they're all very obsessed with.

Rosin: So they're less concerned about where people come from. I mean, what makes it especially complicated and charged that this came up so soon is that it came up in immigration. Trump has made controlling immigration one of his top priorities. How did Trump himself end up weighing in on this?

Breland: After a few days of silence--perhaps because this was happening literally over Christmas and the days after--Trump did say that he does support H-1B visas. And he seemed to kind of take Elon's side on this.

I wasn't super surprised, because on an episode of the All-In Podcast--which is a sort of who's who of the tech right; it includes David Sacks--Trump was pressed on the H-1B visa issue, and he did say, Yeah, I support it; I'm down for this. This was in the summer. And so it was consistent for him to come back up with this. And the other thing it's sort of consistent with, in a sort of more general, patterny kind of way, is that in the past, when there is sort of tension between his sort of more nationalist, nativist base versus the wealthier interests that are in his coalition--not always, but--he often tends to go with the sort of interests of the wealthy, the people who have given him the most amount of money, people who he probably respects because he has a great deal of respect for people who have built wealth.

And so it wasn't super surprising to see him break that way, especially because it seems like his larger immigration priority is not regarding H-1Bs, and he seems more flexible on that. His larger immigration priority is people who, as he would say, came here illegally and are not quote-unquote "high-skilled workers."

And so on the sort of issue of mass deportation, this doesn't signal that he's, like, going to break from that at all. He's talked a lot, very aggressively, about conducting mass deportations and quote-unquote "securing the southern border." And they talk about the southern border, specifically, because they're talking about a different kind of immigrant, and they have a different set of priorities when it comes to people coming across the southern border.

Rosin: Interesting. So then, maybe, the thing to explore is the nativist right, not just Laura Loomer. Laura Loomer is, you know, a little more on the fringes. But what about someone like Stephen Miller, who will be Trump's deputy chief of staff for policy and who is credited with shaping a lot of the more draconian immigration policies in the last administration. He has solid power in this administration. Have we heard from him or someone closer to power about what they think about H-1B visas?

Breland: Miller hasn't weighed in directly on this specific moment and this specific issue. He sort of gave a cryptic tweet that signaled that he is still anti-H-1B.

But he's been very consistent on this in the past, and there's no reason to believe that he would change, as someone who is, like, motivated primarily by this sort of nativist perspective that is, again, sort of galvanized by racial animus and, in many cases, just outright racism. I don't think he'll change his perspective, and he's going to fight on this, and so there's going to be weird tension moving forward.

Elon seemed to--I don't want to say he walked back from this position, but, like, after a few days of fighting, he did seem to try to want to soften the blows and sort of extend an olive branch. People in sort of fairly influential but niche figures in this sort of nationalist, reactionary wing of the party also tried to sort of smooth over the tension and make it seem like there was common cause being found. And so they have an interest among themselves in trying to come together and paint themselves as a united front and sort of reach a consensus on this.

Rosin: Yeah, I mean, it's still early. He hasn't even taken office yet. But could you imagine a universe where, then, it just moves forward, and we quietly make an exception for elite workers and do mass deportations for everyone else? Like, is that where immigration policy could land?

Breland: Yeah, exactly. I mean, I think that--from my perspective and the things I pay attention to--that seems exactly the direction it's going to go in.

The tech right is aware of the mass deportations [but] has not really talked out against them. Elon Musk has tweeted acknowledging them and sees them as an inevitability that he doesn't seem to have a clear problem with. That could change when we sort of get, like, harrowing images of ICE conducting raids and things like that, but right now, that's the track that we're on.

Rosin: So if what you said is true, and if the past history holds, he is going to make an exception for elite immigrant workers. What does that imply about how he might handle other economic issues?

Breland: Yeah, if we extrapolate this out, which we can--both from this example but then, also, from how 2016 through 2020 went--Trump is probably going to side, I guess, with more of the wealthier faction, which includes the tech right, which includes people in his coalition, who are people like the hedge-fund manager Scott Bessent, who also sort of have this prioritization of more, like, economically laissez-faire issues. They have this sort of more traditional, conservative perspective on economics. And that's something that's going to run into tension with what the nationalists want. They want this sort of economic nationalist perspective that is a departure from this hyper-free-market sort of way of viewing the world that's been the dominant conservative perspective for the past several decades.

Rosin: So essentially, this rift that you pointed out in the MAGA world--between, you know, Is he going to take the side of the elites, or is he going to take the side of all the workers? even if that means the nativist right--that's a rift you can track kind of up and down various issues for the next many years, just to see, Okay, whose side does he take on a lot of these issues?

Breland: Exactly. Yeah. AI and automation is going to be a really big one in this area, too, because the tech right obviously cares a lot about AI and automation. They're very pro-AI and automation. They see this as, like, an existential issue in the United States versus China, and that the U.S. must--to continue its being, like, the most important country in the world--that must beat China on this.

But a lot of the sort of more nationalist right doesn't agree with this. They see this as a different kind of issue. Tucker Carlson, who I think kind of squarely falls in this nativist camp and is one of its most influential members, has outright said that he opposes--not necessarily the development of AI and automation but--its implementation and use.

He's talked directly about never using AI for, like, things like driverless trucks. But Elon at Tesla is directly making self-driving trucks. And so yeah, there's a lot of weird places where these sort of fractures are going to play out.

Rosin: And Tucker Carlson takes that issue because it's a betrayal of the American worker.

Breland: Precisely.

Rosin: Interesting. So this is, actually, the central fissure of the Trump administration, basically?

Breland: Yeah. Yeah, it seems like that. I do want to say that this is kind of a unique issue, in that it draws in race, which is a very big thing, and it draws in immigration. And so it might get a uniquely high amount of attention. But there's still going to be versions of this fight that might not play out as aggressively that are going to happen over the next four years.

Rosin: Well, Ali, thank you for pointing out this line to us. We'll be watching it for the next four years, and thank you for joining me.

Breland: Yeah, thank you so much for having me. I appreciate it.

Rosin: After the break, we explore what's behind the politics. Trump and his allies made the argument often in the campaign that immigrants take away jobs from Americans. It's an argument that, on the surface, has some intuitive logic. But it actually doesn't work like that. More soon.

[Break]

Rosin: Joining me is Atlantic staff writer Roge Karma, who mainly covers economics. Roge, welcome to the show.

Roge Karma: It's great to be here. Thanks for having me.

Rosin: Sure. So an early rift broke out in the Trump administration over H-1B visas, which we've been discussing on this show, with the nativist right saying what people say about all kinds of immigration: These immigrants take jobs away from American workers. So what do we know about the relationship between H-1B visa holders and the American worker?

Karma: Well, luckily, the H-1B program allocates workers randomly to companies based on a lottery. And that allows researchers to study what actually happens to the companies that did get workers, as opposed to the companies that didn't.

And I agree with you. I think there's a real sort of "man on the street" argument. There's a sort of view that there's a fixed pool of jobs, and so any immigrant that we bring in is going to take away a job that would otherwise go to an American. But when researchers have looked at this, the overwhelming majority of the studies have actually found no negative impact on either employment or wages, which I think at first sounds a little bit counterintuitive.

But the reason is a few fold. One: Companies who get H-1B workers actually end up growing and scaling up faster than the companies who don't. And then because of that, they have to then hire a bunch of more native-born workers around that immigrant. The second reason is innovation.

One of my favorite statistics comes from Jeremy Neufeld, who's a fellow at the Institute for Progress. And he pointed out that 30 percent of U.S. patents, almost 40 percent of U.S. Nobel Prizes in science, and more than 50 percent of billion-dollar U.S. startups belong to immigrants. Now, not all of those are H-1B holders, but there's a lot of evidence that the companies who are awarded H-1B visas--they produce more patents, more new products, get more VC funding, and all of that actually creates jobs. So on the whole, I actually don't think there's a lot of evidence for this broader nativist claim about this program.

Rosin: Let's make this a little more concrete. So let's just play out a theoretical company. Here's a theoretical company, hires H-1B visa holders. How does it work? Like, innovation is a vague word. How does it actually play out?

Karma: I think what's important to remember here is that getting one of these H-1B visas is actually pretty difficult. And so the idea that a company is going to be able to systematically bring in foreign workers to replace their native ones using this program--it's just really hard to do because there's such a low chance they're even going to get those workers in the first place. And so a lot of times when companies use this program, what they're doing is they're looking for a very important skill set.

So let's use semiconductors as an example. This is an industry, when it comes to the manufacturing of semiconductors, that U.S. companies haven't really done for a while. A lot of the most advanced chips are made in places like Taiwan, and so a lot of the best talent is abroad. And so if you're a U.S. semiconductor manufacturer, the industry in the U.S. estimates that even if we had the best job-training programs possible, that would only fill about 50 percent of the high-skilled demand for the labor force in this field.

And so you need to bring in folks who have this highly specialized knowledge, probably because they've worked in other countries. But then, what that allows you to do, once you have a subset of foreign-born workers who can do this sort of specialized manufacturing--what you then have is people to come in and support around them. And then because a company has that need met, they're able to then hire a bunch of other workers to fill other needs that they have but that don't require that same kind of specialized knowledge.

And on the other flip side is that we actually have some studies that look at: What happens to the companies that don't get H-1B visas? What happens to those companies? Do they hire more native workers? Do they invest in more job training? And it turns out that they don't. In fact, they end up often just either (A) producing less or growing less quickly, or (B)--and this is a finding of a lot of the recent literature--they end up outsourcing the jobs instead. And so instead of bringing in this new worker and then hiring more native workers around them, they just say, Well, look, we have an office in China, or we have an office in Singapore, or we have an office in Hong Kong or India. Let's just hire more there because we're not going to be able to get the talent that we need here.

There are a handful of outlier studies, but I think, right now, the broad consensus in the field is that the H-1B program, even for all its flaws, doesn't seem to have these negative employment or wage effects.

Rosin: So that's what the research shows. It's fairly definitive until now, and yet even some Democrats have repeated the line, The H-1B visas take away American jobs--for example, Bernie Sanders. What do you make of that?

Karma: Well, I think where Bernie's coming from--and I think where a lot of Democrats are coming from and, quite frankly, some Republicans--is that there are two things that are true here at once. The first thing that's true is that we don't find these huge negative effects from the H-1B program. And the second thing that's also true is that, despite that, the H-1B program has a lot of flaws, a lot of loopholes that companies have learned how to game.

So one of these is that a significant portion of H-1B visas are used by so-called outsourcing firms, which are these companies that basically bring in foreign workers. They train them here, and then, when their H-1B visa expires, they employ them in their home countries for a fraction of the cost. And so they're functionally using the H-1B visa to train workers here and then employ them at lower labor costs elsewhere.

That's just bad, on the face of it. The fact that we still don't see negative effects, overall, is really telling, but we should fix that loophole by, among other things, raising the minimum wage for H-1B visa holders, making the program merit-based instead of random--like, you can more closely regulate how companies use those workers.

So I think part of what Bernie Sanders is getting at, part of what some of these critiques are getting at, is that this program does have a lot of flaws that allow corporations to game it. And it's actually kind of shocking that, despite all these flaws, it still hasn't produced these horribly negative results.

But imagine how much better it could be if we fix them. So I really think that this might be a place where you see the sort of messy realities of immigration politics running up against what, really, people all across the political spectrum agree is a pretty common-sense set of reforms. But that doesn't always mean it makes good politics.

Rosin: Right. Right. Okay. So we've been talking exclusively about the H-1B visas because they came up in the news, but the whole of Trump's promise is not specifically about H-1B visas at all; it's a promise of mass deportation and immigrant labor, in general. I know that you've been looking into the research about the relationship between immigrant labor and the American worker. What did you find?

Karma: Well, I went into this because I kept hearing Donald Trump, J. D. Vance, Stephen Miller make these kind of claims that sound kind of intuitive--that when immigrants come in, they take jobs from natives, right? There's a sort of Econ 101 logic, which says that when the supply of any good goes up, including labor, the price of that good, like wages, goes down.

And so I kept hearing these arguments and thinking, Well, maybe there's something to this, and so let's actually look at what is happening. And it turns out that the sort of Trump-Vance view was pretty much the conventional wisdom for most of the 20th century, both among policymakers and economists, until a study came along that sort of shattered the consensus.

And so to tell you about the study, I'm gonna go back a little bit. So in 1980, Fidel Castro, the president of Cuba, opened up emigration from his country. He lifted the ban on emigration. And what that allowed is for 125,000 Cubans to leave from Mariel Harbor to Miami, Florida, an event that ended up becoming known as the Mariel Boatlift. And in just a few short months, Miami's workforce expands by about 25 times as much as the U.S. workforce expands every year because of immigration. And this created the perfect conditions for what economists call a "natural experiment." It was like this big, massive shock that only happened to Miami.

And so what the economist David Card later realized is that you could compare what happened to workers in Miami to workers in other cities that had not experienced the boatlift, track how wages did in both, and then see what actually happened. And his view was, Look--if there is a negative effect of immigration on wages, Miami in the 1980s is exactly where it should show up. It's this big, unprecedented shock. That makes what he ended up finding so shocking, because he ends up finding that this huge influx of immigrants has virtually no effect on both employment or wages of native-born workers in Miami, including those without a college degree.

Rosin: And why? I mean, it seems counterintuitive.

Karma: It seems completely counterintuitive. There are a few reasons, but I think the big one--and the big thing that the common-sense view of immigration misses--is that immigrants aren't just workers. They're also consumers. You know, they're people who buy things, like healthcare and housing and groceries. And so at the same time that they're, you know, competing with Americans for jobs, they're also buying lots of things that then increase the need for more jobs.

And I think this sounds counterintuitive, but we think about it in other contexts all the time, right? When's the last time you heard a Republican politician railing against the upcoming group of high-school graduates because they were about to come in and compete with, you know, people currently in the workforce?

You probably haven't, because we understand that population growth has these two sides to it: that people are consumers who create demand for jobs and workers who take jobs. And so I think that's the gist of the problem with the conventional view.

Rosin: So that was a singular study. Has that held up over time?

Karma: It has. And so after that study, it got a lot of researchers interested, and this has now been studied in countries all over the world, from Israel to Denmark to Portugal to France, and almost all of the high-quality studies come back with very similar results.

I think the one complication in all of this--the one challenge--has been, Well, what about the least-skilled workers? What about: Okay, maybe on average, immigrants don't hurt the employment prospects or the wages of native-born workers, but what about the least-skilled workers? What about high-school dropouts, folks without a high-school diploma? And a lot of the more recent literature has shown that even that group doesn't suffer when immigrants come in.

And so I think the broad consensus in the literature now is that immigration does have costs. It can exacerbate inequality. Tellingly, the wages of other immigrants often get hurt by new immigration. You could see some negative effects in certain sectors, even if it's balanced out by other sectors, but on the whole, it appears to be really beneficial for basically all classes of native workers.

Rosin: So at this point, there's a large body of research saying the arrival of immigrants--even sudden arrival of immigrants--doesn't have a great effect on the American worker, may even have a positive effect. Now, what about the disappearance of immigrant labor? Because Trump's promise is mass deportations. I'm not sure if you can just flip, you know, the findings of this research. Like, is there a similar natural experiment or study that shows how that might affect workers or the economy?

Karma: There is, actually. And I think the claim from Trump and his advisers is that the ultimate pro-worker policy is mass deportation, right? Because what happens when you get rid of a bunch of immigrant laborers is now those employers have to hire natives at higher wages, because there's a sort of artificially created labor shortage.

Rosin: Right.

Karma: And again, very intuitive. But when we actually look at what happens in the real world, we see something very different. So the best study on this, I think--although there's a few--is from the Secure Communities program, which is a Department of Homeland Security program that between 2008 and 2014 deported about 500,000 immigrants. And because the program was rolled out community by community, it created this really nice natural experiment where you could see what happened to the communities that had experienced it and the ones [that] hadn't.

You could compare them and see what the overall effect [was]. And what researchers found, actually, shocked me--it shocked many of them--was that for every hundred immigrants that were deported, you actually ended up with nine fewer jobs for natives. That's not just temporary work. That's, like, nine jobs permanently gone in this community.

And there are many studies that reinforce this finding from all across history, from the Bracero program, studies on the H-2B program--which is like H-1B, but for lower-skilled immigrants--studies going all the way back to the Great Depression that all find similar things.

And the reason is that immigrants are deeply interwoven into their local economies. And so take the restaurant industry. If you're a restaurant owner, and suddenly you lose a big chunk of your workforce, to the point where you either have to have higher labor costs and at the same time you have less demand, there's a good chance you have to go out of business altogether. And when you go out of business, that doesn't just hurt the immigrants who are working for you. That also hurts the native-born workers.

And so there are all these sort of synchronicities, all of these interconnections, that allow immigration to have this positive sum effect. But then as soon as you--if you rip out the immigrants, then native workers often get caught in the crossfire.

Rosin: Yeah. So if the research is so consistent--so strong--and makes a lot of sense, if you think about it a tiny bit more deeply, why do you think this sentiment persists? Is it just a feeling, you know? Because it persists on both the right and the left. It's not as if the left is fighting back. They don't necessarily advocate mass deportations, but they are also not fighting back against this idea that immigrants take away American jobs.

Karma: I think part of the fixation on the economics of immigration is a way for many people like us--elites, people in the media--to try to find a more materialist explanation for a set of instincts that I think many of us are uncomfortable with. And I think that is actually kind of a tragedy.

I think if people oppose immigration or feel strongly about immigration because of certain cultural beliefs or concerns about national identity, it's important to take those concerns seriously. And I think it's actually a problem, and even a bit patronizing, that we tend to project these sort of more wonky economic concerns onto that.

Rosin: Yeah. I had a conversation with Representative Ritchie Torres of New York right after the election, who talked about how a lot of the immigrants in his neighborhood had a surprising amount of anti-undocumented immigrant sentiment.

And it made me wonder about--I don't even know how to define this, but sense of chaos, just a feeling of things not being in control. It's sort of the way people feel about crime. There just seems to be a sense that things have run away, and you can't get ahead. It's a vague thing, but it is related to--There's just so much out of control, and I need someone to stop it.

Karma: I actually think that's a really important point. One of the greatest shifts in public opinion on immigration has happened in the last few years, where in 2020, according to Gallup, only 28 percent of Americans said they wanted immigration decreased.

Four years later, that number was 55 percent. So it had almost doubled. And that is much larger and much faster than even the public-opinion shift on something like gay marriage. So this is a huge, almost unprecedented shift. And as I dug into why, what came up over and over again is this feeling of chaos, this feeling that we are not in control of our own border. And when you actually look at questions about how people feel towards immigrants themselves, they hadn't changed nearly as much.

People weren't necessarily anti-immigrant, as much as they felt like the immigration process had gotten out of control and the immigration process was no longer serving the country. And so I think it is really important to distinguish [between] those two things. And I think a lot of the public-opinion shift we've seen over the last few years--it isn't about economics. It's really about this sense of control and chaos.

Rosin: Yeah. So maybe the place to end is this: Have you talked to anyone or done any thinking about how, in a situation like this, you close the gap? Because we, as journalists--it's frustrating to us to know that there is an answer. You know, there's an answer that research has provided. There are truths and facts. And separate from that, there is a perception. So have you thought of or seen anybody talk interestingly about how you bridge a gap like that, where people feel one way that is discordant with what the reality is?

Karma: Unfortunately, like any good journalist, I'm not quite as good at the solutions as I am about identifying the problems. But I will say, I think at the root of a lot of this is the fact that there's an underlying scarcity. Right?

So I think an example of this is housing. Recently--you know, we haven't talked about this, in particular--but J. D. Vance and Donald Trump made a big deal in their campaign about how immigrants were responsible for driving up housing costs. That argument has never held weight in American politics before, because it is only over the last decade that housing costs and a housing shortage has become a big problem. When there is material scarcity, people look for a villain; people look for someone to blame. And so I think one answer to, for example, the blaming [of] immigrants for housing costs is to say, Well, if we fix the housing shortage such that people don't feel that scarcity, maybe we can avoid some of that.

I think the other sort of way I'd look at this is: In some senses, one of the most pro-immigrant things you could do is reduce the amount of chaos, right? So I think there's actually a sort of middle ground here where you could reduce a lot of the chaos at the border while expanding legal immigration in a way that keeps immigrants coming in but creates a more orderly process that people feel comfortable with. And you can actually get more positive sentiment as a result.

I just think what makes it difficult is the politics are almost perfectly aligned to make that difficult from happening. And it's been, you know--immigration reform is something that politicians have been talking about for more than 20 years now, and it hasn't happened.

Rosin: Well, that was really helpful. Roge, thank you so much for joining me today and talking about this.

Karma: Thank you so much for having me. It was a pleasure.

Rosin: This episode was produced by Kevin Townsend and edited by Claudine Ebeid. Rob Smierciak engineered, and Sara Krolewski fact-checked. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

My thanks to Ali Breland and Roge Karma for joining me. If you'd like to hear Roge go even deeper on the research into immigration's economic impact, you can hear him on another Atlantic podcast called Good on Paper. It's hosted by staff writer Jerusalem Demsas, and that episode is linked in the show notes.

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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The Solzhenitsyn Test

Lying is a prerequisite for securing a Trump appointment.

by Eliot A. Cohen




In his 1970 Nobel lecture, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn said, "You can resolve to live your life with integrity. Let your credo be this: Let the lie come into the world, let it even triumph. But not through me." The problem presently before the United States is that the Trump administration will be staffed in its upper reaches by political appointees who, without exception, have failed this test.

To get their positions, these men and women have to be willing to declare, publicly if necessary, that Donald Trump won the 2020 election and that the insurrectionary riot of January 6, 2021, was not instigated by a president seeking to overturn that election. These are not merely matters that might be disputed, or on which reasonable people can disagree, or of which citizens in the public square can claim ignorance. They are lies, big, consequential lies that strike at the heart of the American system of government, that deny the history through which we have all lived, that reject the unambiguous facts that are in front of our noses. They are lies that require exceptional brazenness, or exceptional cowardice, or a break with reality to assert.

Lying itself is a common thing. There are the routine social lies that all of us experience and tell: "Your talents are terrific, just not the right fit for the organization," or "I have always admired your accomplishments," or for that matter, "What an adorable baby." There are the comforting lies: "It was a really close call," or "Your son did not suffer." There are the lies of loyal aides: "The president's abilities are unimpaired by advancing age."

Politicians lie differently, some of them often and freely. They promise things they know they cannot deliver, they deny cheating on their spouses, and they claim ignorance about realities on which they were briefed. Even so, the lies required to get into the Trump administration are qualitatively different.

Read: What I didn't understand about political lying

They are different in part because they are not simply spewed by politicians who once knew better and said otherwise in public. Rather, they have to be affirmed by the talented and not-so-talented men and women who are being named to important positions in government--the secretaries, undersecretaries, directors, and senior advisers who make the government work. They are different, too, because this is a prerequisite for senior government service. In the first Trump term, Jim Mattis and John Kelly and John Bolton did not have to lie in this way to get their jobs. Very few of them would have willingly done so. And they most certainly did not have to lie so egregiously and so blatantly.

What difference it will make is an interesting question. In other parts of their lives, many of these people are supportive friends and spouses, generous donors to good causes, and talented administrators. Their sense of reality will not necessarily be impaired by having had to deny this particular historical truth, or at least not immediately. They may very well do good, making government more efficient or helping tame the aggressive coalition of China, Russia, Iran, and North Korea that poses an increasing threat to world peace. They may dismantle unnecessary regulations, or pernicious speech codes that in their own way suppress the truth.

But still, at the beginning, when the seed of their government service has been planted in the soil of a new administration, it will be found to have a rotten kernel.

Read: Lies about immigration help no one

I learned as an assistant dean, many years ago, that student malefactors often found it impossible to admit to having done something wrong. That unambiguous case of plagiarism "wasn't me," I heard more than once--not a denial of having stolen another's words and claimed credit for them, but a strange psychological trick of convincing themselves that it had been some other self, an aberrant doppelganger, who had done the dirty deed. The disciplinary process in which I took part had as its objective bringing the student to realize that no, that really was you who did it, and the question is how you are going to deal with that fact.

Twenty-year-olds found that process wrenching enough. Fifty-year-olds would, I think, find the tension between their self-conception and their behavior unbearable, short of a major breakdown or a conversionary religious experience. So they will look to two other defenses.

The first, the resort of particularly shallow people, will be simply not to care. Given the character of some of the Trump appointees--serial infidelities, dubious business practices, careers of evasions and deceptions--this may feel like just one more. They will shrug it off.

The more likely response will be a variety of self-defenses to keep intact their self-image as honorable public servants. Some will offer the defense of the Vichy bureaucrats, who insisted that as distasteful as the regime was, better that they should execute its policies than someone else. More likely will be their conviction that a great opportunity exists to do good in their chosen sphere of action, and this is just the price they have to pay for it. History having faded as an essential and respected discipline for policy makers and statesmen, they may think that most history is a pack of half-truths or falsehoods anyway, and not particularly relevant to the needs of the moment. That is a surprisingly common view among successful executives: Of one I heard it said, "For him the past simply does not exist; today, to some extent; but the future is what he really thinks about." The individual concerned would probably not have disputed or even have been disturbed by that characterization.

Read: Donald Trump's most dangerous Cabinet pick

Whatever the defenses they come up with, however, the senior appointees of the Trump administration will have to enter public service having affirmed an ugly lie, or several. No matter what other qualities they have to their credit, that will remain with them. That, in turns, means that we can never really trust them: We must always suppose that, having told an egregious lie to get their positions, they will be willing to tell others to hold on to them. They can have no presumption of truthfulness in their government service.

That in turn will change them fundamentally. In Robert Bolt's marvelous A Man for All Seasons, Sir Thomas More explains to his daughter why he cannot yield to Henry VIII's demand that he declare the king's first marriage invalid, allowing Henry to marry Anne Boleyn, and hopefully get the male heir the kingdom desperately needs. More knows that that declaration is in the public interest. He also knows that his refusal will sooner or later lead him to the execution block.

When a man takes an oath, Meg, he's holding his own self in his own hands. Like water. And if he opens his fingers then--he needn't hope to find himself again.

To land a top job with Donald Trump, you have to open your fingers. It is, as Solzhenitsyn suggested, the end of your integrity.

Not a huge or even a noticeable price for many of these people, although perhaps one that most of them have not thought much about. It is equally pointless to condemn or pity them for becoming what they have chosen to be. But we should also recognize that, for the next four years at least, and despite whatever protestations of higher belief some of them may make, we need to be wary, because henceforth we will have a government of damaged souls.
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Parents Are Gaming Their Kids' Credit Scores

Because of course they are.

by Michael Waters




Several years ago, Hannah Case decided to examine her personal credit history. Case, who was then a researcher at the Federal Reserve, hadn't gotten her first credit card until she was 22. But as she discovered when she saw her file, she'd apparently been spending responsibly since 14. After looking into how that could be, she learned that her parents had added her as an "authorized user" on their credit card. That made their spending and payment habits a part of her credit history too--and likely gave Case a starting credit score that was, as she recalls it, already "fairly high."

Credit scores are meant to be neutral measures of someone's financial reliability, but in practice, they're an easy way for some better-off families to give their children an early financial advantage. A range of services promise to help parents ensure that their kids enter adulthood armed with good scores. On TikTok, "generational wealth" influencers tout the benefits of authorized usership. Fintech start-ups, such as Greenlight and GoHenry, advise parents on establishing a credit history for their children. And financial institutions such as Austin Capital Bank promise to improve children's future credit scores with programs that allow parents to authorize the bank to take out and automatically repay loans in their child's name.

Read: Can the flaws in credit scoring be fixed?

Many parents are taking advantage of these tools. In a 2019 poll commissioned by the consumer-financial-advice website CreditCards.com, 8 percent of the roughly 1,500 American parents surveyed said that at least one of their minor children had a credit card--presumably through authorized usership, because kids under 18 can't get their own credit card. And data from TransUnion last year showed that nearly 700,000 22-to-24-year-olds had authorized-user accounts. Trying to build credit for kids who haven't graduated from high school isn't necessarily new. But as wages stagnate and homeownership slips out of reach, "financial well-being has become more complicated and more precarious for young adults," Ashley LeBaron-Black, a family-life professor at Brigham Young University, told me. "Parents recognize that, and are trying to prepare their kids."

These days, your score doesn't just determine your access to a credit card or a loan. It is your passkey to successful participation in society at large, influencing what job or apartment you can get and how much you might pay for car insurance or a security deposit. But not everyone is set up to receive a good score. Research on the topic is scant, but the scholars I spoke with told me that credit scores are closely tied to race and intergenerational wealth--specifically, who has a legacy of wealth in their family and who does not--and that the gap between who gets a good score and who doesn't can start forming when people are still young. Eighteen- to 20-year-olds from white-majority communities start out with credit scores 24 points higher than those from Black-majority communities, a report from the Urban Institute, a nonprofit research organization, found. (The paper didn't mention the affluence of those communities, but on average, white households are wealthier than Black ones.)

This disparity deepens as people get older. In 2021, Black Americans had a median credit score of 639, compared with 730 for white Americans and 752 for Asian Americans. (The maximum score is 850.) And another paper found that people in the lowest income bracket had an average credit score more than 150 points below that of their highest-earning peers. Credit scores are another way for "a lot of economic inequality, disparity, generational-wealth gaps to just be further encoded and passed on," Yeshimabeit Milner, the founder of the advocacy group Data for Black Lives, told me.

Calculating credit scores is complicated. Algorithms draw on a report that includes information about all of your financial accounts and loans, as well as any bankruptcies. Some factors, such as a long record of repaying debts on time, are associated with higher scores. Others, including a failure to meet payment deadlines or a short credit history, can nudge it down. For young people, this can mean that a good score might seem far-off. Most people in their early 20s will inherently have a short history; you can't even get a score until you're 18. But authorized usership lets you begin building your report early.

Read: An overlooked path to a financial fresh start

The mechanism, which the Federal Reserve Board introduced in 1975, was originally intended not for children, but for married women, who until the previous year hadn't been able to get their own credit cards. In an effort to ensure that these women's long spending and payment histories wouldn't be invisible, the Federal Reserve ruled that they could retroactively assume part of their husband's credit history. Inadvertently, this ruling also opened the door for some kids. Now two of the major credit bureaus, Experian and Equifax, recommend authorized usership as a way to improve your report, and FICO, the data-analytics company that produces the country's most popular credit-scoring algorithm, confirmed to me that being an authorized user "can help those who are new to credit start establishing a credit history." The company didn't specify how much of a difference it makes, but one study found that people across the age spectrum with short credit histories saw their score increase by 22.4 points after they were added as an authorized user.

Of course, authorized usership, like many of the most effective ways to build credit young, works only if one's parents have a high score; inheriting someone else's unpaid debts will hurt your report. Similarly, using a co-signer to get a good credit card, as 3.7 percent of young Americans do, is another option--but it's available only to those whose parents have strong credit histories. Case, the former Federal Reserve researcher, found that 18-to-20-year-olds with co-signed cards had scores nearly 50 points higher than those who opened accounts by themselves (though that may be in part because the co-signees also tended to come from wealthier census tracts). On their own, once kids turn 18, they can get what is known as a "secured" credit card by making an upfront cash deposit. But that does little to build their report compared with what "being an authorized user on an American Express gold card could ever do," Milner said.

Even though young adults' credit scores often dovetail closely with their parents' scores, many institutions treat credit scores as personal measures of financial savvy and character. "There's this idea out there that somehow your credit score is a marker of how responsible and moral of a person you are," Chi Chi Wu, a senior attorney at the National Consumer Law Center, told me. Hiring managers study credit reports to evaluate an applicant's ethics, and some short-lived dating apps even pledged to accept only users with high scores. In reality, however, your score does not reflect your virtuousness. It's easier for those with an economic cushion to meet payments, and harder for those without that wiggle room--especially if they have a lower credit score and are charged more for things such as car loans and home mortgages. "It's just a vicious cycle," Wu told me.

Many people probably don't think about all of this when they clear their credit-card balances each month. But Case's research background has prompted her to be more attentive to the ways in which credit scores shape who has access to the American economy and how much interest they must pay for the privilege. It's hard to trace the logic behind her credit experience (or anyone else's), because the whole system is opaque, she told me. She can't know how much of a boost being an authorized user gave her. What she does know is that she didn't have a problem getting her first credit card or passing her first landlord's credit check--hurdles that often hold back people with low or nonexistent credit scores. She may have just been starting out, but fair or not, she was already a step ahead.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/family/archive/2025/01/credit-score-authorized-usership-parenting/681255/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Why 'Late Regime' Presidencies Fail

The coalition collapse that doomed Biden follows a grim precedent set by another Democratic leader: Jimmy Carter.

by Ronald Brownstein




Presidents whom most voters view as failures, justifiably or not, have frequently shaped American politics long after they leave office--notably, by paving the way for presidencies considered much more successful and consequential. As President Joe Biden nears his final days in office, his uneasy term presents Democrats with some uncomfortable parallels to their experience with Jimmy Carter, whose state funeral takes place this week in Washington, D.C.

The former Georgia governor's victory in 1976 initially offered the promise of revitalizing the formidable electoral coalition that had delivered the White House to Democrats in seven of the nine presidential elections from 1932 (won by Franklin D. Roosevelt) to 1964 (won by Lyndon B. Johnson), and had enabled the party to enact progressive social policies for two generations. But the collapse of his support over his four years in office, culminating in his landslide defeat by Ronald Reagan in 1980, showed that Carter's electoral victory was instead that coalition's dying breath. Carter's troubled term in the White House proved the indispensable precondition to Reagan's landmark presidency, which reshaped the competition between the two major parties and enabled the epoch-defining ascendancy of the new right.

The specter of such a turnabout now haunts Biden and his legacy. Despite his many accomplishments in the White House, the November election's outcome demonstrated that his failures--particularly on the public priorities of inflation and the border--eclipsed his successes for most voters. As post-election surveys made clear, disapproval of the Biden administration's record was a liability that Vice President Kamala Harris could not escape.

Biden's unpopularity helped Donald Trump make major inroads among traditionally Democratic voting blocs, just as the widespread discontent over Carter's performance helped Reagan peel away millions of formerly Democratic voters in 1980. If Trump can cement in office the gains he made on Election Day--particularly among Latino, Asian American, and Black voters--historians may come to view Biden as the Carter to Trump's Reagan.

In his landmark 1993 book, The Politics Presidents Make, the Yale political scientist Stephen Skowronek persuasively argued that presidents succeed or fail according to not only their innate talents but also the timing of their election in the long-term cycle of political competition and electoral realignment between the major parties.

Most of the presidents who are remembered as the most successful and influential, Skowronek showed, came into office after decisive elections in which voters sweepingly rejected the party that had governed the country for years. The leaders Skowronek places in this category include Thomas Jefferson after his election in 1800, Andrew Jackson in 1828, Abraham Lincoln in 1860, Roosevelt in 1932, and Reagan in 1980.

These dominating figures, whom Skowronek identifies as men who "stood apart from the previously established parties," typically rose to prominence with a promise "to retrieve from a far distant, even mythic, past fundamental values that they claimed had been lost." Trump fits this template with his promises to "make America great again," and he also displays the twin traits that Skowronek describes as characteristic of these predecessors that Trump hopes to emulate: repudiating the existing terms of political competition and becoming a reconstructive leader of a new coalition.

The great repudiators, in Skowronek's telling, were all preceded by ill-fated leaders who'd gained the presidency representing a once-dominant coalition that was palpably diminished by the time of their election. Skowronek placed in this club John Adams, John Quincy Adams, Franklin Pierce, James Buchanan, Herbert Hoover, and Carter. Each of their presidencies represented a last gasp for the party that had won most of the general elections in the years prior. None of these "late regime" presidents, as Skowronek called them, could generate enough success in office to reverse their party's declining support; instead, they accelerated it.

The most recent such late-regime president, Carter, was elected in 1976 after Richard Nixon's victories in 1968 and 1972 had already exposed cracks in the Democrats' New Deal coalition of southerners, Black voters, and the white working class. Like many of his predecessors in the dubious fraternity of late-regime presidents, Carter recognized that his party needed to recalibrate its message and agenda to repair its eroding support. But the attempt to set a new, generally more centrist direction for the party foundered.

Thanks to rampant inflation, energy shortages, and the Iranian hostage crisis, Carter was whipsawed between a rebellion from the left (culminating in Senator Edward Kennedy's primary challenge) and an uprising on the right led by Reagan. As Carter limped through his 1980 reelection campaign, Skowronek wrote, he had become "a caricature of the old regime's political bankruptcy, the perfect foil for a repudiation of liberalism itself as the true source of all the nation's problems."

Carter's failures enabled Reagan to entrench the electoral realignment that Nixon had started. In Reagan's emphatic 1980 win, millions of southern white conservatives, including many evangelical Christians, as well as northern working-class white voters renounced the Democratic affiliation of their parents and flocked to Reagan's Republican Party. Most of those voters never looked back.

The issue now is whether Biden will one day be seen as another late-regime president whose perceived failures hastened his party's eclipse among key voting blocs. Pointing to his record of accomplishments, Biden advocates would consider the question absurd: Look, they say, at the big legislative wins, enormous job growth, soaring stock market, historic steps to combat climate change, skilled diplomacy that united allies against Russia's invasion of Ukraine, and boom in manufacturing investment, particularly in clean-energy technologies.

In electoral terms, however, Biden's legacy is more clouded. His 2020 victory appeared to revive the coalition of college-educated whites, growing minority populations, young people, and just enough working-class white voters that had allowed Bill Clinton and Barack Obama to win the White House in four of the six elections from 1992 through 2012. (In a fifth race over that span, Al Gore won the popular vote even though he lost the Electoral College.) But the public discontent with Biden frayed almost every strand of that coalition.

Biden made rebuilding his party's support among working-class voters a priority and, in fact, delivered huge gains in manufacturing and construction jobs that were tied to the big three bills he passed (on clean energy, infrastructure, and semiconductors). But public anger at the rising cost of living contributed to Biden's job-approval rating falling below 50 percent in the late summer of 2021 (around the time of the chaotic Afghanistan withdrawal), and it never climbed back to that crucial threshold. On Election Day, public disappointment with Biden's overall record helped Trump maintain a crushing lead over Harris among white voters without a college degree, as well as make unprecedented inroads among nonwhite voters without a college degree, especially Latinos.

The defecting Democratic voters of 2024 mean that as Biden leaves office, Gallup recently reported, Republicans are enjoying their biggest party-identification advantage in the past three decades. All of the intertwined and compounding electoral challenges Democrats now face ominously resemble the difficulties that Skowronek's other late-regime presidents left behind for their parties.

Although Carter identified as an outsider and Biden was the consummate insider, each sought to demonstrate to skeptical voters that he could make the government work better to address their most pressing problems: Carter called upon his engineer's efficiency; Biden used his long experience to negotiate effectively with both Congress and foreign nations. In the face of a rising challenge from the right, each hoped to revive public confidence that Democrats could produce better results.

Yet by the end of their term, voters--fairly or not--had concluded the opposite. As Skowronek observed, that kind of failure is common to late-regime presidents. By losing the country's confidence, these leaders all cleared the way for the repudiating presidents from the other party who succeeded them. "Through their hapless struggles for credibility," Skowronek wrote, "they become the foils for reconstructive leadership, the indispensable premise upon which traditional regime opponents generate the authority to repudiate the establishment wholesale."

In an email last week, Skowronek told me he agreed that the public rejection of Biden had provided Trump with an opening for a repudiating leadership very similar to the one Carter had unwittingly bequeathed Reagan.

"Characteristically, reconstructive leaders do three things," Skowronek wrote to me. "They turn their immediate predecessor into a foil for a wholesale repudiation of 'the establishment' (check). They build new parties (check). They dismantle the residual institutional infrastructure supporting the politics of the past (check; see Project 2025). Everything seems to be in place for one of these pivotal presidencies."

"Biden," Skowronek added, "set up his administration as a demonstration of the system's vitality. He tried to prove that (what Trump called) the 'deep state' could work and to vindicate it." The public's disenchantment with Biden's record could now have precisely the opposite effect, Skowronek believes, by undermining people's already fragile faith in government. That could strengthen Trump's hand to pursue "a substantial dismantling and redirection" of existing government institutions.

Carter and Biden each paved the way for his successor's agenda by conceding ground on crucial fronts. "In Carter's case, that included deregulation, the defense build-up, and prioritizing the fight against inflation," Skowronek wrote. "In Biden's case, that ultimately included tariffs, immigration restrictions, and an 'America first' industrial policy. Just as one could discern in Carter some consensual ground for a new ordering under Reagan, one can discern in Biden's innovations some consensual ground for a new ordering under Trump."

Although Biden may look like a classic late-regime president, Skowronek doubts whether Trump can grow into the kind of transformative leader who has typically followed such beleaguered figures--not least because Trump seems quite likely to exceed his mandate and overreach in a way that provokes a voter backlash in 2026. Much in Trump's record does indeed suggest that his agenda and style will be too polarizing, his commitment to the rule of law too tenuous, for him to build a coalition as durable or expansive as that assembled by any of the mighty repudiators of the past.

For Democrats, however, the sobering precedent of the Carter era is a public loss of faith that set up 12 years of Republican control of the White House. They can only hope that the late-regime rejection of Biden doesn't trigger another period of consolidated GOP dominance.
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The Army of God Comes Out of the Shadows

Tens of millions of American Christians are embracing a charismatic movement known as the New Apostolic Reformation, which seeks to destroy the secular state.

by Stephanie McCrummen




On the Thursday night after Donald Trump won the presidential election, an obscure but telling celebration unfolded inside a converted barn off a highway stretching through the cornfields of Lancaster County, Pennsylvania. The place was called Gateway House of Prayer, and it was not exactly a church, and did not exactly fit into the paradigms of what American Christianity has typically been. Inside, there were no hymnals, no images of Jesus Christ, no parables fixed in stained glass. Strings of lights hung from the rafters. A huge map of the world covered one wall. On the others were seven framed bulletin boards, each representing a theater of battle between the forces of God and Satan--government, business, education, family, arts, media, and religion itself. Gateway House of Prayer, it turned out, was a kind of war room. And if its patrons are to be believed, at least one person, and at peak times dozens, had been praying every single minute of every single day for more than 15 years for the victory that now seemed at hand. God was winning. The Kingdom was coming.

"Hallelujah!" said a woman arriving for the weekly 7 o'clock "government watch," during which a group of 20 or so volunteers sits in a circle and prays for God's dominion over the nation.

"Now the work begins!" a man said.

"We have to fight, fight, fight!" a grandmother said as they began talking about how a crowd at Trump's election watch party had launched into the hymn "How Great Thou Art."

"They were singing that!" another man said.

Yes, people replied; they had seen a video of the moment. As the mood in the barn became ever more jubilant, the grandmother pulled from her purse a shofar, a hollowed-out ram's horn used during Jewish services. She blew, understanding that the sound would break through the atmosphere, penetrate the demonic realm, and scatter the forces of Satan, a supernatural strike for the Kingdom of God. A woman fell to the floor.

"Heaven and Earth are coming into alignment!" a man declared. "The will of heaven is being done on Earth."

What was happening in the barn in Lancaster County did not represent some fringe of American Christianity, but rather what much of the faith is becoming. A shift is under way, one that scholars have been tracking for years and that has become startlingly visible with the rise of Trumpism. At this point, tens of millions of believers--about 40 percent of American Christians, including Catholics, according to a recent Denison University survey--are embracing an alluring, charismatic movement that has little use for religious pluralism, individual rights, or constitutional democracy. It is mystical, emotional, and, in its way, wildly utopian. It is transnational, multiracial, and unapologetically political. Early leaders called it the New Apostolic Reformation, or NAR, although some of those same leaders are now engaged in a rebranding effort as the antidemocratic character of the movement has come to light. And people who have never heard the name are nonetheless adopting the movement's central ideas. These include the belief that God speaks through modern-day apostles and prophets. That demonic forces can control not only individuals, but entire territories and institutions. That the Church is not so much a place as an active "army of God," one with a holy mission to claim the Earth for the Kingdom as humanity barrels ever deeper into the End Times.

Although the secular establishment has struggled to take all of this seriously, Trump has harnessed this apocalyptic energy to win the presidency twice.

If you were curious why Tucker Carlson, who was raised Episcopalian, recently spoke of being mauled in his sleep by a demon, it may be because he is absorbing the language and beliefs of this movement. If you were questioning why Elon Musk would bother speaking at an NAR church called Life Center in Harrisburg, it is because Musk surely knows that a movement that wants less government and more God works well with his libertarian vision. If you wanted to know why there were news stories about House Speaker Mike Johnson, a Southern Baptist, displaying a white flag with a green pine tree and the words An Appeal to Heaven outside his office, or the same flag being flown outside the vacation home of Supreme Court Justice Samuel Alito, a Catholic, the reason is that the Revolutionary War-era banner has become the battle flag for a movement with ideological allies across the Christian right. The NAR is supplying the ground troops to dismantle the secular state.




And if you are wondering where all of this is heading now that Trump has won the presidency, I was wondering the same thing. That is why I was sitting in the circle at Gateway House of Prayer, where, about 20 minutes into the evening, I got my first clue. People had welcomed me warmly. I had introduced myself as a reporter for The Atlantic. I was taking notes on Earth-heaven alignment when a woman across from me said, "Your writers have called us Nazis."

She seemed to be referring to an article that had compared Trump's rhetoric to Hitler's. I said what I always say, which is that I was there to understand. I offered my spiritual bona fides--raised Southern Baptist, from Alabama. The woman continued: "It's an editorial board that is severely to the left and despises the Trump movement." A man sitting next to me came to my defense. "We welcome you," he said, but it was clear something was off, and that something was me. The media had become a demonic stronghold. The people of God needed to figure out whether I was a tool of Satan, or possibly whether I had been sent by the Almighty.

"I personally feel like if you would like to stay with us, then I would ask if we could lay hands on you and pray," a woman said.

"We won't hurt you," another woman said.

"We just take everything to God," a woman sitting next to me said. "Don't take it personally."

The praying began, and I waited for the judgment.

How all of this came to be is a story with many starting points, the most immediate of which is Trump himself. In the lead-up to the 2016 election, establishment leaders on the Christian right were backing candidates with more pious pedigrees than Trump's. He needed a way to rally evangelicals, so he turned to some of the most influential apostles and prophets of the NAR, a wilder world where he was cast as God's "wrecking ball" and embraced by a fresh pool of so-called prophecy voters, people long regarded as the embarrassing riffraff of evangelical Christianity. But the DNA of that moment goes back further, to the Cold War, Latin America, and an iconoclastic seminary professor named C. Peter Wagner.

He grew up in New York City during the Great Depression, and embraced a conservative version of evangelical Christianity when he was courting his future wife. They became missionaries in Bolivia in the 1950s and '60s, when a wave of Pentecostalism was sweeping South America, filling churches with people who claimed that they were being healed, and seeing signs and wonders that Wagner initially dismissed as heresy. Much of this fervor was being channeled into social-justice movements taking hold across Latin America. Che Guevara was organizing in Bolivia. The civil-rights movement was under way in the United States. Ecumenical organizations such as the World Council of Churches were embracing the theology of liberation, emphasizing ideas such as the social sin of inequality and the need for justice not in heaven but here and now.

In the great postwar competition for hearts and minds, conservative American evangelicals--and the CIA, which they sometimes collaborated with--needed an answer to ideas they saw as dangerously socialist. Wagner, by then the general director of the Andes Evangelical Mission, rose to the occasion. In 1969, he took part in a conference in Bogota, Colombia, sponsored by the Billy Graham Evangelistic Association that aimed to counter these trends. He wrote a book--Latin American Theology: Radical or Evangelical?--which was handed out to all participants, and which argued that concern with social issues "may easily lead to serving mammon rather than serving God." Liberation theology was a slippery slope to hell.

After that, Wagner became a professor at Fuller Theological Seminary, teaching in the relatively experimental field of church growth. He began revisiting his experience in Bolivia, deciding that the overflowing churches he'd seen were a sign that the Holy Spirit was working in the world. He was also living in the California of the 1970s, when new religions and cults and a more freewheeling, independent, charismatic Christianity were proliferating, a kind of counter-counterculture. Droves of former hippies were being baptized in the Pacific in what became known as the Jesus People movement. Preachers such as John Wimber, a singer in the band that turned into the Righteous Brothers, were casting out demons before huge crowds. In the '80s, a group of men in Missouri known as the Kansas City Prophets believed they were restoring the gift of prophecy, understanding this to be God's natural way of talking to people.

Wagner met a woman named Cindy Jacobs, who understood herself to be a prophet, and believed that the "principalities" and "powers" mentioned in the Book of Ephesians were actually "territorial spirits" that could be defeated through "spiritual warfare." She and others formed prayer networks targeting the "10/40 window"--a geographic rectangle between the latitudes of 10 and 40 degrees north that included North Africa, the Middle East, and other parts of Asia that were predominantly Muslim, Buddhist, and Hindu.


C. Peter Wagner (Alexandre Luu)



Wagner also became captivated by a concept called dominionism, a major conceptual shift that had been emerging in conservative theological circles. At the time, the prevailing view was that God's mandate for Christians was simple evangelism, person by person; the Kingdom would come later, after the return of Jesus Christ, and meanwhile, the business of politics was, as the Bible verse goes, rendered unto Caesar. The new way of thinking was that God was calling his people to establish the Kingdom now. To put it another way, Christians had marching orders--a mandate for aggressive social and institutional transformation. The idea had deep roots in a movement called Christian Reconstructionism, whose serious thinkers--most prominently a Calvinist theologian named R. J. Rushdoony--were spending their lives working out the details of what a government grounded in biblical laws would look like, a model for a Christian theocracy.

By 1996, Wagner and a group of like-minded colleagues were rolling these ideas into what they were calling the New Apostolic Reformation, a term meant to evoke their conviction that a fresh outpouring of the Holy Spirit was moving around the globe, endowing believers with supernatural power and the authority to battle demonic forces and establish God's Kingdom on Earth. The NAR vision was not technically conservative but radical: Constructing the Kingdom meant destroying the secular state with equal rights for all, and replacing it with a system in which Christianity is supreme. As a practical matter, the movement put the full force of God on the side of free-market capitalism. In that sense, Wagner and his colleagues had found the answer to liberation theology that they'd been seeking for decades.

By last year, 42 percent of American Christians agreed with the statement "God wants Christians to stand atop the '7 Mountains of Society.'"

Wagner, who died in 2016, wrote dozens of additional books with titles such as Dominion! and Churchquake! The movement allowed Christianity to be changed and updated, embracing the idea that God was raising new apostles and prophets who could not only interpret ancient scripture but deliver "fresh words" and dreams from heaven on a rolling, even daily basis. One of Wagner's most talented acolytes, a preacher named Lance Wallnau, repackaged the concept of dominionism into what he popularized as the "7 Mountain Mandate," essentially an action plan for how Christians could dominate the seven spheres of life--government, education, media, and the four others posted on the walls like targets at Gateway House of Prayer.

What happened next is the story of these ideas spreading far and wide into an American culture primed to accept them. Churches interested in growing found that the NAR formula worked, delivering followers a sense of purpose and value in the Kingdom. Many started hosting "7M" seminars and offering coaching and webinars, which often drew wealthy businesspeople into the fold. After the 2016 election, a group of the nation's ultra-wealthy conservative Christians organized as an invitation-only charity called Ziklag, a reference to the biblical city where David found refuge during his war against King Saul. According to an investigation by ProPublica, the group stated in internal documents that its purpose was to "take dominion over the Seven Mountains." Wallnau is an adviser.

By last year, 42 percent of American Christians agreed with the statement "God wants Christians to stand atop the '7 Mountains of Society,' " according to Paul Djupe, a Denison University political scientist who has been developing new surveys to capture what he and others describe as a "fundamental shift" in American Christianity. Roughly 61 percent agreed with the statement that "there are modern-day apostles and prophets." Roughly half agreed that "there are demonic 'principalities' and 'powers' who control physical territory," and that the Church should "organize campaigns of spiritual warfare and prayer to displace high-level demons."

Overall, Djupe told me, the nation continues to become more secular. In 1991, only 6 percent of Americans identified as nonreligious, a figure that is now about 30 percent. But the Christians who remain are becoming more radical.

"They are taking on these extreme beliefs that give them a sense of power--they believe they have the power to change the nature of the Earth," Djupe said. "The adoption of these sort of beliefs is happening incredibly fast."

The ideas have seeped into Trumpworld, influencing the agenda known as Project 2025, as well as proposals set forth by the America First Policy Institute. A new book called Unhumans, co-authored by the far-right conspiracy theorist Jack Posobiec and endorsed by J. D. Vance, describes political opponents as "unhumans" who want to "undo civilization itself" and who currently "run operations in media, government, education, economy, family, religion, and arts and entertainment"--the seven mountains. The book argues that these "unhumans" must be "crushed."

"Our study of history has brought us to this conclusion: Democracy has never worked to protect innocents from the unhumans," the authors write. "It is time to stop playing by rules they won't."

my own frame of reference for what evangelical Christianity looked like was wooden pews, the ladies' handbell choir, and chicken casseroles for the homebound. The Southern Baptists of my childhood had no immediate reason to behave like insurgents. They had dominated Alabama for decades, mostly blessing the status quo. When I got an assignment a few years ago to write about why evangelicals were still backing Trump, I mistakenly thought that the Baptists were where the action was on the Christian right. I was working for The Washington Post then, and like many journalists, commentators, and researchers who study religion, I was far behind.

Where I ended up one Sunday in 2021 was a church in Fort Worth, Texas, called Mercy Culture. Roughly 1,500 people were streaming through the doors for one of four weekend services, one of which was in Spanish. Ushers offered earplugs. A store carried books about spiritual warfare. Inside the sanctuary, the people filling the seats were white, Black, and brown; they were working-class and professionals and unemployed; they were former drug addicts and porn addicts and social-media addicts; they were young men and women who believed their homosexual tendencies to be the work of Satan. I met a young woman who told me she was going to Montana to "prophesy over the land." I met a young man contemplating a future as a missionary, who told me, "If I have any choice, I want to die like the disciples." They had the drifty air of hippies, but their counterculture was pure Kingdom.

They faced a huge video screen showing swirling stars, crashing waves, and apocalyptic images, including a mushroom cloud. A digital clock was counting down, and when it hit zero, a band--keyboard, guitars, drums--began blasting music that reminded you of some pop song you couldn't quite place, from some world you'd left behind when you came through the doors. Lights flashed. Machine-made fog drifted through the crowd. People waved colored flags, calling the Holy Spirit in for a landing. Cameras swooped around, zooming in on a grown man crying and a woman lying prostrate, praying. Eventually, the pastor, a young man in skinny jeans, came onstage and demon-mapped the whole city of Fort Worth. The west side was controlled by the principality of Greed, the north by the demonic spirit of Rebellion; the south belonged to Lust. He spoke of surrendering to God's laws. And at one point, he endorsed a Church elder running for mayor, describing the campaign as "the beginning of a righteous movement."

Walking across the bleak, hot parking lot to my rental car afterward, I could understand how people were drawn into their realm. After that, I started seeing the futuristic world of the NAR all over the place. Sprawling megachurches outside Atlanta, Phoenix, and Harrisburg with Broadway-level production values; lower-budget operations in strip malls and the husks of defunct traditional churches. Lots of screens, lots of flags. Conferences with names like Open the Heavens. A training course called Vanquish Academy where people could learn "advanced prophetic weaponry" and "dream intelligence." Schools such as Kingdom University, in Tennessee, where students can learn their "Kingdom Assignment." In a way, the movement was a world with its own language. People spoke of convergence and alignment and demon portals and whether certain businesses were Kingdom or not.

In 2023, I met a woman who believed that her Kingdom assignment was to buy an entire mountain for God, and did. It is in northwestern Pennsylvania, and she lives on top of it with her husband. They are always finding what she called "God signs," such as feathers on the porch. Like many in the movement, she didn't attend church very often. But every day, she followed online prophets and apostles such as Dutch Sheets, an acolyte of Wagner's who has hundreds of thousands of followers and is known for interpreting dreams.

Stephanie McCrummen: The woman who bought a mountain for God

In 2016, Sheets began embracing prophecies that God was using Trump, telling fellow prophets and apostles that his victory would bring "new levels of demonic desperation." In the aftermath of the 2020 election, Sheets began releasing daily prophetic updates called Give Him 15, casting Trump's attempt to steal the election as a great spiritual battle against the forces of darkness. In the days before the insurrection, Sheets described a dream in which he was charging on horseback to the U.S. Capitol to stand for the Kingdom. Although he was not in Washington, D.C., on January 6, many of his followers were, some carrying the APPEAL TO HEAVEN flag he'd popularized. Others from Wagner's old inner circle were there too. Wallnau streamed live from near the U.S. Capitol that day and, that night, from the Trump International Hotel. Cindy Jacobs conducted spiritual warfare just outside the Capitol as rioters were smashing their way inside, telling her followers that the Lord had given her a vision "that they would break through and go all the way to the top." In his most recent book, The Violent Take It by Force, the scholar Matthew Taylor details the role that major NAR leaders played that day, calling them "the principal theological architects" of the insurrection.


Faith leaders, including major figures in the New Apostolic Reformation movement, pray with Donald Trump at the White House in 2019. (Storms Media Group / Alamy)



At the Pennsylvania statehouse, I met an apostle named Abby Abildness, whom I came to understand as a kind of Kingdom diplomat. It was the spring of 2023, and she had recently returned from Iraqi Kurdistan, where she had met with Kurdish leaders she believed to be descended from King Solomon, and who she said wanted "holy governance to go forth."

I watched YouTube videos of prophets broadcasting from their basements. I watched a streaming show called FlashPoint, where apostles and prophets deliver news from God; guests have included Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, because another dimension of the NAR is that the movement is a prominent advocate of Christian Zionism.

I came to understand how the movement amounts to a sprawling political machine. The apostles and prophets, speaking for God, decide which candidates and policies advance the Kingdom. The movement's prayer networks and newsletters amount to voter lists and voter guides. A growing ecosystem of podcasts and streaming shows such as FlashPoint amounts to a Kingdom media empire. And the overall vision of the movement means that people are not engaged just during election years but, like the people at Gateway House of Prayer, 24/7.

Read: This just in from heaven

As November's election neared, I watched the whole juggernaut crank into action to return Trump to the White House. Wallnau, in partnership with the Trump-aligned America First Policy Institute, promoted an effort called Project 19, targeting voters in 19 swing counties. He also launched something called the Courage Tour, which similarly targeted swing states, and I attended one event in Eau Claire, Wisconsin. It looked like an old-fashioned tent revival, except that it was also an aggressive pro-Trump mobilization effort. Wallnau dabbed frankincense oil onto foreheads, anointing voters into God's army. Another speaker said that Kamala Harris would be a "devil in the White House." Others cast Democrats as agents of Lucifer, and human history as a struggle between the godless forces of secular humanism and God's will for humankind.

A march called "A Million Women" on the National Mall drew tens of thousands of people and culminated with the smashing of an altar representing demonic strongholds in America. With the Capitol dome as their backdrop, people took turns bashing the altar as music surged and others prayed, and when it was rubble, the prophet Lou Engle declared, "We're going to point to the north, south, and east, and west, and command America! The veil has been ripped!"

The NAR movement was a major source of the "low-propensity voters" who backed Trump. Frederick Clarkson, a senior research analyst with Political Research Associates, which tracks antidemocratic movements, has been documenting the rise of the NAR for years, and warning about its theocratic goals. He believes that a certain condescension, and perhaps failure of imagination, has kept outsiders from understanding what he has come to see as the most significant religious movement of the 21st century, and one that poses a profound threat to democracy.

"Certain segments of society have not been willing to understand where these people are coming from," Clarkson told me. "For me, it's part of the story of our times. It's a movement that has continued to rise, gathered political strength, attracted money, built institutions. And the broad center-left doesn't understand what's happening."

Which leaves the question of what happens now.

The movement certainly aligns with many goals of the Christian right: a total abortion ban, an end to gay marriage and LGBTQ rights. Traditional family is the fundamental unit of God's perfect order. In theory, affirmative action, welfare programs, and other social-justice measures would be unnecessary because in the Kingdom, as Abildness, the Pennsylvania apostle, and her husband once explained to me, there is no racism and no identity other than child of God. "Those that oppose us think we are dangerous," her husband told me, describing a vision of life governed by God's will. "But this is better for everyone. There wouldn't be homelessness. We'd be caring for each other."

Matthew Taylor told me he sees the movement merging seamlessly into "the MAGA blob," with the prophets and apostles casting whatever Trump does as part of God's plan, and rebuking any dissent. "It's the synchronization with Trump that is most alarming," he said. "The agenda now is Trump. And that's how populist authoritarianism works. It starts out as a coalition, as a shotgun marriage, and eventually the populism and authoritarianism takes over."

Read: My father, my faith, and Donald Trump

In another sense, the movement has never been about policies or changes to the law; it's always been about the larger goal of dismantling the institutions of secular government to clear the way for the Kingdom. It is about God's total victory.

"Buckle up, buttercup!" Wallnau said on his podcast shortly after the election. "Because you're going to be watching a whole new redefinition of what the reformation looks like as Christians engage every sector of society. Christ is not quarantined any longer. We're going into all the world."

On the day after the election, I went to Life Center, the NAR church where Elon Musk had spoken a couple of weeks earlier. The mood was jubilant. A pastor spoke of "years of oppression" and said that "we are at a time on the other side of a victory for our nation that God alone--that God alone--orchestrated for us."

The music pounded, and people cheered, and after that, a prominent prophet named Joseph Garlington delivered a sermon. He was a guest speaker, and he offered what sounded like the first hint of dissent I'd heard in a long time. He talked about undocumented immigrants and asked people to consider whether it might be possible that God was sending them to the U.S. so they could build the Kingdom.

"What if they are part of the harvest?" he said. "He didn't send us to them; maybe he's sending them to us."

It was a striking moment. Life Center, Mercy Culture, and many other churches in the movement have large numbers of Latinos in their congregations. In 2020, Trump kicked off his outreach to evangelical voters at a Miami megachurch called El Rey Jesus, headed by a prominent Honduran American apostle named Guillermo Maldonado. I wondered how the apostles and prophets would react to the mass deportations Trump had proposed. Garlington continued that Trump was "God's choice," but that the election was just one battle in the ultimate struggle. He told people that it's "time for war," language I kept hearing in other NAR circles even after the election. He told people to prepare to lose friends and family as the Kingdom of God marched on in the days ahead. He told them to separate from the wicked.

"You'll be happy with the changes God brings," a woman reassured me. "You'll be happy."

"If you've got a child and he says, 'Come and let us go serve other gods,' go tell on him. Tell them, 'I've got a kid who is saying we need to serve other gods. Can you help me kill him?' " Garlington said he wasn't being literal about the last part. "But you need to rebuke them," he said. "You need to say, 'Honey, if you keep on that path, there's a place reserved in hell for you.' "

This was also a theme the next day at Gateway House of Prayer, where I waited to learn my own fate, as people began praying in tongues and free-forming in English as the Holy Spirit gave them words.




"We're asking for a full overturning in the media," a man said. "We're asking for all the media to turn away from being propagandists to being truth tellers."

"Their eyes need to be opened," a woman said. "They don't know God at all. They think they know all these things because they're so educated and worldly. But they do not see God ... And that's what we need. The harvest."

"The reformation," the grandmother added.

"The reformation," the woman said.

At one point, a man questioned me: "The whole world knows The Atlantic is a left-wing, Marxist-type publication. Why would you choose to go and work there?" At another point, the group leader defended me: "I feel the Lord has called her to be a truth seeker." At another point, the grandmother spoke of a prophecy she'd heard recently about punishment for the wicked. "There are millstones being made in Heaven," she said. "Straight up. There's millstones." Another woman spoke of "God's angry judgment" for the disobedient.

"There's a lot of people that are going to change their minds," a man said.

"You'll be happy with the changes God brings," a woman reassured me. "You'll be happy."

This went on for a while. I wasn't sure where it was going until the leader of the group decided that I should leave. She could not have been nicer about it. She spoke of God's absolute love, and absolute truth, and absolute justice, and then I headed for the door.

A few women followed me into the lobby, apologizing that it had come to this. They were sorry for me, as believers in the movement were sorry for all of the people who were lost and confused by this moment in America--the doubters, the atheists, the gay people, Muslims, Buddhists, Democrats, journalists, and all the godless who had not yet submitted to what they knew to be true. The Kingdom was here, and the only question was whether you were in, or out.



This article appears in the February 2025 print edition with the headline "Army of God."
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A Virtual Cell Is a 'Holy Grail' of Science. It's Getting Closer.

Large language models may unlock a new and valuable type of research.

by Matteo Wong




The human cell is a miserable thing to study. Tens of trillions of them exist in the body, forming an enormous and intricate network that governs every disease and metabolic process. Each cell in that circuit is itself the product of an equally dense and complex interplay among genes, proteins, and other bits of profoundly small biological machinery.



Our understanding of this world is hazy and constantly in flux. As recently as a few years ago, scientists thought there were only a few hundred distinct cell types, but new technologies have revealed thousands (and that's just the start). Experimenting in this microscopic realm can be a kind of guesswork; even success is frequently confounding. Ozempic-style drugs were thought to act on the gut, for example, but might turn out to be brain drugs, and Viagra was initially developed to treat cardiovascular disease.



Speeding up cellular research could yield tremendous things for humanity--new medicines and vaccines, cancer treatments, even just a deeper understanding of the elemental processes that shape our lives. And it's beginning to happen. Scientists are now designing computer programs that may unlock the ability to simulate human cells, giving researchers the ability to predict the effect of a drug, mutation, virus, or any other change in the body, and in turn making physical experiments more targeted and likelier to succeed. Inspired by large language models such as ChatGPT, the hope is that generative AI can "decode the language of biology and then speak the language of biology," Eric Xing, a computer scientist at Carnegie Mellon University and the president of Mohamed bin Zayed University of Artificial Intelligence, in the United Arab Emirates, told me.



Much as a chatbot can discern style and perhaps even meaning from huge volumes of written language, which it then uses to construct humanlike prose, AI could in theory be trained on huge quantities of biological data to extract key information about cells or even entire organisms. This would allow researchers to create virtual models of the many, many cells within the body--and act upon them. "It's the holy grail of biology," Emma Lundberg, a cell biologist at Stanford, told me. "People have been dreaming about it for years and years and years."



These grandiose claims--about so ambiguous and controversial a technology as generative AI, no less--may sound awfully similar to self-serving prophesies from tech executives: OpenAI's Sam Altman, Google DeepMind's Demis Hassabis, and Anthropic's Dario Amodei have all declared that their AI products will soon revolutionize medicine.



If generative AI does make good on such visions, however, the result may look something like the virtual cell that Xing, Lundberg, and others have been working toward. (Last month, they published a perspective in Cell on the subject. Xing has taken the idea a step further, co-authoring several papers about the possibility that such virtual cells could be combined into an "AI-driven digital organism"--a simulation of an entire being.) Even in these early days--scientists told me that this approach, if it proves workable, may take 10 or 100 years to fully realize--it's a demonstration that the technology's ultimate good may come not from chatbots, but from something much more ambitious.



Efforts to create a virtual cell did not begin with the arrival of large language models. The first modern attempts, back in the 1990s, involved writing equations and code to describe every molecule and interaction. This approach yielded some success, and the first whole-cell model, of a bacteria species, was eventually published in 2012. But it hasn't worked for human cells, which are more complicated--scientists lack a deep enough understanding to imagine or write all of the necessary equations, Lundberg said.



The issue is not that there isn't any relevant information. Over the past 20 years, new technologies have produced a trove of genetic-sequence and microscope data related to human cells. The problem is that the corpus is so large and complex that no human could possibly make total sense of it. But generative AI, which works by extracting patterns from huge amounts of data with minimal human instructions, just might. "We're at this tipping point" for AI in biology, Eran Segal, a computational biologist at the Weizmann Institute of Science and a collaborator of Xing's, told me. "All the stars aligned, and we have all the different components: the data, the compute, the modeling."



Scientists have already begun using generative AI in a growing number of disciplines. For instance, by analyzing years of meteorological records or quantum-physics measurements, an AI model might reliably predict the approach of major storms or how subatomic particles behave, even if scientists can't say why the predictions are accurate. The ability to explain is being replaced by the ability to predict, human discovery supplanted by algorithmic faith. This may seem counterintuitive (if scientists can't explain something, do they really understand it?) and even terrifying (what if a black-box algorithm trusted to predict floods misses one?). But so far, the approach has yielded significant results.



Read: Science is becoming less human



"The big turning point in the space was six years ago," Ziv Bar-Joseph, a computational biologist at Carnegie Mellon University and the head of research and development and computational sciences at Sanofi, told me. In 2018--before the generative-AI boom--Google DeepMind released AlphaFold, an AI algorithm that functionally "solved" a long-standing problem in molecular biology: how to discern the three-dimensional structure of a protein from the list of amino acids it is made of. Doing so for a single protein used to take a human years of experimenting, but in 2022, just four years after its initial release, AlphaFold predicted the structure of 200 million of them, nearly every protein known to science. The program is already advancing drug discovery and fundamental biological research, which won its creators a Nobel Prize this past fall.



The program's success inspired researchers to design so-called foundation models for other building blocks of biology, such as DNA and RNA. Inspired by how chatbots predict the next word in a sentence, many of these foundation models are trained to predict what comes next in a biological sequence, such as the next set of As, Ts, Gs, and Cs that make up a strand of DNA, or the next amino acid in a protein. Generative AI's value extends beyond straightforward prediction, however. As they analyze text, chatbots develop abstract mathematical maps of language based on the relationships between words. They assign words and sentences coordinates on those maps, known as "embeddings": In one famous example, the distance between the embeddings of queen and king is the same as that between woman and man, suggesting that the program developed some internal notion of gender roles and royalty. Basic, if flawed, capacities for mathematics, logical reasoning, and persuasion seem to emerge from this word prediction.



Many AI researchers believe that the basic understanding reflected in these embeddings is what allows chatbots to effectively predict words in a sentence. This same idea could be of use in biological foundation models as well. For instance, to accurately predict a sequence of nucleotides or amino acids, an algorithm might need to develop internal, statistical approximations of how those nucleotides or amino acids interact with one another, and even how they function in a cell or an organism.



Although these biological embeddings--essentially a long list of numbers--are on their own meaningless to people, the numbers can be fed into other, simpler algorithms that extract latent "meaning" from them. The embeddings from a model designed to understand the structure of DNA, for instance, could be fed into another program that predicts DNA function, cell type, or the effect of genetic mutations. Instead of having a separate program for every DNA- or protein-related task, a foundation model can address many at once, and several such programs have been published over the past two years.



Take scGPT, for example. This program was designed to predict bits of RNA in a cell, but it has succeeded in predicting cell type, the effects of genetic alterations, and more. "It turns out by just predicting next gene tokens, scGPT is able to really understand the basic concept of what is a cell," Bo Wang, one of the programs' creators and a biologist at the University of Toronto, told me. The latest version of AlphaFold, published last year, has exhibited far more general capabilities--it can predict the structure of biological molecules other than proteins as well as how they interact. Ideally, the technology will make experiments more efficient and targeted by systematically exploring hypotheses, allowing scientists to physically test only the most promising or curiosity-inducing. Wang, a co-author on the Cell perspective, hopes to build even more general foundation models for cellular biology.



The language of biology, if such a thing exists, is far more complicated than any human tongue. All the components and layers of a cell affect one another, and scientists hope that composing various foundation models creates something greater than the sum of their parts--like combining an engine, a hull, landing gear, and other parts into an airplane. "Eventually it's going to all come together into one big model," Stephen Quake, the head of science at the Chan Zuckerberg Initiative (CZI) and a lead author of the virtual-cell perspective, told me. (CZI--a philanthropic organization focused on scientific advancement that was co-founded by Priscilla Chan and her husband, Mark Zuckerberg--has been central in many of these recent efforts; in March, it held a workshop focused on AI in cellular biology that led to the publication of the perspective in Cell, and last month, the group announced a new set of resources dedicated to virtual-cell research, which includes several AI models focused on cell biology.)



In other words, the idea is that algorithms designed for DNA, RNA, gene expression, protein interactions, cellular organization, and so on might constitute a virtual cell if put together in the right way. "How we get there is a little unclear right now, but I'm confident it will," Quake said. But not everyone shares his enthusiasm.



Across contexts, generative AI has a persistent problem: Researchers and enthusiasts see a lot of potential that may not always work out in practice. The LLM-inspired approach of predicting genes, amino acids, or other such biological elements in a sequence, as if human cells and bodies were sentences and libraries, is in its "very early days," Quake said. Xing likened his and similar virtual-cell research to having a "GPT-1" moment, referencing an early proof-of-concept program that eventually led to ChatGPT.



Although using deep-learning algorithms to analyze huge amounts of data is promising, the quest for more and more universal solutions struck some researchers I spoke with as well-intentioned but unrealistic. The foundation-model approach in Xing's AI-driven digital organisms, for instance, suggests "a little too much faith in the AI methods," Steven Salzberg, a biomedical engineer at Johns Hopkins University, told me. He's skeptical that such generalist programs will be more useful than bespoke AI models such as AlphaFold, which are tailored to concrete, well-defined biological problems such as protein folding. Predicting genes in a sequence didn't strike Salzberg as an obviously useful biological goal. In other words, perhaps there is no unifying language of biology--in which case no embedding can capture every relevant bit of biological information.

Read: We're entering uncharted territory for math

More important than AlphaFold's approach, perhaps, was that it reliably and resoundingly beat other, state-of-the-art protein-folding algorithms. But for now, "the jury is still out on these cell-based models," Bar-Joseph, the CMU biologist, said. Researchers have to prove how well their simulations work. "Experiment is the ultimate arbiter of truth," Quake told me--if a foundation model predicts the shape of a protein, the degree of a gene's expression, or the effects of a mutation, but actual experiments produce confounding results, the model needs reworking.



Even with working foundation models, the jump from individual programs to combining them into full-fledged cells is a big one. Scientists haven't figured out all of the necessary models, let alone how to assemble them. "I haven't seen a good application where all these different models come together," Bar-Joseph said, though he is optimistic. And although there are a lot of data for researchers to begin with, they will need to collect far more moving forward. "The key challenge is still data," Wang said. For example, many of today's premier cellular data sets don't capture change over time, which is a part of every biological process, and might not be applicable to specific scientific problems, such as predicting the effects of a new drug on a rare disease. Right now, the field isn't entirely sure which data to collect next. "We have sequence data; we have image data," Lundberg said. "But do we really know which data to generate to reach the virtual cell? I don't really think we do."



In the near term, the way forward might not be foundation models that "understand" DNA or cells in the abstract, but instead programs tailored to specific queries. Just as there isn't one human language, there may not be a unified language of biology, either. "More than a universal system, the first step will be in developing a large number of AI systems that solve specific problems," Andrea Califano, a computational biologist at Columbia and the president of the Chan Zuckerberg Biohub New York, and another co-author of the Cell perspective, told me. Even if such a language of biology exists, aiming for something so universal could also be so difficult as to waste resources when simpler, targeted programs would more immediately advance research and improve patients' lives.



Scientists are trying anyway. Every level of ambition in the quest to bring the AI revolution to cell biology--whether modeling of entire organisms, single cells, or single processes within a cell--emerges from the same hope: to let virtual simulations, rather than physical experiments, lead the way. Experiments may always be the arbiters of truth, but computer programs will determine which experiments to carry out, and inform how to set them up. At some point, humans may no longer be making discoveries so much as verifying the work of algorithms--constructing biological laboratories to confirm the prophecies of silicon.
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Trump Is Poised to Turn the DOJ Into His Personal Law Firm

The question the Senate confirmation process must address is whether the department's tradition of independence will be supplanted by a new value: loyalty.

by Bob Bauer




No president has ever attempted to do what Donald Trump now proposes to do--assemble a small team of former personal attorneys and install it at the highest levels of the Department of Justice. The president-elect first named lawyers who have represented him in recent years to the key positions of deputy attorney general, principal deputy attorney general, and solicitor general. Then, with the quick death of the Matt Gaetz nomination, he announced a new attorney-general nominee, Pam Bondi, who was a member of his legal defense team in the first impeachment. The Justice Department's responsibilities have always been subject to competing expectations: that it would keep politics out of law enforcement but, like other departments, would loyally serve the president in the implementation of his governing program. The results have been uneven, and at times disastrous, as with Richard Nixon and the Watergate scandal. But when problems arose, they were relatively localized: the product of poor appointments, or the failure of particular presidents in particular situations to respect institutional values and norms. What the DOJ faces now is different in kind: a vision of White House control achieved through the appointments of individuals the president has chosen because they have worked for him and demonstrated their loyalty. The pressing question now is whether these lawyers may be, as the president-elect likely hopes, the "president's lawyers" in more than one sense.

The DOJ's special status as "independent" is not provided for in the Constitution, but is also not solely a product of "norms" established in the post-Watergate era, as many standard accounts would have it. The office of attorney general was created by the Judiciary Act of 1789, and this context is meaningful. The attorney general's function, which involved rendering legal opinions and representing the United States before the Supreme Court, was perceived to be quasi-judicial. The Senate version of the bill even provided that the Court would appoint this officer. The final bill called for the attorney general to be a "meet [fit] person learned in the law." This language points clearly in the direction of expected professionalism, and historians have noted that legal opinions the attorney general rendered to executive-branch agencies were expected to be "impartial and judicial."

The department's history is not one of limitless glory, in which all attorneys general appointed to the office were the most "meet" and "learned." But the understanding was that this officer would perform up to some professional standard. Edward Bates, an attorney general in the Lincoln administration, famously stated, "The office I hold is not properly political, but strictly legal, and it is my duty, above all ministers of state, to uphold the law and resist all encroachments, from whatever quarter, of mere will and power." (Emphasis in the original.)

Read: Judge Cannon comes to Trump's aid, again

In 1870, the Department of Justice was established, and the attorney general became its leader. Following the Civil War, the government's legal work grew in volume and complexity, and much of it was hired out to costly private counsel. Additionally, various departments across the government hired their own legal representation, which resulted in a lack of consistency in the country's legal positions.

But there was another motivation: One scholar, Jed H. Shugerman of Fordham University, has noted that the use of outside counsel presented risks of "sycophancy, cronyism, and lawlessness." Reform-minded critics believed that a government department would enhance professionalism and efficiency, and therefore provide for the separation of law from politics in federal law administration and enforcement. It would stand for expertise and independence of judgment.

But because the DOJ was an executive department like many others, charged with supporting the president's policies and programs, tension persisted between professionalism and fidelity to the president's policy agenda--between "too little" and "too much" politics--and it has persisted to this day. "Too little" politics, and the president was denied a legitimate instrument for the achievement of his policy goals; "too much" politics, and the impartiality of law enforcement would be compromised.

Striking the right balance was always a challenge. Senator Alan Cranston of California, who was active in the debates after Watergate, acknowledged, "Even our best attorneys general have never been free from suspicions that because they are political appointees of the president, they will be loyal to him over any other call of duty." And presidents did not always go out of their way to make appointments likely to assuage these concerns. Dwight Eisenhower, Richard Nixon, and Ronald Reagan, for example, chose their attorneys general from the ranks of their campaign's senior officials. John F. Kennedy nominated a former campaign manager--who was also his brother, was only 35 years of age, and had never practiced law.

So, the tale is not just about Watergate. That scandal, which implicated (and led to the imprisonment of) numerous senior lawyers in the Nixon administration, launched a cycle of concern about the dangers of federal law enforcement conscripted into a president's personal and political (and, in Nixon's case, also illegal) projects. The Nixon lawyers violated law in support of a crude scheme and cover-up to aid the president's reelection effort. No plainer example of the contamination of law by politics might be imagined. But the "after action" analysis of what went wrong did not mark the advent of new norms, but instead another phase in the historic struggle to strike the balance between "two little" and "too much" politics.

The debate over this balance took a new direction when Sam Ervin, the former chair of the Senate Watergate committee, proposed legislation to turn the DOJ into an independent agency. Setting aside the constitutional question--whether the federal law-enforcement function could be entirely exempted from executive control--the proposal was found wanting on practical grounds. The president needed counsel of his own choice: The department legitimately owes the chief executive its principled fidelity to the achievement of the policy goals presumably mandated by the voters. Ervin held hearings on his proposal at which witnesses from both sides of the political divide testified against full DOJ independence from the president.

The testimony before Ervin's committee included the warning that an independent department would further empower the White House counsel, a position appointed by the president without Senate confirmation. Presidents looking to exercise more control over the legal affairs of their administration than an independent DOJ might allow could rely on the White House counsel as the key source of legal advice, right there in the West Wing. This senior staff lawyer could quickly become the de facto, shadowy head of what one critic of the plan, the former counsel to President Kennedy, termed "a little department of Justice." (Some of this came to pass anyway; the White House counsel would become highly influential in the president's legal affairs in many administrations, and critics have argued that the office has encroached on the attorney general's constitutional territory.) The American Bar Association came out against Ervin's proposal.

Eventually, the Ervin plan failed, as did others like it. Soon, the question was how to adjust the balance between politics and nonpartisanship, between a commitment to the president's governing program and independence in law-enforcement decisions. Congress passed a number of reforms designed to control the abuse of presidential power for improper political purposes, such as a 10-year term for the FBI director; restrictions on access to IRS records; the establishment of a special court to approve electronic law-enforcement surveillance; and the creation, in 1978, of the post of inspector general at agencies across the government, including at the DOJ. Additionally, in the years since Watergate, presidential administrations have routinely established policies restricting their staff's communications with the Department of Justice in order to, as the version from the Biden White House puts it, "ensure that DOJ exercises its investigatory and prosecutorial functions free from the fact or appearance of improper political influence."

But even with reforms, much will always depend on the quality of appointments to the DOJ's top positions. Daniel J. Meador, a former assistant attorney general and respected legal scholar, concluded that "in the end it is the individual occupying the office that will determine, more than anything else, whether an 'incompatible marriage' [between politics and law enforcement] is consummated or prevented in the administration of federal justice." The American Bar Association concurred, arguing that the confirmation process for an attorney general "should assume the same importance" as that for a nominee to the Supreme Court.

David A. Graham: Trump's DOJ was more dangerous than we knew

Some post-Watergate presidents have chosen judges or lawyers with extensive department or law-enforcement experience to serve as attorney general; others have selected those with whom they've had a personal or political connection. A number of presidents appointed AGs from the senior ranks of their political campaign's advisers, including their campaign managers.

But Trump has set himself apart from even these predecessors, viewing the Department of Justice in the most personal of terms as his own. He has not bought into the goal of a quasi-independent DOJ. He has openly questioned why he should not have complete control over the department. This is, he proclaims, his "absolute right." He expects "loyalty" from his staff and appointments, the DOJ included, and the loyalty he apparently has in mind is the unhampered variety modeled by his personal counsel of many years, Roy Cohn. As Trump put it, Cohn "was vicious to others in his protection of me." The loyalty owed to him, particularly from his lawyers, was what he understands to be "protection." When his first attorney general, Jeff Sessions, previously co-chair of his 2016 presidential campaign, recused himself from all matters involving the campaign, including the investigation into Russian ties, Trump reportedly raged at him that his AG was supposed to protect him. The recusal, therefore, constituted an act of personal betrayal and not, as Sessions viewed it, a decision necessarily reached after consultation with senior DOJ officials.

Trump's intent to nominate multiple members of his personal legal team--lawyers whose loyalty has been tested in attorney-client relationships of keenest importance to the client--indicates that he is looking to seal in the personal protection he was denied in his prior term. In recognizing the danger here, it is not necessary to minimize or dismiss the professional qualities and accomplishments of all the lawyers he has chosen. Some (Todd Blanche and Emil Bove) have criminal law-enforcement experience. The nominee for solicitor general (D. John Sauer) has had clerkships and other experiences shared by many leading appellate advocates. But, if confirmed, these lawyers would come to their positions on the basis of their close and recent service to the president-elect as his personal counsel. And these officials may be working under Pam Bondi, who also participated in the president's personal legal defense in his first term. This would be a consequential shift in the understanding of where the line ought to lie between "too little" and "too much" distance between the DOJ and the White House.

Presidents anxious to have loyal support from lawyers close to them have put their hopes in the White House counsel rather than a politically vetted, personally loyal corps of DOJ officials, and placed those to whom they were close in that role. One former DOJ official, the late Justice Antonin Scalia, put the point in mild terms when he characterized White House counsels as sources of "permissive and congenial advice."

The Trump nominations represent an incoming president's choice to take a more direct route to that advice. There is a far higher risk that the president will expect from these government lawyers the loyalty a client believes is owed by personal counsel. White House counsels have no power other than the opportunity to advise on the law, and certainly none to initiate investigations or prosecutions. Attorneys general, and those supporting them at the most senior levels of the DOJ, have broad authority and discretion in law enforcement.

Reagan selected a personal attorney, William French Smith, as attorney general, and this choice drew attention--as well as very specific assurances from the nominee. Asked during his Senate confirmation process whether this history of professional service would compromise his impartiality, Smith began by minimizing the extent of his role as Reagan's personal lawyer--evidently in the belief that it was best downplayed: "Actually, although I have been referred to as the president's personal attorney, that relationship probably has been the least significant aspect of my relationship with him." He then committed to a comprehensive recusal policy:

I would have to be very conscious of situations where it could appear that because of that relationship, a problem might be created. Certainly, if a situation arises involving the president or a member of his family or others in a sensitive situation, I would recuse myself from participating or handling any aspect which might develop out of that situation.


Recusals at the Department of Justice, considered in consultation with career ethics advisers, are not uncommon. The test, as Sessions stated in his own recusal, is a broad one, applicable to any matter in which an official's "impartiality might reasonably be questioned." Attorneys general have recused themselves when a former aide was involved in an inquiry, or an adult child was defense counsel to an officer of a firm under investigation, or the CEO of such a company had made a contribution to a political campaign the attorney general had run some two years before. In the case of Trump's senior DOJ nominees, the recusal issues are plainly presented by their recent and extensive personal attorney-client relationship with the president-elect. Among those issues are these lawyers' potential future involvement in plans Trump has announced for "de-politicizing" the department, and, relatedly, potentially advising on his interest in retribution directed against political enemies. In both cases, a source, if not the main source, of Trump's concerns and plans is the criminal prosecutions in which these lawyers were his defense counsel. How recusal requirements play out for these lawyers remains to be determined--recusals are fact-specific--but numerous questions might develop about whether they can advise on changes to DOJ programs and policies that the president might be considering.

Another question for these nominees is their commitment, beyond appropriate recusals, to other tools and procedures in place at the department to protect against abuse of investigative and prosecutorial power. The risk of abuse is by no means conjectural. Even if Trump and his supporters could reasonably point to problems in the conduct of federal law enforcement, he has never stopped there, instead threatening retaliation in extreme terms against political adversaries. The president is not barred in any way from communicating his expectations directly and freely to DOJ officials about his retaliatory impulses or designs, and, as the Supreme Court recently held, he will be fully immunized from any legal consequences.

How, then, will these nominees manage the unique pressures they face--in which the president's perception of their loyalty is grounded in service to him as personal counsel? At the least in the case of the solicitor general designate, John Sauer, the signs so far are not encouraging. On December 27, as personal counsel to President-elect Trump, he filed a brief with the Supreme Court in the pending TikTok case. The Court is preparing to decide whether Congress may constitutionally ban the platform's domestic operations unless, by January 19, 2025, it arranges by divestments to end Chinese-government control. Sauer argues that the Court should take action to prevent the ban from going into effect, giving time for Trump to take office and resolve the issue through some unspecified form of negotiated settlement. The nominee's personal representation of Trump in a case involving his second-term presidency is sufficiently troubling, but his brief also brims over with adulatory language about Trump's personal skills and successes: his "consummate dealmaking expertise," his "resoundingly successful social-media platform, Truth Social," his "first Term ... highlighted by a series of policy triumphs achieved through historical deals."

David A. Graham: Aileen Cannon is who critics feared she was

This is the lawyer acting as a publicist, or perhaps just bending far in the direction of the personal client's desire for plaudits--hardly the right posture for someone soon to come before the Senate for confirmation as the senior DOJ official to represent the United States in the federal courts. Even The Wall Street Journal, far from unfriendly to the new administration, flinched: "The SG isn't supposed to be Mr. Trump's personal attorney, and Mr. Sauer's brief won't help his credibility with the Justices if he is confirmed by the Senate. We trust the Justices will ignore this amicus sophistry."

In the confirmation process, Sauer should be questioned about this choice of representation and what it suggests, or doesn't, about his view of the solicitor general's role. And all the nominees from the president's personal legal team should be examined on their understanding of and commitment to other procedures and policies now in place at the DOJ to protect the appropriate degree of independence and impartiality. For example, what are these nominees' view of the department's Domestic Investigations and Operations Guide (DIOG), which applies to "sensitive investigative matters" such as those involving a political official or political party, or a political ally or adversary of the president? The guide's stated purpose is to "ensure that all investigative and intelligence collection activities are conducted within Constitutional and statutory parameters and that civil liberties and privacy are protected." Also, in the past, the DOJ has adopted, and formally communicated to Congress, the position that politically motivated prosecution decisions might violate federal obstruction-of-justice law. Underlying this view is the department's embrace of the principle that "undue sensitivity to politics" is inconsistent with "fairness and justice" and that "partisan political considerations [should] play no role in ... law enforcement decisions." In the upcoming confirmation proceedings, senators should ask for the nominees' perspective on these principles and their conscientious application.

The hope now should be for a serious confirmation process in which these fundamental institutional stakes, not purely partisan differences, should be front and center. All too often in recent years, the debate over institutional questions of this kind has become a referendum on Trump himself. This is not altogether avoidable: These are Trump's nominees, reflecting Trump's plans for the presidency and for the DOJ, and the parties are deeply divided on his politics and governing program. But if the debate is framed in the simplest terms--for or against Trump--the larger implications for the institution of the Department of Justice will recede into the background, if they are not lost entirely, and the prospect for responsible bipartisan deliberation will be lost. The public deserves better than that.
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The Payoff of TV's Most Awaited Crossover

<em>Abbott Elementary</em> and <em>It's Always Sunny in Philadelphia</em> don't have much common ground. That's why their collaboration felt fresh.

by Hannah Giorgis




On Abbott Elementary, celebrity sightings are as common as a back-to-school flu outbreak or drama with the PTA. The show's Season 2 premiere kicked off with the spunky second-grade teacher Janine Teagues (played by Quinta Brunson) trying to surprise Abbott students with an appearance from "the only celebrity that matters": Gritty, the internet-famous mascot for the Philadelphia Flyers. In Season 3, Bradley Cooper joined a class for show-and-tell, the Philadelphia Eagles star Jalen Hurts tried to help a teacher's boyfriend propose, and Questlove DJed a party in the school gym.

As on many a network sitcom, Abbott's celebrity cameos tend to involve the stars playing themselves, with some embellished biographical details to sweeten their stories. (Questlove, for example, claimed that he and Allen Iverson both credit their illustrious careers to Abbott's principal, who happens to be one of their closest friends.) Now, midway through its fourth season, Abbott has found a clever way to continue celebrating that hometown pride--and expand the show's comedic arsenal. The latest episode taps some of Philly's most well-known fictional personalities, using their outlandish antics to draw out a bit more edge from Abbott's plucky educators.

In tonight's episode, the main characters of It's Always Sunny in Philadelphia saunter into the public school and invigorate the mockumentary by stirring up chaos. Anyone familiar with the long-running FX sitcom about a group of bartenders knows that the Sunny protagonists don't belong anywhere near an elementary-school campus. Throughout its 16 seasons, the most of any live-action American comedy series, It's Always Sunny has been a riotous, foul-mouthed chronicle of escalating misbehavior from a gang of total miscreants. The loosely plotted sitcom has followed the Paddy's Pub slackers through outrageous, ill-conceived schemes that almost always reveal just how craven they are: They've smoked crack in an attempt to exploit the welfare system, siphoned gas to sell door-to-door, and outlined some deeply concerning strategies for picking up women.

Suffice it to say, none of them is getting invited to speak at a commencement ceremony or Career Day. By contrast, most of the strangers who've popped up at Abbott over the years, whether they're district bureaucrats or local businesspeople, at least pretend to have altruistic motives. When these visitors cause issues for the school, it's usually due to incompetence, negligence, or an easily resolved misunderstanding. And of course, there's generally a moral at the end of the story--the kind of humorous, heartfelt fare that makes Abbott so beloved as family viewing.

Read: Abbott Elementary lets Black kids be kids

But things go awry almost immediately after the Sunny squad shows up in "Volunteers," the first of two planned crossover episodes. The gang arrives at Abbott under the guise of offering the overworked educators some much needed help from the local school district. Instead, Mac (Rob McElhenney), Charlie (Charlie Day), Dennis (Glenn Howerton), Frank (Danny DeVito), and Deandra (Kaitlin Olson) quickly discover that there are documentary cameras rolling at Abbott, prompting the superlatively toxic Dennis to excuse himself because he knows "quite a bit about filming and consent." The others stick around, acting slightly more buttoned-up than usual because they know they're being recorded, but they're still too abrasive to fit in. They admit that they're there only to satisfy the community-service requirements of a court order, and in response to one teacher calling them criminals, ask whether it's really a "crime" to dump 100 gallons of baby oil, 500 Paddy's Pub T-shirts, and a Cybertruck in the Schuylkill River.

These kinds of ludicrous scenarios are par for the course on Sunny, but they strain the boundaries of the malfeasance we usually see from Abbott characters. For the educators, that creates an amusing challenge: The Sunny gang isn't a pack of wayward teenagers waiting for an understanding mentor to show them the light, and their moral failures can't be rehabilitated with a pep talk. No earnest, well-articulated argument for the importance of early-childhood education will make characters like these abandon their selfishness, and the unexpected dose of cynicism gives Abbott's formula an intriguing mid-season shake-up--a nice wrinkle, considering how many network sitcoms begin to feel repetitive the longer they stay on the air.

Take the drama caused by Deandra, or "Sweet Dee." This episode finds the lone woman in the main Sunny crew initially bonding with Janine while volunteering in her classroom: Dee praises Janine in front of the second graders after the two women realize they both attended the University of Pennsylvania. But their camaraderie takes a hit when Dee starts lusting after Gregory (Tyler James Williams), Janine's fellow teacher--and, after a lengthy will-they-won't-they storyline, also her boyfriend. When Janine tells Dee that she's in a relationship with Gregory, the Sunny transplant is undeterred: "You're good if I take a spin though, yeah?" It's the first time Janine's encountered a real romantic foil on the series, and as the conflict plays out, Dee's brash flirting style forces Janine to acknowledge her fears about the relationship. These scenes offer Janine, easily the most childlike of the teachers, an opportunity to grow by facing the tension head-on--a feat made easier by her having a farcical villain in Dee.

Abbott will never be the kind of show where the main cast routinely has to fend off mean-spirited romantic sabotage or keep tabs on a man who gives off serious Andrew Tate vibes. After the volunteers slink back to Paddy's, the most shiftless person on campus will once again be Principal Coleman (Janelle James), whose ineptitude and vanity don't prevent her from advocating for the students from time to time. Still, the Sunny crossover episode marks a compelling chapter in Abbott's evolution. The series has stayed family-friendly thanks to its educational setting, showcasing the comic talents of both its students and teachers. But Abbott is now proving itself adept at something different too: comedy with a real bite, even if it's not in service of teaching a lesson.
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'I've Never Seen Anything Like This'

The Palisades Fire is destroying places that I've loved.

by Nancy Walecki




We knew to expect winds. When they came on Tuesday morning, sounding like a tsunami crashing over my family's home in western Malibu, the utility company shut off our power. We knew the chance of fire was high.

I had arrived home for the holidays in early December, and had already been greeted by the Franklin Fire, which had burned the hills black. Now, when my dad and I went in search of electricity, a great plume of smoke was rising above those burned hills. It cast out over the Pacific, just as it had during the Woolsey Fire that tore through Malibu in 2018. The way the wind was blowing--rattling our car, scattering palm fronds and tumbleweeds across the road--we knew this new fire would probably hit Topanga Canyon, the mountain community where I grew up. Dad decided we needed to get up there and help our former neighbors. People who have lived in this area for decades, as my family has, can get so used to evacuation warnings that they don't always follow them.



Yesterday, the fires burning around Los Angeles were frightening; overnight they became a terror. A fire this strong, at this time of year, is unusual, an outlier. But it is also familiar, one in a series of fires that, as a seventh-generation Californian, I've lived through, or my family has. It has destroyed places that I've loved since childhood; it's not the first fire that's done so. To some of our friends and neighbors, this fire seemed manageable--until it didn't. Today, it is, as one friend said, a hell fire.
 
 On the way to Topanga Canyon, Dad and I stopped to watch the fire burn. The flames were coming into a neighborhood where two of my childhood friends grew up, just beyond the Pacific Palisades, where the blaze had started. The way the fire was burning, I couldn't imagine that the Palisades was still standing. The main road was closed--these winds can dislodge rocks and rain them down on cars--so we took back streets. "You can tell people are emotional from the way they're driving," Dad said, after someone whipped around a blind turn. We made it to the house of a friend, another old-timer who, like Dad, had lived through the 1993 fire, the one that got so close, it warped the double-pane glass in my childhood home. He told us he'd be fine, based on the way the wind was blowing, and offered to make us a pot of coffee while he still had power--he'd heard they'd be shutting it off in the next hour. Dad said it looked like the flames had reached the mouth of Topanga Canyon, and our friend promised he'd get ready to evacuate. "But nothing will ever be as bad as '93," he said.



When Dad and I got home, our power was still out. The city had issued evacuation warnings in a nearby neighborhood. Should we get ready? A month before, we'd packed up the family photos and the birth certificates for the Franklin Fire, and our house had been fine. Our Malibu neighbor, who stayed behind during the Woolsey Fire, tends not to worry. But the winds were so strong, she thought this one could be worse than all the others.



That night, Dad and I decided to get back in the car, to see how close the fire was. When we managed to open the front door against the wind, we were coated in a fine layer of dust. The houses around us were dark, all their power out. Driving on the highway this time, instead of smoke, we saw flames.

The friend we'd visited that afternoon called us. "I'm on the freeway now," he said. "I got the hell out of there. We're toast. I've never seen anything like this."

From a radio broadcast, cutting in and out, we could hear the gist of the damage so far. "Malibu Feed Bin"--where my family would buy dog food and pet the rabbits--gone. "Topanga Ranch Motel"--the bungalows where I'd wait for the school bus--gone. "Reel Inn"--a seafood restaurant where employees would handwrite ocean puns beneath its neon sign--gone. "Cholada Thai"--a high-school standard where my friends and I still gathered--gone. "Wiley's Bait & Tackle," a wooden shack opened in 1946, where my brother and I would gross each other out looking at lugworms--gone.



My ancestors came to California before it was even a state; we have lived through decades of Santa Ana winds coming in off the desert and shaking our houses so powerfully, we lose sleep. But my brother and I also used to stand outside our childhood home, our backs to the wind, and toss stones into a nearby canyon, laughing as the Santa Anas carried them farther than we could ever throw. The winds are part of life here, and one that I've always, probably foolishly, loved.



Last night, my parents and I kept our phones on in case any emergency notifications came through. This morning, our power was still out. We have loaded the family photos and the birth certificates in the car and are ready to leave if the evacuation notice comes. Even as the fires are still burning, my parents are already talking about how they will handle this all better "next time." We will get a larger coffee press so that, next time, we can each have two servings when the power goes out. We will get a camp stove so that, next time, when the gas shuts off, we won't have to boil water on the barbecue.



Mom just told me that one of her friends sent her some new photographs: My childhood home, which she and my Dad built together in Topanga Canyon, may be gone. For now, the fire is still on the other side of Malibu. The wind is still blowing.
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Fact-Checking Was Too Good for Facebook

The social network has given up on verifying facts. That's a good thing.

by Ian Bogost




Yesterday, Meta CEO Mark Zuckerberg announced that Facebook would end fact-checking on its platform. In the process, a partnership with the network of third parties that has provided review and ratings of viral misinformation since 2016 will be terminated. To some observers, this news suggested that the company was abandoning the very idea of truth, and opening its gates to lies, perversions, and deception. But this is wrong: Those gates were never really closed.

The idea that something called "fact-checking" could be (or could have been) reasonably applied to social-media posts, in aggregate, is absurd. Social-media posts can be wrong, of course, even dangerously so. And single claims from single posts can sometimes be adjudicated as being true or false. But the formulation of those distinctions and decisions is not fact-checking, per se.

That's because fact-checking is, specifically, a component part of doing journalism. It is a way of creating knowledge invented by one particular profession. I don't mean that journalists have any special power to discern the truth of given statements. Naturally, people attempt to validate the facts they see, news-related or otherwise, all the time. But fact-checking, as a professional practice linked to the publication of news stories and nonfiction books, refers to something more--something that no social-media platform would ever try to do.

Read: This is how much fact-checking is worth to Facebook

Here at The Atlantic, every story we put out goes through a fact-checking process. That usually takes place after the story has been reported, written, and edited. Some of that process is pretty straightforward: A quote from a source might be verified against an interview recording or transcript; dates, locations, or statistics might be compared to the sources from which they were drawn.

Other aspects of the process are more discursive. Is the writer's sentence fairly paraphrasing someone's statement? Does it--and the publication--mean to present that person's statement as informative, dubious, or something else? Sometimes additional research, follow-up interviews, and internal negotiations will be required. In some cases, fact-checking has more to do with evaluation, judgment, and wordsmithing than getting any single line "right" or "wrong." The process can be very strange. It's often time-consuming.

Outside of newsrooms, though, fact-checking has come to have a different meaning, and a smaller scope. It may describe the surface-level checks of claims made by politicians in live debates--or of assertions appearing in a dashed-off post on social media. Small-bore inspections like these can help reduce the spread of certain glaring fabrications, a potential benefit that is now excluded from Meta's platforms by design. But that's a whack-a-mole project, not a trust-building exercise that is woven into the conception, research, authorship, and publication of a piece of media.

Fact-checking, in this broader sense, assumes its practitioners' good-faith effort to find or construct truth, and then to participate in the interactive process of verification. When done seriously and deliberately, it imbues a published work with an ethos of care. Journalists retain detailed records of their reporting, annotate them, and submit them with the stories they file. They may be asked to provide additional support or to consider possible objections. The scope of each claim undergoes consideration. Scene-setting--writing that describes a situation or environment--will be subjected to the fact-check, too. "Even the bathroom wallpaper had a bovine theme," I wrote about a filling-station bathroom in a profile of the children's author Sandra Boynton, who puts lots of cows in her books. The fact-checker asked if I could prove it. Having anticipated the question, I had taken a photo in the filling-station restroom. Would we have printed the line had I not done so? That's not the point. Rather, such evidentiary concern suffused the entire effort, not just the part where someone made sure I wasn't lying.

This process sometimes fails. It may be foiled by sloppiness or haste. But many posts on social media lack even the aspiration to be true. Some people posting may intend to mislead, coerce, or delude their audiences into believing, buying, or simply clicking. Others are less malicious, but still, as a rule, they are not engaged in journalism and do not necessarily share its values. That makes their content not lesser, but different in kind. On social media, people share their feelings, the things they saw, the images they made of the activities they performed (or pretended to perform). They comment, like, and share posts that spark delight or fear, and they may do so without too much concern for their effects on other people's choices or opinions.

As I've written before, giving everyone with a smartphone the ability to say anything they want, as often as they want, to billions of people, is a terrible idea. In the deluge that results, verification is impossible. Sure, one might take the time to affirm or reject the truth of a tiny subset of the claims posted to a platform, but even modest efforts run afoul of the fact that different people post for different reasons, with different goals.

The effort Facebook attempted under the name fact-checking was doomed. You can't nitpick every post from every random person, every hobby website, every brand, school, restaurant, militia lunatic, aunt, or dogwalker as if they were all the same. Along the way, Facebook's effort also tarnished the idea that fact-checking could be something more. The platform's mass deployment of surface-level checks gave the sense that sorting facts from falsehoods is not a subtle art but a simple and repeating task, one that can be algorithmically applied to any content. The profession of journalism, which has done a terrible job of explaining its work to the public, bears some responsibility for allowing--even encouraging--this false impression to circulate. But Facebook was the king of ersatz checking. Good riddance.
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How Solitude Is Rewiring American Identity

A conversation with Derek Thompson on how social isolation is affecting both happiness and civic life

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.


Americans are spending more and more time alone. Some are lonely. But many people--young men in particular--are actively choosing to spend much of their time in isolation, in front of screens. That proclivity is having a profound effect on individual well-being and on American's "civic and psychic identity," my colleague Derek Thompson writes in our new cover story. I spoke with Derek about what he calls our anti-social century.





Lora Kelley: The pandemic was obviously very disruptive to people's social lives. How much is it to blame for this trend toward aloneness?

Derek Thompson: I never would have written this story if the data showed that Americans were hanging out and socializing more and more with every passing year and decade--until the pandemic happened, and we went inside of our homes, and now we're just slowly getting back out. That's not a story about America. That's a story about a health emergency causing people to retreat from the physical world.

The anti-social century is the opposite of that story. Every single demographic of Americans now spends significantly less time socializing than they did at the beginning of the 21st century, when some people already thought we were in a socializing crisis. Overall, Americans spend about 20 percent less time socializing than they did at the beginning of the century. For teenagers and for young Black men, it's closer to 40 percent less time. This trend seems, by some accounts, to have accelerated during the pandemic. But as one economist pointed out to me, we were more alone in 2023 than we were in 2021.

Lora: We've talked a bit about shifts in isolation for young people. Where do older Americans fit into this? Are we seeing similar dynamics play out for that cohort?

Derek: Aloneness is rising across the board--for every age group and for every ethnicity and for every type of education--but it's rising slower for old people and faster for young people.

Older people have always spent more time alone than young people. They don't go to school from 8 a.m. to 3 p.m.; they're not legally forced to be around people the same way that many young people are. They aren't in college, and they are often unemployed, so they aren't in offices.

The solitude inequality that used to exist between different age groups--where old people were very alone, and young people were very social--is shrinking. You could say young people are acting more like old people.

Lora: What would you say to someone who thinks: Well, what's wrong with spending time alone? If people are doing what they want to do, and pursuing their idea of a good life, why not spend more time in the house?

Derek: I don't want this article to be a criticism of introversion, and I certainly don't want this article to be a criticism of quiet. I myself am somewhat introverted and love a bit of quiet time. But what's happening in America today is not a healthy trend of people simply spending more time being happy by themselves. Many researchers who looked at the rise of alone time have come to the conclusion that Americans self-report less satisfaction when they spend lots of time alone or in their house.

I think a certain amount of alone time is not only acceptable; it's absolutely essential. But as with any therapeutic, the dosage matters, and people who spend a little bit of time taking moments by themselves, meditating, or decompressing are very different from people who are spending more hours, year after year, isolated.

Lora: To what extent is the rise of isolated lifestyles an individual issue--one that's concerning because it's making people sadder--versus a civic issue that's causing a shift in American politics?

Derek: This pullback from public life started with technology, with cars and television, and ultimately smartphones, allowing Americans to privatize their leisure. But I absolutely think it's becoming a political story.

I think we don't understand one another for a reason that's mathematical, almost tautological: Americans understand Americans less because we see Americans less. More and more, the way we confront people we don't know is on social media, and we present an entirely different face online--one that tends to be more extreme and more negative and more hateful of the "out" group. I don't think there should be any confusion about why an anti-social century has coincided with a polarized century.

Lora: You write in your article that "nothing has proved as adept at inscribing ritual into our calendars as faith." How do you think about the way that so many Americans use technology--things like phone reminders and calendar tools and self-improvement apps--to inscribe rituals into their personal routines?

Derek: We haven't just privatized leisure. We've privatized ritual. Modern rituals are more likely to bind us to ourselves than to other people: Meditate at this time alone. Remember to work out alone, or around other people with noise-canceling headphones. 

It's profoundly ironic that a lot of people are optimizing themselves toward solitude. The anti-social century is about accretion. It's about many small decisions that we make minute to minute and hour to hour in our life, leading to a massive national trend of steadily rising overall aloneness.

Related:

	February cover story: The anti-social century
 	Why Americans suddenly stopped hanging out






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	How Hitler dismantled a democracy in 53 days
 	Stop the (North Carolina) steal.
 	Mark Zuckerberg wants to be Elon Musk.




Wildfires are ravaging Southern California, scorching thousands of acres and forcing more than 70,000 people to evacuate. Below is a collection of our writers' latest reporting on the fires:

	The particular horror of the Los Angeles wildfires
 	The Palisades were waiting to burn.
 	Photos: The Palisades Fire scorches parts of Los Angeles.




Today's News

	Federal prosecutors said they plan on releasing the part of Special Counsel Jack Smith's report that details Donald Trump's election-interference case if the court order blocking them is lifted.
 	German Chancellor Olaf Scholz and French Foreign Minister Jean-Noel Barrot warned Trump against taking over Greenland, Denmark's autonomous territory.
 	Trump asked the Supreme Court to halt the sentencing hearing in his New York criminal hush-money case, which is scheduled to take place on Friday.




Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: BFA / Alamy; Roadside Attractions / Everett Collection; Pablo Larrain / Netflix.



The Film That Rips the Hollywood Comeback Narrative Apart

By Shirley Li

[Demi Moore's] fame, when contrasted with some of her forgettable films--The Butcher's Wife, The Scarlet Letter--turned her into an easy punch line. As the New Yorker critic Anthony Lane sneered at the start of his review of the latter: "What is the point of Demi Moore?"
 Look at Moore now.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Why poor American kids are so likely to become poor adults
 	Mark Zuckerberg is at war with himself.




Culture Break


Marcus Brandt / Picture Alliance / Getty



Try something new. The unique awfulness of beef's climate impact has driven a search for an alternative protein that's ethical and tasty, Sarah Zhang reports. Is the answer ostrich meat?

Read. Recent entries into the literature of parenting offer two different ways of understanding fatherhood, Lily Meyer writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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He's No Elon Musk

But Mark Zuckerberg sure is trying to be.

by Matteo Wong




Yesterday morning, donning his new signature fit--gold chain, oversize T-shirt, surfer hair--Mark Zuckerberg announced that his social-media platforms are getting a makeover. His aggrievement was palpable: For years, Zuckerberg said, "governments and legacy media have pushed to censor more and more." No longer. Meta is abolishing its third-party fact-checking program, starting in the U.S.; loosening its content filters; and bringing political content back to Facebook, Instagram, and Threads. "It's time to get back to our roots around free expression," Meta's chief executive declared.



In the announcement, Zuckerberg identified "the recent elections," in which Donald Trump won the presidency and Republicans claimed both houses of Congress, as a "cultural tipping point towards once again prioritizing speech." He said Meta will take direct inspiration from X's "Community Notes" feature, which allows users to annotate posts--and surfaces the annotations based on how other users rate them--rather than granting professional fact-checkers authority to remove or label posts. Among the notable changes is permitting users to describe gay and transgender people as having "mental illness."



The dog-whistling around legacy media, censorship, and free-speech sounded uncannily like one of Zuckerberg's greatest rivals: Elon Musk, the world's richest person and a defender of the most noxious speech--at least when he agrees with it. Over the past several years, Musk has become a far-right icon, railing against major publications and liberal politicians for what he deems a "censorship government-industrial complex." After buying Twitter, he renamed it X and has turned the platform into a bastion for hate speech, personally spread misinformation, and become a Trump confidant and trusted adviser. Zuckerberg has been feuding with Musk for years over their respective social-media dominance and masculinity--the pair even publicly challenged each other to a cage match in 2023.


 Read: X is a white-supremacist site



This week's policy changes might be understood as another throwdown between the two men. Although Facebook and Instagram are both considerably more popular than X--not to mention extremely profitable--they lack the political relevance that Musk has cultivated on his platform. That asset has helped bring Trump back for occasional posting there (he is still much more active on his own platform, Truth Social) and, more important, has put X and its owner in favorable positions ahead of Trump's ascension to the presidency. Musk will even co-lead a new federal commission advising his administration. Their close relationship will likely benefit Musk's AI, space, and satellite companies, too. Zuckerberg, meanwhile, has not been viewed favorably by Trump or his allies: The president-elect has stated that Zuckerberg steered Facebook against him during the 2020 election, and threatened to put the Meta CEO in jail for "the rest of his life," while Republicans such as Ohio Representative Jim Jordan have complained about alleged censorship on the platform. Currying favor with the right wing, as Musk has done so successfully, may well be mission critical for Meta, which is currently facing an antitrust suit from the Federal Trade Commission that it would surely rather settle.



These shifts are occurring against a longer transformation for the company and its chief executive. Zuckerberg has gone from a deferential, awkward, almost robotic nerd to a flashy mixed-martial-arts enthusiast who posts photos of his fights and has public beef with other tech executives. Meta, after years of waning influence, has been attempting a cultural and technological revival as well--pivoting hard toward generative AI by widely promoting its flagship Llama models and launching its own X competitor, Threads. These personal and corporate changes are one and the same: Zuckerberg has recently shared a photo of himself reading his infant a picture book titled Llama; posted AI-enhanced videos of himself sporting his new martial-arts physique, leg-pressing gold chains, or dressed as a Roman centurion; and showcased an AI-generated illustration of himself in a boy band. Also this week, the company announced that Dana White, the CEO and president of UFC (and a notable Trump backer), joined Meta's board of directors. The blog post outlining Meta's new "more speech" policies was written by Joel Kaplan, a Republican lobbyist at Meta who just replaced the company's long-standing head of global policy, who was considered center-left. Jordan, the once adversarial congressperson, said he is pleased with Meta's new approach to content moderation and will meet with Zuckerberg in the coming weeks.



Read: New Mark Zuckerberg dropped



But for all the effort and bravado, Zuckerberg and Meta have been consistently outdone by Musk. The latter has already overhauled X into a "free speech" haven for the right. If Meta is responding to the recent election by seeking favor with the incoming Trump administration, Musk helped bring Republicans victory and will advise that administration. Musk helped get OpenAI off the ground, and his newer and smaller AI company, xAI, rapidly developed a model, Grok, that has matched and by some metrics surpassed Meta's own. Zuckerberg might boast about Meta's AI infrastructure, but xAI partnered with Nvidia to build the world's largest AI supercomputer in a shockingly fast 122 days. Musk has touted Grok as fulfilling the need for an anti-"woke" AI--the software has been shown to readily sexualize female celebrities and illustrate racist caricatures. It's easy to imagine Meta lowering its AI guardrails next in a bid to better emulate Musk's own offensive showboating.



Even if he catches up, Zuckerberg still lacks the confidence of his rival. He presents as both rehearsed and ostentatious; he announced the end of independent fact-checking while wearing a $900,000 watch. Musk is many things, but he is not a poser: His speech is rambling, off-the-cuff, and perceived as visionary by his followers and much of Silicon Valley. He shows up to Trump rallies wearing T-shirts and talks business while streaming video games. "This is cool," Musk wrote of Meta's "free speech" pivot, on X, as if commending a younger sibling.



Becoming a martial-arts enthusiast, pivoting to AI, bringing Republicans into Meta's leadership, decrying "legacy media" and "censorship," and permitting homophobia are Zuckerberg's attempts at defiance and renewal. But in no respect is he leading the conversation--rather than upending the technological landscape with the "metaverse," he is following his competitors in both AI and social media. He may not be capitulating to the Democratic establishment, as he believes his company did in the past, but he is still capitulating to the establishment. It's just that this time, he is apologizing to the ascendant far-right. "They've come a long way," the president-elect said of Meta's changes at a press conference yesterday. (Did he think the changes were in response to threats he had made toward Zuckerberg in the past? "Probably," Trump responded.)



It is worth recalling that Facebook did not strengthen its approach to content moderation and limit political content, changes that Zuckerberg now says amount to "censorship," just because a few Democratic senators asked. Russian-interference campaigns, various domestic far-right militias, and all manner of misinformation were rampant on the platform for years, wreaking havoc on multiple presidential-election cycles. Facebook exposed users' private data, was used to plan the Capitol insurrection in the U.S., and fueled ethnic genocide abroad. The platform, prior to those policy changes, was viewed by some as a legitimate threat to democracy; "we have made a lot of mistakes," Zuckerberg told Congress in 2018. He has had a change of heart--yesterday, Zuckerberg again promised to make "fewer mistakes," this time referencing the supposed policing of conservative speech. For one of Silicon Valley's self-appointed kings, perhaps abetting the unraveling of democracy and civil society is, in the end, nothing to apologize for.
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Stop the (North Carolina) Steal

The Democratic incumbent got more votes. Now the Republican challenger is trying to throw out tens of thousands of them.

by David A. Graham




When all the votes in November's race for North Carolina's state supreme court were counted, the incumbent, Allison Riggs, had won more. The question is whether that will be enough for her to take office.

The race began as a heated yet normal battle over political control for a key judgeship. But the challenger, Jefferson Griffin, is asking the state's courts to throw out about 60,000 ballots and hand him victory. This has transformed the contest into something more fundamental: a test of democracy's basic mechanics. Now it's up to the state's Republican-led supreme court to decide whether to side with voters or with a fellow Republican judge.

Yesterday, the court issued an order staying the certification of Riggs's election while it considers Griffin's petition. (Riggs, a Democrat, recused herself; the court's other Democrat dissented.) Certification had been scheduled for Friday.

Riggs didn't win the election by much: She garnered just a few hundred votes more than Griffin, who sits on the state's court of appeals. The race was a major focus for both parties; in 2022, the GOP gained control of the state supreme court, which has been involved in many high-profile political decisions. On Election Night, Riggs trailed by thousands of votes, but as absentee and provisional ballots were counted, she ended up with a lead of 625 votes out of more than 5.5 million.

Read: We're entering an era of 'total politics'

Griffin requested a machine recount, in which ballots are run through tabulators once more. That process actually expanded Riggs's lead to 734 votes. Griffin then requested a second recount, in which officials take a random sample of ballots and examine them by hand, comparing their tally to the machine count. If clear discrepancies appear, a candidate can request a full, statewide hand recount; the state board of elections concluded no such evidence existed.

By this point, Republican attempts to keep contesting the race had started to appear desperate. In 2020, when sitting Chief Justice Cheri Beasley, a Democrat, requested recounts in a race she lost by 401 votes, Republicans ridiculed her as a sore loser wasting her dignity and everyone else's time. (Beasley eventually conceded.) Yet now Griffin was going further. He filed a request with the state board to throw out some 60,000 votes, arguing the voters were not properly registered.

The largest group of registrations that Griffin has challenged are North Carolina residents whose voter registrations don't include driver's license numbers or Social Security numbers. This is now required by law, but these voters registered using old forms that didn't include the requirement. (They were not required to re-register.) The second set is overseas residents who have not lived in North Carolina, such as the adult children of North Carolinians who live abroad. A third is overseas voters who didn't submit a photo identification with their ballot.

Read: We drew congressional maps for partisan advantage. That was the point.

The first is the most notable tranche. These voters likely understood themselves to be legally registered, and elections officials had concluded they were registered. Prior to the election, the Republican National Committee challenged 225,000 registrations on the same basis, but a federal judge dismissed the case. The state board also concluded that the registrations were valid, and said that fraud was virtually impossible. For one thing, voters are required to show photo ID before voting, in accordance with a state law that went into effect this year. (The group includes both of Riggs's parents, as well as a politics editor at WUNC, a public-radio station in Chapel Hill.)

Now that the election has been completed and the votes have been counted, Griffin wants these votes to be thrown out after the fact. It's exceedingly hard to justify this as anything other than pure partisan power politics. Doing such a thing would violate not only precedent, but any basic sense of fairness. As ProPublica's Doug Bock Clark reported, the theory that Griffin is using was considered and rejected earlier this year by election deniers who deemed it too extreme.

The state board of elections, which has a 3-2 Democratic majority, rejected all three arguments, and pointed out that they should have been made far earlier. Griffin then appealed the decision directly to the state supreme court. The state board had the move shifted to federal court, but on Monday, the federal judge Richard Myers, a Trump appointee, sent the matter back to the supreme court, deeming it a state matter. In their order yesterday, the state supreme court justices set a schedule for briefing later this month.

Read: The Supreme Court finds North Carolina's racial gerrymandering unconstitutional

North Carolina is not new to vicious election fights. (Riggs rose to prominence as a progressive attorney focused on voting-rights cases.) In 2013, after the U.S. Supreme Court demolished key elements of the Voting Rights Act, Republicans passed a sweeping law restricting voting. A federal judge eventually struck the law down as targeting "African Americans with almost surgical precision." The state has also seen decades of battles over redistricting; after previous maps were struck down as unconstitutional racial gerrymanders, the GOP instead pursued an aggressively partisan map. In the previous Congress, both Democrats and Republicans from North Carolina held seven seats; under a new GOP-drawn map, Republicans won 10 seats to Democrats' four in November.

Even so, the reaction to Griffin's attempted maneuvers has been sharp, and not only on the left. In a recent article, the conservative writer and former GOP operative Andrew Dunn wrote that while he had often criticized Democrats' "dishonest nonsense" about Republicans in the past, he could not do so now.

"If the Supreme Court sides with Griffin, the fallout will be immediate and brutal," he wrote. "This isn't just bad optics; it's potentially a credibility-shattering disaster for the court, the party, and conservatism in North Carolina. Overnight, this becomes a national story about Republicans 'stealing' a Supreme Court seat. The allegation would be impossible to defend against."

Dunn is right. If the court ultimately sides with Griffin and throws the votes out, it will be a plain message that the Republican majority is more interested in grabbing power by any means available and adding an amenable colleague than in letting voters have a say. Faith in its objectivity has already been shaken by a pair of 2023 decisions, in which the new Republican majority reversed decisions about gerrymandering and the voter-ID law that had been made by the prior court. (The GOP-led state legislature also stripped powers from incoming Democratic Governor Josh Stein late last year, passing the changes just before Democrats broke a veto-proof supermajority. Stein has challenged the moves in court.)

Read: North Carolina's deliberate disenfranchisement of black voters

What happens in the North Carolina Supreme Court race is worth watching for voters around the country for reasons other than moral outrage. For the past 15 years, the Old North State has been an early indicator for national trends, including the 2013 voting law and the battles over partisan gerrymandering. The independent state legislature theory, floated by Trump allies as a way to overturn the 2020 presidential election, first reached the U.S. Supreme Court via a North Carolina case. Republican legal challenges to the 2016 election for governor were a template for Trump's challenges to the 2020 presidential election. As goes North Carolina, so goes the nation.
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The Particular Horror of the Los Angeles Wildfires

Southern California is no stranger to fires. But the dreadful blazes that began yesterday are potentially transformative.

by Conor Friedersdorf




When wildfires began ravaging Los Angeles yesterday, the story was familiar in many respects: In dry and windy weather, a small blaze can spread so fast and so far that no one can do anything to stop it, especially in terrain dense with brush and hard for firefighters to reach.

Pacific Palisades, where the first fire began, is such a neighborhood; its roughly 24 square miles are beside rugged wilderness. The roads are winding. Homes are built on parts of a mountain range and in six major canyons. A fire-hazard map proposed by the California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection in 2022 described the area as "very high" risk--the highest possible categorization. And it has burned before, most significantly in November 1961, during a historic blaze.

Yet for all their predictability, these blazes are also outliers. Among people I spoke with who have observed Southern California wildfires for decades, several felt that these fires are unusually dramatic and dreadful, and have more potential than most to alter regional politics.

Conor Friedersdorf: The Southern California wildfire paradox

First, consider the warnings that preceded the fires. On Monday, the National Weather Service alerted Southern Californians to an imminent "LIFE-THREATENING, DESTRUCTIVE, Widespread Windstorm," language far stronger than warnings typically given just before the Santa Ana winds begin to blow, rushing down through mountain passes and canyons to sea level, heating up and drying out along the way.

Yesterday, hours before any fire began, Los Angeles Times subscribers woke up to this front-page headline "Unusually Strong Winds Carry High Risk of Winter Fires." It warned of gusts up to 100 miles per hour and quoted a fire official describing the danger to the region as "extreme." The prediction could hardly have been more emphatic.

Sure enough, by lunchtime, a fire hadn't just ignited in Pacific Palisades, threatening the Getty Villa--it had spread out of control in a visually spectacular manner. Twenty miles away, people could walk onto the beach, look north along an unobstructed coastline, and see a plume of smoke behind the Santa Monica pier. It billowed out over the bay for miles. By evening and especially after nightfall, people could see flames seeming to engulf the hillsides north of Santa Monica. A blockbuster using CGI to convey "L.A. in flames" would not have been more dramatic.

Footage shot within Pacific Palisades itself was just as shocking. News crews and residents recorded terrifying scenes amid architecturally striking custom-built homes.

Many owners of Palisades real estate are unusually wealthy and influential. And that brings us to the politics of the blaze. The real-estate developer Rick Caruso, who owns a shopping center in the neighborhood, alleged on a local news channel that fire hydrants didn't have enough water to supply firefighters with what they needed. He said that someone should ask Los Angeles Mayor Karen Bass, whom he ran against in the most recent mayoral election, what went wrong.

The entrepreneur Wes Nichols, who has lived in the neighborhood for 26 years, evacuated sometime after dark. He posted on social media that he personally saw more than 100 homes engulfed in flames, adding, "I'm mad at what I saw. Our politicians have failed us. Unprepared, unimaginative, understaffed, now overwhelmed. Heads must roll for this disaster."

Read: The wildfire risk in America's front yards

Bass wasn't able to represent herself to the public or answer her critics because when the fire began, she was in Ghana, attending the inauguration of its president.

Things may only get worse from here. The Palisades Fire, having already spread at least to Malibu, destroying homes and businesses, now threatens Santa Monica and beyond--that is to say, it could still spread from the edges of greater Los Angeles to a swath of its dense core. Weather is the biggest factor in the city's fate.

Strong, gusty winds are forecast to continue in much of the region throughout the day today. Wind is howling outside my window an hour south, in Orange County. And for many miles in every direction, a new catastrophic fire could start at any moment. I've lived through 45 years of Southern California wildfires. I can't recall having as much uncertainty about how not just one community but the region as a whole will fare in the next 24 hours.
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The Palisades Were Waiting to Burn

Fire becomes a year-round danger when Southern California is this dry.

by Zoe Schlanger




As Santa Ana winds whipped sheets of embers over the Pacific Coast Highway in Southern California last night, the palm trees along the beach in the Pacific Palisades ignited like torches scaled for gods. The high school was burning. Soon, the grounds around the Getty Villa were too. The climate scientist Daniel Swain went live on his YouTube channel, warning that this fire would get worse before it got better. The winds, already screaming, would speed up. Tens of thousands of people were fleeing as he spoke. Sunset Boulevard was backed up; ash rained down on drivers as they exited their cars to escape on foot. A bulldozer parted the sea of abandoned cars to let emergency vehicles pass.



The hills were ready to burn. It's January, well past the time of year when fire season in Southern California is supposed to end. But in this part of the semi-arid chaparral called Los Angeles, fire season can now be any time.



Drought had begun to bear down by the time the fires started. A wetter season is supposed to begin around October, but no meaningful amount of rain has fallen since May. Then came a record-breaking hot summer. The land was now drier than in almost any year since recordkeeping began. Grasses and sagebrush that had previously greened in spring rains dried to a crisp and stayed that way, a perfect buffet of fuel for a blaze to feast on. As The Atlantic wrote last summer, California's fire luck of the past two years had run out. "You'd have to go to the late 1800s to see this dry of a start to the rainy season," Glen MacDonald, a geography professor at UCLA, told me.



Then the colder months brought the Santa Ana winds: stuff of legend, the strong downslope gusts that suck humidity out of the air, if there was any to begin with. This time, the winds were stronger than average, too. A parched landscape; crisp-dried vegetation; strong, hot winds: "The gun was loaded," MacDonald said. And it was pointed at Pacific Palisades.



MacDonald studies climate change and wildfires, and he has published a paper with colleagues projecting that the wildfire season in Southern California would, on average, start earlier and last longer in the future, thanks to human-driven climate warming. The lengthier the season, the greater the probability that a fire-weather day would overlap with a Santa Ana-wind day, or a day when someone happened to ignite a fire--more than 90 percent of fires in Southern California are sparked by human activity, he said.



Last night, he watched an example of his work unfold in real time. He could see smoke rising off the Palisades Fire from his house in Thousand Oaks. He had important documents in bags, just in case he and his family had to evacuate. In a dry year, he told me, the concept of fire season no longer applied in Southern California: "You can have a fire any month of the year."



This morning, a second and third major fire are pressing toward more suburban zones where people are now evacuating. The Los Angeles mayor has told the city to brace for more. Altogether, more than 5,000 acres have burned already, and an unknown number of structures along with them. Schools are closing this morning, and Los Angeles health officials warned of unhealthy air, directing people to wear masks outdoors and keep windows closed as smoke and soot blanketed some parts of the city.



As he watched the smoke, MacDonald said he had colleagues at the university who lived in the active fire zone. He hoped they were all right; he texted them, knowing that they may not respond for a while. He'd evacuated from the Woolsey Fire in 2018, which burned nearly 100,000 acres and destroyed some 1,600 buildings, including some of his neighbors' homes. I asked what it was like to study the future of fire in California while living it. "It makes the work more immediate," he said. "It gives you a sense of unease. As the summer ends and you know you're dried out, you look around you at things you own, and you think, This could just be ashes."
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The Bizarre Brain of Werner Herzog

The Teutonic overthinker's latest documentary reveals more about his strange mind than the brain writ large.

by Gal Beckerman




Once, at the height of COVID, I dropped off a book at the home of Werner Herzog. I was an editor at the time and was trying to assign him a review, so I drove up to his gate in Laurel Canyon, and we had the briefest of masked conversations. Within 30 seconds, it turned strange. "Do you have a dog? A little dog?" he asked me, staring out at the hills of Los Angeles, apropos of nothing. He didn't wait for an answer. "Then be careful of the coyotes," Herzog said. "The coyotes will come and eat it. That's what they do. They hunt for little dogs."

I felt for a second as if I had entered a Herzog documentary, because this is what he does: allows himself to articulate the inner ping-pong. Many people might stand in the middle of a jungle thicket and have this kind of deep thought (as Herzog once did on camera): "We have to become humble in front of this overwhelming misery and overwhelming fornication, overwhelming growth and overwhelming lack of order." But they would most likely keep it to themselves. Herzog's sense of wonder seems to overspill any filter, whereas mine hides behind the curtain of shame most of us possess. And even if, now that he is in his 80s, this guilelessness has become a bit of a shtick (he has voiced self-serious versions of himself multiple times on The Simpsons), it is still his charm. It helps that his Teutonic timbre makes even his most obvious observations or glaring inanities sound somehow, weirdly, profound.

In his latest documentary, Theatre of Thought, Herzog applies himself to the mysteries of the human brain. The topic is more scientific and technical than most of his directorial targets, which tend to indulge his abiding interest in nature's violent and irrational ways--grizzly bears and volcanoes, cave art and albino crocodiles. Just how uncomfortably geeky a match this is for the more intuitive Herzog becomes apparent less than 15 minutes in, as he is listening to Dario Gil, a head researcher at IBM, sketch out the details of quantum mechanics on a whiteboard. Herzog suddenly lowers the audio on Gil's lecture and amplifies his own voice-over. "I admit that I literally understand nothing of this," he says, "and I assume that most of you don't either."

If I can spoil things a bit: Herzog learns very little about the brain. Yes, he goes on an extensive tour of cutting-edge research, discovering that scientists are coming closer to reading our thoughts, that we may soon be able to control artificial limbs with our minds, that quantum computers might replicate the workings of the cerebral cortex. But the mystery of thought, of consciousness, remains a mystery. Herzog himself closes his film by embracing defeat, saying that he is now even "more mystified."

This might sound like the exercise was a dud, except that we also spend almost two hours inside Herzog's noggin, and it is a wild one. His questions and digressions, which leave the scientists staring dumbfounded at the camera in awkward silence (which he prolongs for our pleasure), do a much better job of illustrating the intricacies of the human mind than any MRI.

Read: The defiant strangeness of Werner Herzog

Consider this short, random sampling of Herzog's interjections, following the earnest efforts of researchers to explain their pioneering work:

"Would you like to communicate with a hummingbird?"
 "So you could somehow press a button and taste a schnitzel?"
 "Could it be that we all live in some sort of constructed fantasy world?"
 "If somebody were dying and they had this interface, could the person, right after dying, report back to you that there is heaven?"
 "How stupid is Siri?"
 "Is this building behind you for real?"


At first, these questions seemed almost like a stunt; the closest corollary that came to mind was Sacha Baron Cohen's Ali G, asking ridiculous questions with a straight face and making comedy out of the interviewee's struggle to answer. But the responses themselves didn't hold much attention--though I will say that many of these scientists had a shocking openness to Herzog's repeated insistence that we might all be living in a Matrix-like simulation. And Herzog was not setting up a joke. He was just letting his mind meander where it wanted.

Just over a minute into a conversation with Tom Gruber, a computer scientist who helped create Siri, Herzog's attention is snagged on a TV in the background of the shot, which is playing a looping video of fish swimming in schools. "I got intrigued by the images on the screen behind him," Herzog's voice-over suddenly cuts in. And he's off in a reverie, Gruber's talking head replaced by shimmering clouds of fish swerving in unison. Herzog wonders out loud: "Do fish have souls? Do fish have dreams? Do they only dream this landscape? Do they think? Do they have thoughts at all? And if so, what are they thinking about? Is the same thought simultaneously in all of them?"

This is easy enough to giggle at. But the contrast between the quantifying impulses of the scientists and the gloriously squiggly lines emerging from Herzog's brain is revealing. Herzog often refers to himself--including at the beginning of this documentary--as a poet, though he's not particularly known for writing verse. What he seems to mean is that there is the realm of information, and then there is something deeper--a set of existential questions, a way of looking at the world and cutting right to good and evil, to the soul, to the nature of nature. I wouldn't necessarily place more value on this poetic approach to the problem of being human than a scientific one, but set against Herzog's musings, the scientists do end up seeming too clinical and mechanistic about what goes on in our heads. I know which approach I would prefer to discuss over schnitzel.

One researcher from UC Berkeley, Jack Gallant, shows Herzog how specific voxels--tiny spots on our cortex--correspond to different concepts. It is possible to decode the brain this way, identifying where these notions live. But when Gallant shows Herzog an example of one voxel's contents, the result seems more Dada than data: the concepts "sheriff," "goose," "brown," "robin," and "purse" all exist in the same place. The question of what it means that these ideas are grouped together in the folds of our brain seems better answered by a poet. And Herzog comes to his own dismissive conclusion, one that's easy to endorse: "Where our numbers and names and concepts are located can be mapped, but there is no map of our thoughts."
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How Hitler Dismantled a Democracy in 53 Days

He used the constitution to shatter the constitution.

by Timothy W. Ryback


Adolf Hitler and his cabinet, January 30, 1933, the day he became Chancellor of Germany. (Everett Collection / Alamy)



Ninety-two years ago this month, on Monday morning, January 30, 1933, Adolf Hitler was appointed the 15th chancellor of the Weimar Republic. In one of the most astonishing political transformations in the history of democracy, Hitler set about destroying a constitutional republic through constitutional means. What follows is a step-by-step account of how Hitler systematically disabled and then dismantled his country's democratic structures and processes in less than two months' time--specifically, one month, three weeks, two days, eight hours, and 40 minutes. The minutes, as we will see, mattered.

Hans Frank served as Hitler's private attorney and chief legal strategist in the early years of the Nazi movement. While later awaiting execution at Nuremberg for his complicity in Nazi atrocities, Frank commented on his client's uncanny capacity for sensing "the potential weakness inherent in every formal form of law" and then ruthlessly exploiting that weakness. Following his failed Beer Hall Putsch of November 1923, Hitler had renounced trying to overthrow the Weimar Republic by violent means but not his commitment to destroying the country's democratic system, a determination he reiterated in a Legalitatseid--"legality oath"--before the Constitutional Court in September 1930. Invoking Article 1 of the Weimar constitution, which stated that the government was an expression of the will of the people, Hitler informed the court that once he had achieved power through legal means, he intended to mold the government as he saw fit. It was an astonishingly brazen statement.

"So, through constitutional means?" the presiding judge asked.

"Jawohl!" Hitler replied.

By January 1933, the fallibilities of the Weimar Republic--whose 181-article constitution framed the structures and processes for its 18 federated states--were as obvious as they were abundant. Having spent a decade in opposition politics, Hitler knew firsthand how easily an ambitious political agenda could be scuttled. He had been co-opting or crushing right-wing competitors and paralyzing legislative processes for years, and for the previous eight months, he had played obstructionist politics, helping to bring down three chancellors and twice forcing the president to dissolve the Reichstag and call for new elections.

When he became chancellor himself, Hitler wanted to prevent others from doing unto him what he had done unto them. Though the vote share of his National Socialist party had been rising--in the election of September 1930, following the 1929 market crash, they had increased their representation in the Reichstag almost ninefold, from 12 delegates to 107, and in the July 1932 elections, they had more than doubled their mandate to 230 seats--they were still far from a majority. Their seats amounted to only 37 percent of the legislative body, and the larger right-wing coalition that the Nazi Party was a part of controlled barely 51 percent of the Reichstag, but Hitler believed that he should exercise absolute power: "37 percent represents 75 percent of 51 percent," he argued to one American reporter, by which he meant that possessing the relative majority of a simple majority was enough to grant him absolute authority. But he knew that in a multiparty political system, with shifting coalitions, his political calculus was not so simple. He believed that an Ermachtigungsgesetz ("empowering law") was crucial to his political survival. But passing such a law--which would dismantle the separation of powers, grant Hitler's executive branch the authority to make laws without parliamentary approval, and allow Hitler to rule by decree, bypassing democratic institutions and the constitution--required the support of a two-thirds majority in the fractious Reichstag.

The process proved to be even more challenging than anticipated. Hitler found his dictatorial intentions getting thwarted within his first six hours as chancellor. At 11:30 that Monday morning, he swore an oath to uphold the constitution, then went across the street to the Hotel Kaiserhof for lunch, then returned to the Reich Chancellery for a group photo of the "Hitler Cabinet," which was followed by his first formal meeting with his nine ministers at precisely 5 o'clock.

Hitler opened the meeting by boasting that millions of Germans had welcomed his chancellorship with "jubilation," then outlined his plans for expunging key government officials and filling their positions with loyalists. At this point he turned to his main agenda item: the empowering law that, he argued, would give him the time (four years, according to the stipulations laid out in the draft of the law) and the authority necessary to make good on his campaign promises to revive the economy, reduce unemployment, increase military spending, withdraw from international treaty obligations, purge the country of foreigners he claimed were "poisoning" the blood of the nation, and exact revenge on political opponents. "Heads will roll in the sand," Hitler had vowed at one rally.

From the March 1932 issue: Hitler and Hitlerism: a man of destiny

But given that Social Democrats and Communists collectively commanded 221 seats, or roughly 38 percent, of the 584-seat Reichstag, the two-thirds vote Hitler needed was a mathematical impossibility. "Now if one were to ban the Communist Party and annul their votes," Hitler proposed, "it would be possible to reach a Reichstag majority."

The problem, Hitler continued, was that this would almost certainly precipitate a national strike by the 6 million German Communists, which could, in turn, lead to a collapse of the country's economy. Alternatively, Reichstag percentages could be rebalanced by holding new elections. "What represents a greater danger to the economy?" Hitler asked. "The uncertainties and concerns associated with new elections or a general strike?" Calling for new elections, he concluded, was the safer path.

Economic Minister Alfred Hugenberg disagreed. Ultimately, Hugenberg argued, if one wanted to achieve a two-thirds Reichstag majority, there was no way of getting around banning the Communist Party. Of course, Hugenberg had his own self-interested reasons for opposing new Reichstag elections: In the previous election, Hugenberg had siphoned 14 seats from Hitler's National Socialists to his own party, the German Nationalists, making Hugenberg an indispensable partner in Hitler's current coalition government. New elections threatened to lose his party seats and diminish his power.

When Hitler wondered whether the army could be used to crush any public unrest, Defense Minister Werner von Blomberg dismissed the idea out of hand, observing "that a soldier was trained to see an external enemy as his only potential opponent." As a career officer, Blomberg could not imagine German soldiers being ordered to shoot German citizens on German streets in defense of Hitler's (or any other German) government.

Hitler had campaigned on the promise of draining the "parliamentarian swamp"--den parlamentarischen Sumpf--only to find himself now foundering in a quagmire of partisan politics and banging up against constitutional guardrails. He responded as he invariably did when confronted with dissenting opinions or inconvenient truths: He ignored them and doubled down.

The next day, Hitler announced new Reichstag elections, to be held in early March, and issued a memorandum to his party leaders. "After a thirteen-year struggle the National Socialist movement has succeeded in breaking through into the government, but the struggle to win the German nation is only beginning," Hitler proclaimed, and then added venomously: "The National Socialist party knows that the new government is not a National Socialist government, even though it is conscious that it bears the name of its leader, Adolf Hitler." He was declaring war on his own government.

We have come to perceive Hitler's appointment as chancellor as part of an inexorable rise to power, an impression resting on generations of postwar scholarship, much of which has necessarily marginalized or disregarded alternatives to the standard narrative of the Nazi seizure of power (Machtergreifung) with its political and social persecutions, its assertion of totalitarian rule (Gleichschaltung) and subsequent aggressions that led to the Second World War and the nightmare of the Holocaust. In researching and writing this piece, I intentionally ignored these ultimate outcomes and instead traced events as they unfolded in real time with their attendant uncertainties and misguided assessments. A case in point: The January 31, 1933, New York Times story on Hitler's appointment as chancellor was headlined "Hitler Puts Aside Aim to Be Dictator."

In the late 1980s, as a graduate student at Harvard, where I served as a teaching fellow in a course on Weimar and Nazi Germany, I used to cite a postwar observation, made by Hans Frank in Nuremberg, that underscored the tenuous nature of Hitler's political career. "The Fuhrer was a man who was possible in Germany only at that very moment," the Nazi legal strategist recalled. "He came at exactly this terrible transitory period when the monarchy had gone and the republic was not yet secure." Had Hitler's predecessor in the chancellery, Kurt von Schleicher, remained in office another six months, or had German President Paul von Hindenburg exercised his constitutional powers more judiciously, or had a faction of moderate conservative Reichstag delegates cast their votes differently, then history may well have taken a very different turn. My most recent book, Takeover: Hitler's Final Rise to Power, ends at the moment the story this essay tells begins. Both Hitler's ascendancy to chancellor and his smashing of the constitutional guardrails once he got there, I have come to realize, are stories of political contingency rather than historical inevitability.

Hitler's appointment as chancellor of the country's first democratic republic came almost as much as a surprise to Hitler as it did to the rest of the country. After a vertiginous three-year political ascent, Hitler had taken a shellacking in the November 1932 elections, shedding 2 million votes and 34 Reichstag seats, almost half of them to Hugenberg's German Nationalists. By December 1932, Hitler's movement was bankrupt financially, politically, ideologically. Hitler told several close associates that he was contemplating suicide.

But a series of backroom deals that included the shock weekend dismissal of Chancellor Schleicher in late January 1933 hurtled Hitler into the chancellery. Schleicher would later remember Hitler telling him that "it was astonishing in his life that he was always rescued just when he himself had given up all hope."

Thomas Weber: Hitler would have been astonished

The eleventh-hour appointment came at a steep political price. Hitler had left several of his most loyal lieutenants as political roadkill on this unexpected fast lane to power. Worse, he found himself with a cabinet handpicked by a political enemy, former Chancellor Franz von Papen, whose government Hitler had helped topple and who now served as Hitler's vice chancellor. Worst of all, Hitler was hostage to Hugenberg, who commanded 51 Reichstag votes along with the power to make or break Hitler's chancellorship. He nearly broke it.

As President Hindenburg waited to receive Hitler on that Monday morning in January 1933, Hugenberg clashed with Hitler over the issue of new Reichstag elections. Hugenberg's position: "Nein! Nein! Nein!" While Hitler and Hugenberg argued in the foyer outside the president's office, Hindenburg, a military hero of World War I who had served as the German president since 1925, grew impatient. According to Otto Meissner, the president's chief of staff, had the Hitler-Hugenberg squabble lasted another few minutes, Hindenburg would have left. Had this occurred, the awkward coalition cobbled together by Papen in the previous 48 hours would have collapsed. There would have been no Hitler chancellorship, no Third Reich.

In the event, Hitler was given a paltry two cabinet posts to fill--and none of the most important ones pertaining to the economy, foreign policy, or the military. Hitler chose Wilhelm Frick as minister of the interior and Hermann Goring as minister without portfolio. But with his unerring instinct for detecting the weaknesses in structures and processes, Hitler put his two ministers to work targeting the Weimar Republic's key democratic pillars: free speech, due process, public referendum, and states' rights.

Frick had responsibility over the republic's federated system, as well as over the country's electoral system and over the press. Frick was the first minister to reveal the plans of Hitler's government: "We will present an enabling law to the Reichstag that in accordance with the constitution will dissolve the Reich government," Frick told the press, explaining that Hitler's ambitious plans for the country required extreme measures, a position Hitler underscored in his first national radio address on February 1. "The national government will therefore regard it as its first and supreme task to restore to the German people unity of mind and will," Hitler said. "It will preserve and defend the foundations on which the strength of our nation rests."

Frick was also charged with suppressing the opposition press and centralizing power in Berlin. While Frick was undermining states' rights and imposing bans on left-wing newspapers--including the Communist daily The Red Banner and the Social Democratic Forward--Hitler also appointed Goring as acting state interior minister of Prussia, the federated state that represented two-thirds of German territory. Goring was tasked with purging the Prussian state police, the largest security force in the country after the army, and a bastion of Social Democratic sentiment.

Rudolf Diels was the head of Prussia's political police. One day in early February, Diels was sitting in his office, at 76 Unter den Linden, when Goring knocked at his door and told him in no uncertain terms that it was time to clear house. "I want nothing to do with these scoundrels who are sitting around here in this place," Goring said.

A Schiesserlass, or "shooting decree," followed. This permitted the state police to shoot on sight without fearing consequences. "I cannot rely on police to go after the red mob if they have to worry about facing disciplinary action when they are simply doing their job," Goring explained. He accorded them his personal backing to shoot with impunity. "When they shoot, it is me shooting," Goring said. "When someone is lying there dead, it is I who shot them."

Goring also designated the Nazi storm troopers as Hilfspolizei, or "deputy police," compelling the state to provide the brownshirt thugs with sidearms and empowering them with police authority in their street battles. Diels later noted that this--manipulating the law to serve his ends and legitimizing the violence and excesses of tens of thousands of brownshirts--was a "well-tested Hitler tactic."

As Hitler scrambled to secure power and crush the opposition, rumors circulated of his government's imminent demise. One rumor held that Schleicher, the most recently deposed chancellor, was planning a military coup. Another said that Hitler was a puppet of Papen and a backwoods Austrian boy in the unwitting service of German aristocrats. Still others alleged that Hitler was merely a brownshirt strawman for Hugenberg and a conspiracy of industrialists who intended to dismantle worker protections for the sake of higher profits. (The industrialist Otto Wolff was said to have "cashed in" on his financing of Hitler's movement.) Yet another rumor had it that Hitler was merely managing a placeholder government while President Hindenburg, a monarchist at heart, prepared for the return of the Kaiser.

There was little truth to any of this, but Hitler did have to confront the political reality of making good on his campaign promises to frustrated German voters in advance of the March Reichstag elections. The Red Banner published a list of Hitler's campaign promises to workers, and the Center Party publicly demanded assurances that Hitler would support the agricultural sector, fight inflation, avoid "financial-political experiments," and adhere to the Weimar constitution. At the same time, the dismay among right-wing supporters who had applauded Hitler's earlier demand for dictatorial power and refusal to enter into a coalition was distilled in the pithy observation "No Third Reich, not even 21/2."

On February 18, the center-left newspaper Vossische Zeitung wrote that despite Hitler's campaign promises and political posturing, nothing had changed for the average German. If anything, things had gotten worse. Hitler's promise of doubling tariffs on grain imports had gotten tangled in complexities and contractual obligations. Hugenberg informed Hitler during a cabinet meeting that the "catastrophic economic conditions" were threatening the very "existence of the country." "In the end," Vossische Zeitung predicted, "the survival of the new government will rely not on words but on the economic conditions." For all Hitler's talk of a thousand-year Reich, there was no certainty his government would last the month.

Over the eight months before appointing Hitler as chancellor, Hindenberg had dispatched three others--Heinrich Bruning, Papen, and Schleicher--from the role, exercising his constitutional authority embedded in Article 53. And his disdain for Hitler was common knowledge. The previous August, he had declared publicly that, "for the sake of God, my conscience, and the country," he would never appoint Hitler as chancellor. Privately, Hindenburg had quipped that if he were to appoint Hitler to any position, it would be as postmaster general, "so he can lick me from behind on my stamps." In January, Hindenburg finally agreed to appoint Hitler, but with great reluctance--and on the condition that he never be left alone in a room with his new chancellor. By late February, the question on everyone's mind was, as Forward put it, how much longer would the aging field marshal put up with his Bohemian corporal?

That Forward article appeared on Saturday morning, February 25, under the headline "How Long?" Two days later, on Monday evening, shortly before 9 p.m., the Reichstag erupted in flames, sheafs of fire collapsing the glass dome of the plenary hall and illuminating the night sky over Berlin. Witnesses recall seeing the fire from villages 40 miles away. The image of the seat of German parliamentary democracy going up in flames sent a collective shock across the country. The Communists blamed the National Socialists. The National Socialists blamed the Communists. A 23-year-old Dutch Communist, Marinus van der Lubbe, was caught in flagrante, but the Berlin fire chief, Walter Gempp, who supervised the firefighting operation, saw evidence of potential Nazi involvement.

From the May 1944 issue: What is German?

When Hitler convened his cabinet to discuss the crisis the next morning, he declared that the fire was clearly part of a Communist coup attempt. Goring detailed Communist plans for further arson attacks on public buildings, as well as for the poisoning of public kitchens and the kidnapping of the children and wives of prominent officials. Interior Minister Frick presented a draft decree suspending civil liberties, permitting searches and seizures, and curbing states' rights during a national emergency.

Papen expressed concern that the proposed draft "could meet with resistance," especially from "southern states," by which he meant Bavaria, which was second only to Prussia in size and power. Perhaps, Papen suggested, the proposed measures should be discussed with state governments to assure "an amicable agreement," otherwise the measures could be seen as the usurpation of states' rights. Ultimately, only one word was added to suggest contingencies for suspending a state's rights. Hindenburg signed the decree into law that afternoon.

Put into effect just a week before the March elections, the emergency decree gave Hitler tremendous power to intimidate--and imprison--the political opposition. The Communist Party was banned (as Hitler had wanted since his first cabinet meeting), and members of the opposition press were arrested, their newspapers shut down. Goring had already been doing this for the past month, but the courts had invariably ordered the release of detained people. With the decree in effect, the courts could not intervene. Thousands of Communists and Social Democrats were rounded up.

On Sunday morning, March 5, one week after the Reichstag fire, German voters went to the polls. "No stranger election has perhaps ever been held in a civilized country," Frederick Birchall wrote that day in The New York Times. Birchall expressed his dismay at the apparent willingness of Germans to submit to authoritarian rule when they had the opportunity for a democratic alternative. "In any American or Anglo-Saxon community the response would be immediate and overwhelming," he wrote.

More than 40 million Germans went to the polls, which was more than 2 million more than in any previous election, representing nearly 89 percent of the registered voters--a stunning demonstration of democratic engagement. "Not since the German Reichstag was founded in 1871 has there been such a high voter turnout," Vossische Zeitung reported. Most of those 2 million new votes went to the Nazis. "The enormous voting reserves almost entirely benefited the National Socialists," Vossische Zeitung reported.

Although the National Socialists fell short of Hitler's promised 51 percent, managing only 44 percent of the electorate--despite massive suppression, the Social Democrats lost just a single Reichstag seat--the banning of the Communist Party positioned Hitler to form a coalition with the two-thirds Reichstag majority necessary to pass the empowering law.

The next day, the National Socialists stormed state-government offices across the country. Swastika banners were hung from public buildings. Opposition politicians fled for their lives. Otto Wels, the Social Democratic leader, departed for Switzerland. So did Heinrich Held, the minister-president of Bavaria. Tens of thousands of political opponents were taken into Schutzhaft ("protective custody"), a form of detention in which an individual could be held without cause indefinitely.

Hindenburg remained silent. He did not call his new chancellor to account for the violent public excesses against Communists, Social Democrats, and Jews. He did not exercise his Article 53 powers. Instead, he signed a decree permitting the National Socialists' swastika banner to be flown beside the national colors. He acceded to Hitler's request to create a new cabinet position, minister of public enlightenment and propaganda, a role promptly filled by Joseph Goebbels. "What good fortune for all of us to know that this towering old man is with us," Goebbels wrote of Hindenburg in his diary, "and what a change of fate that we are now moving on the same path together."

A week later, Hindenburg's embrace of Hitler was on full public display. He appeared in military regalia in the company of his chancellor, who was wearing a dark suit and long overcoat, at a ceremony in Potsdam. The former field marshal and the Bohemian corporal shook hands. Hitler bowed in putative deference. The "Day of Potsdam" signaled the end of any hope for an Article 53 solution to the Hitler chancellorship.

That same Tuesday, March 21, an Article 48 decree was issued amnestying National Socialists convicted of crimes, including murder, perpetrated "in the battle for national renewal." Men convicted of treason were now national heroes. The first concentration camp was opened that afternoon, in an old brewery near the town center of Oranienburg, just north of Berlin. The following day, the first group of detainees arrived at another concentration camp, in an abandoned munition plant outside the Bavarian town of Dachau.

Plans for legislation excluding Jews from the legal and medical professions, as well as from government offices, were under way, though Hitler's promise for the mass deportation of the country's 100,000 Ostjuden, Jewish immigrants from Eastern Europe, was proving to be more complicated. Many had acquired German citizenship and were gainfully employed. As fear of deportation rose, a run on local banks caused other banks and businesses to panic. Accounts of Jewish depositors were frozen until, as one official explained, "they had settled their obligations with German business men." Hermann Goring, now president of the newly elected Reichstag, sought to calm matters, assuring Germany's Jewish citizens that they retained the same "protection of law for person and property" as every other German citizen. He then berated the international community: Foreigners were not to interfere with the domestic affairs of the country. Germany would do with its citizens whatever it deemed appropriate.


Adolf Hitler's address to the Reichstag on March 23, 1933, at the Kroll Opera House. On this day, a majority of the delegates voted to eliminate almost all constitutional restraints on Hitler's government. (Ullstein Bild / Getty)



On Thursday, March 23, the Reichstag delegates assembled in the Kroll Opera House, just opposite the charred ruins of the Reichstag. The following Monday, the traditional Reich eagle had been removed and replaced with an enormous Nazi eagle, dramatically backlit with wings spread wide and a swastika in its talons. Hitler, dressed now in a brown stormtrooper uniform with a swastika armband, arrived to pitch his proposed enabling law, now formally titled the "Law to Remedy the Distress of the People and the Reich." At 4:20 p.m., he stepped up to the podium. Appearing uncharacteristically ill at ease, he shuffled a sheaf of pages before beginning to read haltingly from a prepared text. Only gradually did he assume his usual animated rhetorical style. He enumerated the failings of the Weimar Republic, then outlined his plans for the four-year tenure of his proposed enabling law, which included restoring German dignity and military parity abroad as well as economic and social stability at home. "Treason toward our nation and our people shall in the future be stamped out with ruthless barbarity," Hitler vowed.

Read: Trump: 'I need the kind of generals that Hitler had'

The Reichstag recessed to deliberate on the act. When the delegates reconvened at 6:15 that evening, the floor was given to Otto Wels, the Social Democratic leader, who had returned from his Swiss exile, despite fears for his personal safety, to challenge Hitler in person. As Wels began to speak, Hitler made a move to rise. Papen touched Hitler's wrist to keep him in check.

"In this historic hour, we German Social Democrats solemnly pledge ourselves to the principles of humanity and justice, of freedom and socialism," Wels said. He chided Hitler for seeking to undermine the Weimar Republic, and for the hatred and divisiveness he had sowed. Regardless of the evils Hitler intended to visit on the country, Wels declared, the republic's founding democratic values would endure. "No enabling act gives you the power to destroy ideas that are eternal and indestructible," he said.

Hitler rose. "The nice theories that you, Herr Delegate, just proclaimed are words that have come a bit too late for world history," he began. He dismissed allegations that he posed any kind of threat to the German people. He reminded Wels that the Social Democrats had had 13 years to address the issues that really mattered to the German people--employment, stability, dignity. "Where was this battle during the time you had the power in your hand?" Hitler asked. The National Socialist delegates, along with observers in the galleries, cheered. The rest of the delegates remained still. A series of them rose to state both their concerns and positions on the proposed enabling law.

The Centrists, as well as the representatives of the Bavarian People's Party, said they were willing to vote yes despite reservations "that in normal times could scarcely have been overcome." Similarly, Reinhold Maier, the leader of the German State Party, expressed concern about what would happen to judicial independence, due process, freedom of the press, and equal rights for all citizens under the law, and stated that he had "serious reservations" about according Hitler dictatorial powers. But then he announced that his party, too, was voting in favor of the law, eliciting laughter from the floor.

Shortly before 8 o'clock that evening, the voting was completed. The 94 Social Democrat delegates who were in attendance cast their votes against the law. (Among the Social Democrats was the former interior minister of Prussia, Carl Severing, who had been arrested earlier in the day as he was about to enter the Reichstag but was released temporarily in order to cast his vote.) The remaining Reichstag delegates, 441 in all, voted in favor of the new law, delivering Hitler a four-fifths majority, more than enough to put the enabling law into effect without amendment or restriction. The next morning, U.S. Ambassador Frederic Sackett sent a telegram to the State Department: "On the basis of this law the Hitler Cabinet can reconstruct the entire system of government as it eliminates practically all constitutional restraints."

Joseph Goebbels, who was present that day as a National Socialist Reichstag delegate, would later marvel that the National Socialists had succeeded in dismantling a federated constitutional republic entirely through constitutional means. Seven years earlier, in 1926, after being elected to the Reichstag as one the first 12 National Socialist delegates, Goebbels had been similarly struck: He was surprised to discover that he and these 11 other men (including Hermann Goring and Hans Frank), seated in a single row on the periphery of a plenary hall in their brown uniforms with swastika armbands, had--even as self-declared enemies of the Weimar Republic--been accorded free first-class train travel and subsidized meals, along with the capacity to disrupt, obstruct, and paralyze democratic structures and processes at will. "The big joke on democracy," he observed, "is that it gives its mortal enemies the means to its own destruction."
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<em>The Atlantic</em>'s February Cover Story: Derek Thompson on "The Anti-Social Century"






For The Atlantic's February cover story, staff writer Derek Thompson explores "The Anti-Social Century": why Americans are spending more time alone than ever, and how that's changing our personalities, our politics, and even our relationship to reality. Thompson argues that self-imposed solitude might just be the most important social fact of 21st-century America, and that the nature of our social crisis is that most Americans don't seem to be reacting to the biological cue to spend more time with other people.
 
 Thompson writes: "Day to day, hour to hour, we are choosing this way of life--its comforts, its ready entertainments. But convenience can be a curse ... Over the past few months, I've spoken with psychologists, political scientists, sociologists, and technologists about America's anti-social streak. Although the particulars of these conversations differed, a theme emerged: The individual preference for solitude, scaled up across society and exercised repeatedly over time, is rewiring America's civic and psychic identity. And the consequences are far-reaching."
 
 If two of the 20th century's most significant technologies, the automobile and the television, initiated the rise of American aloneness, the smartphone continued to fuel, and has indeed accelerated, our national anti-social streak, with screens occupying more than 30 percent of American kids' and teenagers' waking life. We're also spending much more time at home, alone. In 2023, adults were spending an additional 99 minutes at home on any given day compared with 2003; a home developer told Thompson that "the cardinal rule of contemporary apartment design is that every room is built to accommodate maximal screen time."
 
 And "all of this time alone, at home, on the phone, is not just affecting us as individuals," Thompson writes. "It's making society weaker, meaner, and more delusional." While home-based, phone-based culture has arguably solidified our closest and most distant connections--the inner ring of family and best friends (bound by blood and intimacy), and the outer ring of tribe (linked by shared affinities)--it's wreaking havoc on the middle ring of "familiar but not intimate" relationships with the village of people who live around us but who may have different views from us. Thompson writes: "The village is our best arena for practicing productive disagreement and compromise--in other words, democracy. So it's no surprise that the erosion of the village has coincided with the emergence of a grotesque style of politics, in which every election feels like an existential quest to vanquish an intramural enemy."
 
 Thompson concludes: "Although technology does not have values of its own, its adoption can create values, even in the absence of a coordinated effort. For decades, we've adopted whatever technologies removed friction or increased dopamine, embracing what makes life feel easy and good in the moment. But dopamine is a chemical, not a virtue. And what's easy is not always what's best for us. We should ask ourselves: What would it mean to select technology based on long-term health rather than instant gratification? And if technology is hurting our community, what can we do to heal it?"
 
 Derek Thompson's "The Anti-Social Century" was published today at TheAtlantic.com. Please reach out with any questions or requests to interview Thompson on his reporting.
 
 Press Contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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        Photos: The Palisades Fire Scorches Parts of Los Angeles

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	January 8, 2025

            	22 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Destructive wildfires erupted in several places in Los Angeles yesterday, driven by extreme winds and dry conditions. The Palisades Fire grew quickly, tearing across hillsides and through the Los Angeles neighborhood of Pacific Palisades, burning many structures and sending thick plumes of smoke into the air. Tens of thousands of residents were forced to evacuate in often-chaotic circumstances. Firefighters and volunteers battled many blazes overnight, as residents braced for increasing winds forecast for the next few days.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Sparks, flames, and smoke fill the sky as wind whips burning palm trees along a city street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Palisades Fire ravages a neighborhood amid high winds in the Pacific Palisades neighborhood of Los Angeles on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: Wind-blown flames engulf bushes and trees on a hillside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Palisades Fire burns near homes in Pacific Palisades on January 7, 2024.
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                [image: A civilian wearing a mask and goggles walks near an active brush fire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Will Adams watches as flames from the Palisades Fire close in on his property in the Pacific Palisades neighborhood of Los Angeles on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: Wildfire flames rise over shrubbery, with hillside homes visible nearby.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Flames rise as the Palisades Fire advances on homes in the Pacific Palisades neighborhood of Los Angeles on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: Smoke rises from a fire burning on a hillside in the distance behind the back yard of a house with a swimming pool.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A brush fire burns near homes in Pacific Palisades, California, on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: A person walks as smoke covers the setting sun along a beach.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person walks as smoke covers the setting sun at Sunset Beach during a wildfire in the Pacific Palisades neighborhood on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: Several people stand on a street corner, watching smoke rise from a nearby wildfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People watch as others drive out of harm's way as the Palisades Fire burns amid a powerful windstorm on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: A wildfire burns in a hillside neighborhood.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Palisades Fire burns near homes in Pacific Palisades, California, on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: Two lifeguard towers go up in flames on a beach.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lifeguard towers go up in flames along Malibu Beach on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: A surfer on a beach holds a surf board and looks at dark smoke along the horizon from a distant fire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Smoke from a wildfire is seen from the Venice Beach section of Los Angeles on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: A car is entirely engulfed in flames.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A vehicle burns as the Palisades Fire advances in the Pacific Palisades neighborhood on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: A firefighter pulls a heavy firehose past a burning house.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A firefighter battles the Palisades Fire as it burns a building in the Pacific Palisades neighborhood on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: Several houses are engulfed in fire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Multiple beachfront homes go up in flames along the Pacific Coast Highway in Malibu in the Palisades Fire on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: The burned husk of a Christmas tree stands inside a burning house, framed by a window.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Palisades Fire burns a Christmas tree inside a residence in the Pacific Palisades neighborhood on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: A firefighter, in silhouette, watches a helicopter drop water on a nearby wildfire]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fire personnel respond to homes destroyed by the Palisades Fire while a helicopter drops water in Pacific Palisades, California, on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: A palm tree burns at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Trees and homes burn in the Pacific Palisades neighborhood of Los Angeles on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: Embers fly across a road as houses burn in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Embers fly in high winds as firefighters battle winds and flames in a neighborhood along the Pacific Coast Highway in Malibu on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: A California State flag flies near several palm trees--the trunk of one of which is ablaze.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A palm tree burns at Sunset Beach during a wildfire in the Pacific Palisades neighborhood on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: A firefighting aircraft drops a plume of fire retardant over a wildfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A firefighting aircraft makes a drop over part of the Palisades Fire on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: Flames burn through brush on a hillside, near a road intersection.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Flames overtake the intersection of Temescal Canyon Road and the Pacific Coast Highway in Pacific Palisades on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: A house goes up in flames.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A house burns in the Pacific Palisades neighborhood of Los Angeles on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: A broad spiral staircase stands amid flaming wreckage in a burned-out house.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A residence, burned by the the Palisades Fire, seen on January 7, 2025
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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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Eat Less Beef. Eat More Ostrich?

Ostrich is touted as a more sustainable red meat that tastes just like beef.

by Sarah Zhang




A few months ago, I found myself in an unexpected conversation with a woman whose husband raises cattle in Missouri. She, however, had recently raised and butchered an ostrich for meat. It's more sustainable, she told me. Sure, I nodded along, beef is singularly terrible for the planet. And ostrich is a red meat, she added. "I don't taste any difference between it and beef." Really? Now I was intrigued, if skeptical--which is, long story short, how my family ended up eating ostrich at this year's Christmas dinner.



I eat meat, including beef, and I enjoy indulging in a holiday prime rib, but I also feel somewhat conflicted about it. Beef is far worse for the environment than virtually any other protein; pound for pound, it is responsible for more than twice the greenhouse-gas emissions of pork, nearly four times those of chicken, and more than 13 times those of beans. This discrepancy is largely biological: Cows require a lot of land, and they are ruminants, whose digestive systems rely on microbes that produce huge quantities of the potent greenhouse gas methane. A single cow can belch out 220 pounds of methane a year.



The unique awfulness of beef's climate impact has inspired a cottage industry of takes imploring Americans to consider other proteins in its stead: chicken, fish, pork, beans. These alternatives all have their own drawbacks. When it comes to animal welfare, for example, hundreds of chickens or fish would have to be slaughtered to feed as many people as one cow. Meanwhile, pigs are especially intelligent, and conventional means of farming them are especially cruel. And beans, I'm sorry, simply are not as delicious.



So, ostrich? At first glance, ostrich didn't seem the most climate-friendly option (beans), the most ethical (beans again), or the tastiest (pork, in my personal opinion). But could ostrich be good enough in all of these categories, an acceptable if surprising solution to Americans' love of too much red meat? At the very least, I wondered if ostrich might be deserving of more attention than we give to it right now, which is approximately zero.



You probably won't be shocked to hear that the literature on ostrich meat's climate impact is rather thin. Still, in South Africa, "the world leader in the production of ostriches," government economists in 2020 released a report suggesting that greenhouse-gas emissions from ostrich meat were just slightly higher than chicken's--so, much, much less than beef's. And in Switzerland, biologists who put ostriches in respiratory chambers confirmed their methane emissions to be on par with those of nonruminant mammals such as pigs--so, again, much, much less than cows'.



But Marcus Clauss, an author of the latter study, who specializes in the digestive physiology of animals at the University of Zurich, cautioned me against focusing exclusively on methane. Methane is a particularly potent greenhouse gas, but it is just one of several. Carbon dioxide is the other big contributor to global warming, and a complete assessment of ostrich meat's greenhouse-gas footprint needs to include the carbon dioxide released by every input, including the fertilizer, pesticides, and soil additives that went into growing ostrich feed.



This is where the comparisons get more complicated. Cattle--even corn-fed ones--tend to spend much of their life on pasture eating grass, which leads to a lot of methane burps, but growing that grass is not carbon intensive. In contrast, chicken feed is made up of corn and soybeans, whose fertilizer, pesticides, and soil additives all rack up carbon-dioxide emissions. Ostrich feed appears similar, containing alfalfa, wheat, and soybeans. The climate impact of an animal's feed are important contributions in its total greenhouse-gas emissions, says Ermias Kebreab, an animal scientist at  UC Davis who has extensively studied livestock emissions. He hasn't calculated ostrich emissions specifically--few researchers have--but the more I looked into the emissions associated with ostrich feed, the murkier the story became.



Two other ostrich studies, from northwest Spain and from a province in western Iran, indeed found feed to be a major factor in the meat's climate impact. But these reports also contradicted others: In Spain, for instance, the global-warming potential from ostrich meat was found to be higher than that of beef or pork--but beef was also essentially no worse than pork.



"Really, none of the [studies] on ostrich look credible to me. They all give odd numbers," says Joseph Poore, the director of the Oxford Martin Programme on Food Sustainability, which runs the HESTIA platform aimed at standardizing environmental-impact data from food. "Maybe this is something we will do with HESTIA soon," Poore continued in his email, "but we are not there yet ..." (His ellipses suggested to me that ostrich might not be a top priority.)



The truth is, greenhouse-gas emissions from food are sensitive to the exact mode of production, which vary country to country, region to region, and even farm to farm. And any analysis is only as good as the quality of the data that go into it. I couldn't find any peer-reviewed studies of American farms raising the ostrich meat I could actually buy. Ultimately, my journey down the rabbit hole of ostrich emissions convinced me that parsing the relative virtues of different types of meat might be beside the point. "Just eat whatever meat you want but cut back to 20 percent," suggests Brian Kateman, a co-founder of the Reducetarian Foundation, which advocates eating, well, less meat. (Other activists, of course, are more absolutist.) Still, "eat less meat" is an adage easier to say than to implement. The challenge, Clauss said, is, "any measure that you would instigate to make meat rarer will make it more of a status symbol than it already is."



I thought about his words over Christmas dinner, the kind of celebration that many Americans feel is incomplete without a fancy roast. By then, I had, out of curiosity, ordered an ostrich filet (billed as tasting like a lean steak) and an ostrich wing (like a beef rib), which I persuaded my in-laws to put on the table. At more than $25 a pound for the filet, the bird cost as much as a prime cut of beef.



Ostrich has none of the strong or gamey flavors that people can find off-putting, but it is quite lean. I pan-seared the filet with a generous pat of butter, garlic, and thyme. The rosy interior and caramelized crust did perfectly resemble steak. But perhaps because I did not taste the ostrich blind--apologies to the scientific method--I found the flavor still redolent of poultry, if richer and meatier. Not bad, but not exactly beefy. "I wouldn't think it's beef," concluded my brother-in-law, who had been persuaded to smoke the ostrich wing alongside his usual Christmas prime rib. The wing reminded me most of a Renaissance Fair turkey leg; a leftover sandwich I fixed up the next day, though, would have passed as a perfectly acceptable brisket sandwich.



I wouldn't mind having ostrich again, but the price puts it out of reach for weeknight meals, when I can easily be eating beans anyways. At Christmas, I expect my in-laws will stick with the prime rib, streaked through as it is with warm fat and nostalgia.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2025/01/eat-more-ostrich/681240/?utm_source=feed
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        Public Health Can't Stop Making the Same Nutrition Mistake
        Nicholas Florko

        In the world of nutrition, few words are more contentious than healthy. Experts and influencers alike are perpetually warring over whether fats are dangerous for the heart, whether carbs are good or bad for your waistline, and how much protein a person truly needs. But if identifying healthy food is not always straightforward, actually eating it is an even more monumental feat.As a reporter covering food and nutrition, I know to limit my salt and sugar consumption. But I still struggle to do it. ...

      

      
        What Tolstoy Knew About a Good Death
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Has anyone described the fear of dying more vividly than the 19th-century Russian novelist Leo Tolstoy in The Death of Ivan Ilyich? In that novella, published in 1886, the protagonist lives the conventional, prosperous life of a Russian bourgeois. With little thought about life's deeper meanings, he fills his days with the preoccupations of his family's social position, his professional success, ...

      

      
        When Crisis Coverage Became Irresistible
        Shirley Li

        In the film September 5, the ABC Sports studio at the 1972 Munich Olympics seems like an uncomfortable space in which to work, let alone think. The control room is smoky, the air conditioner barely functions, and every piece of machinery generates a frustrating amount of background noise. Yet the producers and reporters inside are more than capable of focusing on their jobs as they put together engaging, daily live broadcasts of the Games.That changes when a militant Palestinian group sneaks into...

      

      
        When the Flames Come for You
        Ryan Francis Bradley

        In Los Angeles, we live with fire. There is even a season--fire season, which does not end until the rains come. This winter, the rains have not come. What has come is fire. And Angelenos have been caught off guard, myself included.Tuesday mid-morning, a windstorm hit L.A. In the Palisades, a neighborhood in the Santa Monica Mountains that overlooks the Pacific Ocean, a blaze broke out. Over the past two days, it has burned more than 17,234 acres and destroyed at least 1,000 structures. The Palisa...

      

      
        The Anti-Social Century
        Derek Thompson

        Illustrations by Max GutherThis article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.The Bar Is ClosedA short drive from my home in North Carolina is a small Mexican restaurant, with several tables and four stools at a bar facing the kitchen. On a sweltering afternoon last summer, I walked in with my wife and daughter. The place was empty. But looking closer, I realized that business was booming. The bar was covered with to-go food: nine large brown bags.As we ate o...

      

      
        'I've Never Seen Anything Like This'
        Nancy Walecki

        We knew to expect winds. When they came on Tuesday morning, sounding like a tsunami crashing over my family's home in western Malibu, the utility company shut off our power. We knew the chance of fire was high.I had arrived home for the holidays in early December, and had already been greeted by the Franklin Fire, which had burned the hills black. Now, when my dad and I went in search of electricity, a great plume of smoke was rising above those burned hills. It cast out over the Pacific, just as...

      

      
        Trump's Anti-Immigrant Coalition Starts to Fracture
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsLast month, Donald Trump appointed the venture capitalist Sriram Krishnan as his senior AI-policy adviser. Krishnan, an Indian immigrant and U.S. citizen, was seen by some as being friendly to H-1B visas, which are often used in Silicon Valley to allow skilled laborers to work in the tech industry. This sent part of the MAGA faction into a frenzy, spurred by troll in chief Laura Loomer, who declared the appointment a betr...

      

      
        Parents Are Gaming Their Kids' Credit Scores
        Michael Waters

        Several years ago, Hannah Case decided to examine her personal credit history. Case, who was then a researcher at the Federal Reserve, hadn't gotten her first credit card until she was 22. But as she discovered when she saw her file, she'd apparently been spending responsibly since 14. After looking into how that could be, she learned that her parents had added her as an "authorized user" on their credit card. That made their spending and payment habits a part of her credit history too--and likely...

      

      
        Trump Is Poised to Turn the DOJ Into His Personal Law Firm
        Bob Bauer

        No president has ever attempted to do what Donald Trump now proposes to do--assemble a small team of former personal attorneys and install it at the highest levels of the Department of Justice. The president-elect first named lawyers who have represented him in recent years to the key positions of deputy attorney general, principal deputy attorney general, and solicitor general. Then, with the quick death of the Matt Gaetz nomination, he announced a new attorney-general nominee, Pam Bondi, who was...

      

      
        The Payoff of TV's Most Awaited Crossover
        Hannah Giorgis

        On Abbott Elementary, celebrity sightings are as common as a back-to-school flu outbreak or drama with the PTA. The show's Season 2 premiere kicked off with the spunky second-grade teacher Janine Teagues (played by Quinta Brunson) trying to surprise Abbott students with an appearance from "the only celebrity that matters": Gritty, the internet-famous mascot for the Philadelphia Flyers. In Season 3, Bradley Cooper joined a class for show-and-tell, the Philadelphia Eagles star Jalen Hurts tried to ...

      

      
        A Virtual Cell Is a 'Holy Grail' of Science. It's Getting Closer.
        Matteo Wong

        The human cell is a miserable thing to study. Tens of trillions of them exist in the body, forming an enormous and intricate network that governs every disease and metabolic process. Each cell in that circuit is itself the product of an equally dense and complex interplay among genes, proteins, and other bits of profoundly small biological machinery.Our understanding of this world is hazy and constantly in flux. As recently as a few years ago, scientists thought there were only a few hundred dist...

      

      
        The Palisades Were Waiting to Burn
        Zoe Schlanger

        As Santa Ana winds whipped sheets of embers over the Pacific Coast Highway in Southern California last night, the palm trees along the beach in the Pacific Palisades ignited like torches scaled for gods. The high school was burning. Soon, the grounds around the Getty Villa were too. The climate scientist Daniel Swain went live on his YouTube channel, warning that this fire would get worse before it got better. The winds, already screaming, would speed up. Tens of thousands of people were fleeing as he spoke. Sunset Boulevard was backed up;...

      

      
        When Poets Face Death
        Walt Hunter

        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.Early-career poetry poses tantalizing questions: How did this poet start off so terribly--and end up so good? Or, more rarely: How did they start off so good--and get so much better? But a writer's final works are compelling for a different reason: They offer not a preview or a draft, but an opportunity to reflect, sometimes with a critic...

      

      
        Why Poor American Kids Are So Likely to Become Poor Adults
        Zach Parolin

        Children born into poverty are far more likely to remain poor in adulthood in the United States than in other wealthy countries. Why?The stickiness of poverty in the U.S. challenges the self-image of a country that prides itself on upward mobility. Most scholarship on the issue tends, logically enough, to focus on conditions during childhood, including the role of government income transfers in promoting children's development. These studies have yielded important insights, but they overlook one ...

      

      
        The Film That Rips the Hollywood Comeback Narrative Apart
        Shirley Li

        The following contains spoilers for the films The Substance, The Last Showgirl, and Maria.In the 1990s, Demi Moore became the kind of movie star whose off-screen activities made more headlines than her acting did: She formed one half of a celebrity power couple with the actor Bruce Willis, posed nude while pregnant on the cover of Vanity Fair, and prompted a bidding war between the producers of Striptease and G.I. Jane, resulting in her being crowned the highest-paid actress in Hollywood. Her fam...

      

      
        Fact-Checking Was Too Good for Facebook
        Ian Bogost

        Yesterday, Meta CEO Mark Zuckerberg announced that Facebook would end fact-checking on its platform. In the process, a partnership with the network of third parties that has provided review and ratings of viral misinformation since 2016 will be terminated. To some observers, this news suggested that the company was abandoning the very idea of truth, and opening its gates to lies, perversions, and deception. But this is wrong: Those gates were never really closed.The idea that something called "fa...

      

      
        How Solitude Is Rewiring American Identity
        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.Americans are spending more and more time alone. Some are lonely. But many people--young men in particular--are actively choosing to spend much of their time in isolation, in front of screens. That proclivity is having a profound effect on individual well-being and on American's "civic and psychic identit...

      

      
        He's No Elon Musk
        Matteo Wong

        Yesterday morning, donning his new signature fit--gold chain, oversize T-shirt, surfer hair--Mark Zuckerberg announced that his social-media platforms are getting a makeover. His aggrievement was palpable: For years, Zuckerberg said, "governments and legacy media have pushed to censor more and more." No longer. Meta is abolishing its third-party fact-checking program, starting in the U.S.; loosening its content filters; and bringing political content back to Facebook, Instagram, and Threads. "It's ...

      

      
        Stop the (North Carolina) Steal
        David A. Graham

        When all the votes in November's race for North Carolina's state supreme court were counted, the incumbent, Allison Riggs, had won more. The question is whether that will be enough for her to take office.The race began as a heated yet normal battle over political control for a key judgeship. But the challenger, Jefferson Griffin, is asking the state's courts to throw out about 60,000 ballots and hand him victory. This has transformed the contest into something more fundamental: a test of democrac...

      

      
        The Particular Horror of the Los Angeles Wildfires
        Conor Friedersdorf

        When wildfires began ravaging Los Angeles yesterday, the story was familiar in many respects: In dry and windy weather, a small blaze can spread so fast and so far that no one can do anything to stop it, especially in terrain dense with brush and hard for firefighters to reach.Pacific Palisades, where the first fire began, is such a neighborhood; its roughly 24 square miles are beside rugged wilderness. The roads are winding. Homes are built on parts of a mountain range and in six major canyons. ...
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Why 'Late Regime' Presidencies Fail

The coalition collapse that doomed Biden follows a grim precedent set by another Democratic leader: Jimmy Carter.

by Ronald Brownstein




Presidents whom most voters view as failures, justifiably or not, have frequently shaped American politics long after they leave office--notably, by paving the way for presidencies considered much more successful and consequential. As President Joe Biden nears his final days in office, his uneasy term presents Democrats with some uncomfortable parallels to their experience with Jimmy Carter, whose state funeral takes place this week in Washington, D.C.

The former Georgia governor's victory in 1976 initially offered the promise of revitalizing the formidable electoral coalition that had delivered the White House to Democrats in seven of the nine presidential elections from 1932 (won by Franklin D. Roosevelt) to 1964 (won by Lyndon B. Johnson), and had enabled the party to enact progressive social policies for two generations. But the collapse of his support over his four years in office, culminating in his landslide defeat by Ronald Reagan in 1980, showed that Carter's electoral victory was instead that coalition's dying breath. Carter's troubled term in the White House proved the indispensable precondition to Reagan's landmark presidency, which reshaped the competition between the two major parties and enabled the epoch-defining ascendancy of the new right.

The specter of such a turnabout now haunts Biden and his legacy. Despite his many accomplishments in the White House, the November election's outcome demonstrated that his failures--particularly on the public priorities of inflation and the border--eclipsed his successes for most voters. As post-election surveys made clear, disapproval of the Biden administration's record was a liability that Vice President Kamala Harris could not escape.

Biden's unpopularity helped Donald Trump make major inroads among traditionally Democratic voting blocs, just as the widespread discontent over Carter's performance helped Reagan peel away millions of formerly Democratic voters in 1980. If Trump can cement in office the gains he made on Election Day--particularly among Latino, Asian American, and Black voters--historians may come to view Biden as the Carter to Trump's Reagan.

In his landmark 1993 book, The Politics Presidents Make, the Yale political scientist Stephen Skowronek persuasively argued that presidents succeed or fail according to not only their innate talents but also the timing of their election in the long-term cycle of political competition and electoral realignment between the major parties.

Most of the presidents who are remembered as the most successful and influential, Skowronek showed, came into office after decisive elections in which voters sweepingly rejected the party that had governed the country for years. The leaders Skowronek places in this category include Thomas Jefferson after his election in 1800, Andrew Jackson in 1828, Abraham Lincoln in 1860, Roosevelt in 1932, and Reagan in 1980.

These dominating figures, whom Skowronek identifies as men who "stood apart from the previously established parties," typically rose to prominence with a promise "to retrieve from a far distant, even mythic, past fundamental values that they claimed had been lost." Trump fits this template with his promises to "make America great again," and he also displays the twin traits that Skowronek describes as characteristic of these predecessors that Trump hopes to emulate: repudiating the existing terms of political competition and becoming a reconstructive leader of a new coalition.

The great repudiators, in Skowronek's telling, were all preceded by ill-fated leaders who'd gained the presidency representing a once-dominant coalition that was palpably diminished by the time of their election. Skowronek placed in this club John Adams, John Quincy Adams, Franklin Pierce, James Buchanan, Herbert Hoover, and Carter. Each of their presidencies represented a last gasp for the party that had won most of the general elections in the years prior. None of these "late regime" presidents, as Skowronek called them, could generate enough success in office to reverse their party's declining support; instead, they accelerated it.

The most recent such late-regime president, Carter, was elected in 1976 after Richard Nixon's victories in 1968 and 1972 had already exposed cracks in the Democrats' New Deal coalition of southerners, Black voters, and the white working class. Like many of his predecessors in the dubious fraternity of late-regime presidents, Carter recognized that his party needed to recalibrate its message and agenda to repair its eroding support. But the attempt to set a new, generally more centrist direction for the party foundered.

Thanks to rampant inflation, energy shortages, and the Iranian hostage crisis, Carter was whipsawed between a rebellion from the left (culminating in Senator Edward Kennedy's primary challenge) and an uprising on the right led by Reagan. As Carter limped through his 1980 reelection campaign, Skowronek wrote, he had become "a caricature of the old regime's political bankruptcy, the perfect foil for a repudiation of liberalism itself as the true source of all the nation's problems."

Carter's failures enabled Reagan to entrench the electoral realignment that Nixon had started. In Reagan's emphatic 1980 win, millions of southern white conservatives, including many evangelical Christians, as well as northern working-class white voters renounced the Democratic affiliation of their parents and flocked to Reagan's Republican Party. Most of those voters never looked back.

The issue now is whether Biden will one day be seen as another late-regime president whose perceived failures hastened his party's eclipse among key voting blocs. Pointing to his record of accomplishments, Biden advocates would consider the question absurd: Look, they say, at the big legislative wins, enormous job growth, soaring stock market, historic steps to combat climate change, skilled diplomacy that united allies against Russia's invasion of Ukraine, and boom in manufacturing investment, particularly in clean-energy technologies.

In electoral terms, however, Biden's legacy is more clouded. His 2020 victory appeared to revive the coalition of college-educated whites, growing minority populations, young people, and just enough working-class white voters that had allowed Bill Clinton and Barack Obama to win the White House in four of the six elections from 1992 through 2012. (In a fifth race over that span, Al Gore won the popular vote even though he lost the Electoral College.) But the public discontent with Biden frayed almost every strand of that coalition.

Biden made rebuilding his party's support among working-class voters a priority and, in fact, delivered huge gains in manufacturing and construction jobs that were tied to the big three bills he passed (on clean energy, infrastructure, and semiconductors). But public anger at the rising cost of living contributed to Biden's job-approval rating falling below 50 percent in the late summer of 2021 (around the time of the chaotic Afghanistan withdrawal), and it never climbed back to that crucial threshold. On Election Day, public disappointment with Biden's overall record helped Trump maintain a crushing lead over Harris among white voters without a college degree, as well as make unprecedented inroads among nonwhite voters without a college degree, especially Latinos.

The defecting Democratic voters of 2024 mean that as Biden leaves office, Gallup recently reported, Republicans are enjoying their biggest party-identification advantage in the past three decades. All of the intertwined and compounding electoral challenges Democrats now face ominously resemble the difficulties that Skowronek's other late-regime presidents left behind for their parties.

Although Carter identified as an outsider and Biden was the consummate insider, each sought to demonstrate to skeptical voters that he could make the government work better to address their most pressing problems: Carter called upon his engineer's efficiency; Biden used his long experience to negotiate effectively with both Congress and foreign nations. In the face of a rising challenge from the right, each hoped to revive public confidence that Democrats could produce better results.

Yet by the end of their term, voters--fairly or not--had concluded the opposite. As Skowronek observed, that kind of failure is common to late-regime presidents. By losing the country's confidence, these leaders all cleared the way for the repudiating presidents from the other party who succeeded them. "Through their hapless struggles for credibility," Skowronek wrote, "they become the foils for reconstructive leadership, the indispensable premise upon which traditional regime opponents generate the authority to repudiate the establishment wholesale."

In an email last week, Skowronek told me he agreed that the public rejection of Biden had provided Trump with an opening for a repudiating leadership very similar to the one Carter had unwittingly bequeathed Reagan.

"Characteristically, reconstructive leaders do three things," Skowronek wrote to me. "They turn their immediate predecessor into a foil for a wholesale repudiation of 'the establishment' (check). They build new parties (check). They dismantle the residual institutional infrastructure supporting the politics of the past (check; see Project 2025). Everything seems to be in place for one of these pivotal presidencies."

"Biden," Skowronek added, "set up his administration as a demonstration of the system's vitality. He tried to prove that (what Trump called) the 'deep state' could work and to vindicate it." The public's disenchantment with Biden's record could now have precisely the opposite effect, Skowronek believes, by undermining people's already fragile faith in government. That could strengthen Trump's hand to pursue "a substantial dismantling and redirection" of existing government institutions.

Carter and Biden each paved the way for his successor's agenda by conceding ground on crucial fronts. "In Carter's case, that included deregulation, the defense build-up, and prioritizing the fight against inflation," Skowronek wrote. "In Biden's case, that ultimately included tariffs, immigration restrictions, and an 'America first' industrial policy. Just as one could discern in Carter some consensual ground for a new ordering under Reagan, one can discern in Biden's innovations some consensual ground for a new ordering under Trump."

Although Biden may look like a classic late-regime president, Skowronek doubts whether Trump can grow into the kind of transformative leader who has typically followed such beleaguered figures--not least because Trump seems quite likely to exceed his mandate and overreach in a way that provokes a voter backlash in 2026. Much in Trump's record does indeed suggest that his agenda and style will be too polarizing, his commitment to the rule of law too tenuous, for him to build a coalition as durable or expansive as that assembled by any of the mighty repudiators of the past.

For Democrats, however, the sobering precedent of the Carter era is a public loss of faith that set up 12 years of Republican control of the White House. They can only hope that the late-regime rejection of Biden doesn't trigger another period of consolidated GOP dominance.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/01/coalition-collapse-biden-carter/681254/?utm_source=feed
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Public Health Can't Stop Making the Same Nutrition Mistake

Telling Americans what food is healthy doesn't mean they will listen.

by Nicholas Florko




In the world of nutrition, few words are more contentious than healthy. Experts and influencers alike are perpetually warring over whether fats are dangerous for the heart, whether carbs are good or bad for your waistline, and how much protein a person truly needs. But if identifying healthy food is not always straightforward, actually eating it is an even more monumental feat.

As a reporter covering food and nutrition, I know to limit my salt and sugar consumption. But I still struggle to do it. The short-term euphoria from snacking on Double Stuf Oreos is hard to forgo in favor of the long-term benefit of losing a few pounds. Surveys show that Americans want to eat healthier, but the fact that more than 70 percent of U.S. adults are overweight underscores just how many of us fail.

The challenge of improving the country's diet was put on stark display late last month, when the FDA released its new guidelines for which foods can be labeled as healthy. The roughly 300-page rule--the government's first update to its definition of healthy in three decades--lays out in granular detail what does and doesn't count as healthy. The action could make it much easier to walk down a grocery-store aisle and pick products that are good for you based on the label alone: A cup of yogurt laced with lots of sugar can no longer be branded as "healthy." Yet the FDA estimates that zero to 0.4 percent of people trying to follow the government's dietary guidelines will use the new definition "to make meaningful, long-lasting food purchasing decisions." In other words, virtually no one.

All of this is a bad omen for Donald Trump's pick to lead the Department of Health and Human Services. As part of his agenda to "make America healthy again," Robert F. Kennedy Jr. has pledged to improve the country's eating habits by overthrowing a public-health establishment that he sees as ineffective. He has promised mass firings at the FDA, specifically calling out its food regulators. Indeed, for decades, the agency's efforts to encourage better eating habits have largely focused on giving consumers more information about the foods they are eating. It hasn't worked. If confirmed, Kennedy may face the same problem as many of his predecessors: It's maddeningly hard to get Americans to eat healthier.

Read: Everyone agrees Americans aren't healthy

Giving consumers more information about what they're eating might seem like a no-brainer, but when these policies are tested in the real world, they often do not lead to healthier eating habits. Since 2018, chain restaurants have had to add calorie counts to their menus; however, researchers have consistently found that doing so doesn't have a dramatic effect on what foods people eat. Even more stringent policies, such as a law in Chile that requires food companies to include warnings on unhealthy products, have had only a modest effect on improving a country's health.

The estimate that up to 0.4 percent of people will change their habits as a consequence of the new guidelines was calculated based on previous academic research quantifying the impacts of food labeling, an FDA spokesperson told me. Still, in spite of the underwhelming prediction, the FDA doesn't expect the new rule to be for naught. Even a tiny fraction of Americans adds up over time: The agency predicts that enough people will eat healthier to result in societal benefits worth $686 million over the next 20 years.

These modest effects underscore that health concerns aren't the only priority consumers are weighing when they decide whether to purchase foods. "When people are making food choices," Eric Finkelstein, a health economist at Duke University's Global Health Institute, told me, "price and taste and convenience weigh much heavier than health." When I asked experts about better ways to get Americans to eat healthier, some of them talked vaguely about targeting agribusiness and the subsidies it receives from the government, and others mentioned the idea of taxing unhealthy foods, such as soda. But nearly everyone I spoke with struggled to articulate anything close to a silver bullet for fixing America's diet issues.

RFK Jr. seems to be caught in the same struggle. Most of his ideas for "making America healthy again" revolve around small subsets of foods that he believes, often without evidence, are causing America's obesity problems. He has warned, for example, about the unproven risks of seed oils and has claimed that if certain food dyes were removed from the food supply, "we'd lose weight." Kennedy has also called for cutting the subsidies doled out to corn farmers, who grow the crops that make the high-fructose corn syrup that's laden in many unhealthy foods, and has advocated for getting processed foods out of school meals.

There's a reason previous health secretaries haven't opted for the kinds of dramatic measures that Kennedy is advocating for. Some of them would be entirely out of his control. As the head of the HHS, he couldn't cut crop subsidies; Congress decides how much money goes to farmers. He also couldn't ban ultra-processed foods in school lunches; that would fall to the secretary of agriculture. And although he could, hypothetically, work with the FDA to ban seed oils, it's unlikely that he would be able to generate enough legitimate scientific evidence about their harms to prevail in an inevitable legal challenge.

The biggest flaw in Kennedy's plan is the assumption that he can change people's eating habits by telling them what is and isn't healthy, and banning a select few controversial ingredients. Changing those habits will require the government to tackle the underlying reasons Americans are so awful at keeping up with healthy eating. Not everyone suffers from an inability to resist Double Stuf Oreos: A survey from the Cleveland Clinic found that 46 percent of Americans see the cost of healthy food as the biggest barrier to improving their diet, and 23 percent said they lack the time to cook healthy meals.

If Kennedy figures out how to actually get people like me to care enough about healthy eating to resist the indulgent foods that give them pleasure, or if he figures out a way to get cash-strapped families on public assistance to turn down cheap, ready-to-eat foods, he will have made significant inroads into actually making America healthy again. But getting there is going to require a lot more than a catchy slogan and some sound bites.
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What Tolstoy Knew About a Good Death

If you can accept your mortality, you will feel more alive.

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.

Has anyone described the fear of dying more vividly than the 19th-century Russian novelist Leo Tolstoy in The Death of Ivan Ilyich? In that novella, published in 1886, the protagonist lives the conventional, prosperous life of a Russian bourgeois. With little thought about life's deeper meanings, he fills his days with the preoccupations of his family's social position, his professional success, and his personal amusements.

But then Ivan Ilyich develops a mysterious ailment, which gradually worsens, confining him to bed. When it becomes apparent that he is dying, he is thrown into a profound existential crisis. "He struggled as a man condemned to death struggles in the hands of an executioner, knowing there is no escape," writes Tolstoy. "And he felt that with every minute, despite his efforts to resist, he was coming closer and closer to what terrified him." The story describes the horror and sadness of Ivan's predicament with astonishing precision.

Death is inevitable, of course; the most ordinary aspect of life is that it ends. And yet, the prospect of that ending feels so foreign and frightening to us. The American anthropologist Ernest Becker explored this strangeness in his 1973 book, The Denial of Death, which led to the development by other scholars of "terror management theory." This theory argues that we fill our lives with pastimes and distractions precisely to avoid dealing with death. As Tolstoy's novella chronicles, this phenomenon is one of the most paradoxical facets of human behavior--that we go to such lengths to avoid attending to a certainty that affects literally every single person, and that we regard this mundane certainty as an extraordinary tragedy.

If we could resolve this dissonance and accept reality, wouldn't life be better? The answer is most definitely yes. We know this because of the example of people who have accepted death and, in so doing, have become fully alive. With knowledge, practice, and courage, you can do this too.

From the November 1891 issue: Count Tolstoy at home

A commonly held belief is that if and when someone learns that they are going to die, psychologically they deal with the grief involved in a series of clear, ordered steps: denial and isolation, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance. This sequence comes from the famous work of the Swiss American psychiatrist Elisabeth Kubler-Ross, who devised this model for her 1969 best seller, On Death and Dying. This study had such extensive impact that the New York Public Library named it one of its "Books of the Century" in the mid-1990s.

As influential as it was, Kubler-Ross's formula for coming to terms with dying did not actually make death easier for people to accept. One problem was that her model was interpreted in overly mechanistic and prescriptive ways by popularizers who suggested that you had to march through these stages in the fixed order. Another problem is that the experience, in her telling, is a progression of pretty much unrelieved negativity: It's all grief, and even the final acceptance sounds essentially like a grim kind of resignation. From this, you might well conclude that distraction is indeed the best strategy--why face death unless and until you have to?

More recent work does not support the "fixed order" interpretation of the Kubler-Ross model. To begin with, researchers have shown that not everyone passes through all of her stages, and that people frequently regress in them and jump around--a point that Kubler-Ross herself made later in her career. In a paper published in 2007 in the journal JAMA, scholars found that denial or disbelief occurred only rarely, and that acceptance was where most dying people spent most of their time.

These findings also hold true for those who experience grief after losing a loved one, according to researchers writing in The British Journal of Psychiatry in 2008 who conducted a 23-month study of "bereaved individuals." Initially after a bereavement, an individual experienced a higher level of yearning, depression, and anger, but after four months on average, these feelings declined steadily. From the start, however, the participants also displayed a level of acceptance that was higher than any of these negative emotions, and this rose continuously as well. By the study's end, peaceful acceptance far outweighed all other feelings.

Other research confirms that many people facing death are far more positive about the prospect than almost anyone would expect. In a 2017 study titled "Dying Is Unexpectedly Positive," my Harvard colleague Michael I. Norton and his co-authors showed that people with a terminal illness or on death row wrote about their predicament in more positive terms and using fewer negative words than people who were not in that situation but were asked to write about it as if they were.

Several factors explain why a positive acceptance of impending death may be so common. One 2013 Spanish study found that terminally ill patients tended to reevaluate their life and experiences in a positive light while also embracing acceptance. Many of these patients enjoyed new forms of personal growth in their final months, through placing greater value on simple things and focusing on the present.

Interestingly, the potential benefits of facing death directly can also be found among a very different group of people: those who have had near-death experiences. As a rule, these survivors had no chance to arrive at a calm acceptance of death--typically because, unlike terminal-cancer patients, they had no time to do so in a sudden life-threatening emergency. What they had in common, though, was being confronted with their mortality--and finding that paradoxically positive. One study from 1998 showed that after a near-death experience, people became less materialistic and more concerned for others, were less anxious about their own death whenever that time would come, and enjoyed greater self-worth.

Read: Doctors don't know how to talk about death

One irony about death, then, is that it remains most fearsome when most remote: When we are not forced to confront it in the immediate future, mortality is a menacing phantasm we try not to think about. But such avoidance brings no benefits, only costs. When the prospect of dying is concrete and imminent, most people are able to make the fact life-enhancing through acceptance. The real problem with death is that it messes up our being alive until it's right in front of us.

So what if we were able to realize the benefit of facing death without it actually being imminent? Or, put another way: How can we use a positive acceptance of death to help us be more alive while we still have the most life left?

In theory, we should all be able to do this, because we're all in a terminal state. We are all going to die; we just don't yet know when. Lacking this precise knowledge is probably what makes it hard for us to focus on the reality of our ultimate nonbeing, and we have a good idea as to why: Neuroscientists have shown that abstract worry about something tends to mute the parts of the brain responsible for evoking vivid imagery. When your demise seems in some far-off future, you can't easily grasp the granular fact of it, so you don't.

The secret to benefiting from your death right now, therefore, is to make it vivid and concrete. This is exactly what Buddhist monks do when they undertake the maranasati ("mindfulness of death") meditation. In this practice, the monks imagine their corporeal self in various states of decline and decomposition while repeating the mantra "This body, too, such is its nature, such is its future, such its unavoidable fate."

The Stoic philosophers had a similar memento mori exercise, as Seneca urged: "The person who devotes every second of his time to his own needs and who organizes each day as if it were a complete life neither longs for nor is afraid of the next day." Catholics hear a comparable spiritual injunction when they receive a mark made with ashes on their foreheads on Ash Wednesday: "Remember that you are dust, and to dust you shall return."

No matter what religious or philosophical tradition you adhere to, a practice like one of these is worth incorporating into your own routine. You can write your own maranasati or memento mori, say. Or, as an easier way to start, on your birthday or an annual holiday, work out roughly how many you may have left and ask yourself whether you're really spending your scarce time the way you want.

Being mindful of mortality in this more vivid, concrete way will help you find a greater measure of that positive acceptance--and use that to be more fully alive right now. And this will help you make choices that affect other people besides yourself: At your next family gathering, consider how many more such reunions you'd want to spend with your parents or other aging relatives. Think of an actual number. Then think of what you would need to do to increase that number--by making more of an effort to travel, or by moving to live closer, or by hosting the occasion yourself?

Read: Death has two timelines

Tolstoy's genius was not just in his ability to depict the terror of Ivan Ilyich's death; he was also able to make real the bliss of his ultimate acceptance of death. As the weeks of his decline went by, Ivan began to see his wife's efforts to keep up with society's proprieties and conventions as trivial and tiresome, and he no longer regretted missing any of that. Finally, "he searched for his accustomed fear of death and could not find it," writes Tolstoy. Ivan's death is no tragedy at all, but the most natural thing in the world.

Even then, though, Tolstoy is not done; he ends with a true coup de grace. At the very moment of his death, Ivan has an epiphany that might be the most consequential insight of all. As he is fading, he hears someone say, "It is finished." In this last flickering moment of consciousness, Ivan considers what exactly is finished. Not his life, he decides, for it dawns on him: "Death is finished ... It is no more!" And then, in peace, he slips away.
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When Crisis Coverage Became Irresistible

<em>September 5</em> captures how a harrowing moment transformed into must-see TV.

by Shirley Li




In the film September 5, the ABC Sports studio at the 1972 Munich Olympics seems like an uncomfortable space in which to work, let alone think. The control room is smoky, the air conditioner barely functions, and every piece of machinery generates a frustrating amount of background noise. Yet the producers and reporters inside are more than capable of focusing on their jobs as they put together engaging, daily live broadcasts of the Games.

That changes when a militant Palestinian group sneaks into the Olympic Village and takes members of the Israeli team hostage one morning. But unlike other films that have examined the incident, such as Steven Spielberg's Oscar-nominated Munich, September 5 holds the sprawling political implications of the attack itself at a distance; it's a taut thriller that concentrates solely on how the ABC Sports team pivoted to crisis coverage. Given the demands of live television, the journalists had only moments to confront ethical questions as they tried to stay on the air. What happened in the crew's cramped quarters on September 5, 1972, the movie argues, blurred the line between delivering journalism and creating spectacle--even as the team's work made history by keeping 900 million viewers glued to their television sets.

Directed by Tim Fehlbaum, September 5, now in theaters, frequently drops the audience into the middle of the action via walks and talks, heated phone calls, and even archival footage from the actual broadcast. The addition of such real-life clips--including that of the anchor Jim McKay--gives September 5 a documentary-like feel, cleverly immersing viewers into the uneasy headspace of those inside the studio. The hostage crisis is unfolding just 100 yards away from them, but most of the employees watch the events as they're filtered through a camera lens. Geoffrey Mason (played by John Magaro), the eager and anxious young producer leading the newsroom that day, is practically trapped in the control room.

Then again, that's where he can best see the time; it is, in other words, where he wants to be. Time, not the hostage crisis, drives the film's action: Verbal countdowns punctuate the dialogue; large, glowing analog clocks loom over the control-room monitors; and a crucial scene involves Roone Arledge (Peter Sarsgaard), the president of ABC Sports, aggressively negotiating with another network executive for more broadcasting slots with the live satellite. Time--and the limited quantity of it available--also tends to prevent the team from doing its best work. When Geoffrey, Roone, and Marvin Bader (Ben Chaplin), a veteran producer, begin debating whether they should be pointing cameras at where the hostages might emerge--what if one of them is killed on live TV?--they're told by other staffers that they have only two minutes to decide. When Geoffrey sees that a German outlet is interviewing a released hostage nearby, he sends staffers to whisk the man into the ABC studio as soon as possible. He can't give more thought to the subject's well-being, because he can't waste the limited programming opportunities they have.

Read: Spotlight: A sober tale of journalism done right

That tension between empathy and urgency is the key to September 5's success. At a lean 94-minute length, the film mostly moves at a brisk pace, matching its characters' feelings of stress. Yet Fehlbaum also slows the momentum in some scenes to show how the station's crew members operate equipment: Captions are spelled out by hand. Developing a larger version of a photo takes several minutes inside a darkroom. To make footage play in slow motion, a technician gently rotates a roll of tape at a precise speed.

Such intimate moments emphasize the contrast between the typical patience inside the studio and the frenzy the team succumbs to when news breaks. The pressure to get ahead of other networks--via more updates, more sound bites, more footage, more everything--takes over. Staffers such as the station's German translator, Marianne Gebhardt (Leonie Benesch), and the correspondent Peter Jennings (Benjamin Walker) resemble storm chasers as they charge to the front lines with camera crews in tow. The producers don't stop to consider whether broadcasting the locations of the German police officers might affect any rescue attempts. When onlookers later swarm the militants and the hostages as they finally leave the building, the footage looks surreal--those involved in the attack have become celebrities, surrounded by cameras, hounded by crews seeking the grabbiest story rather than the sharpest one. The ABC team caves to those impulses, too, rushing the confirmation of a tip that eventually proves devastatingly inaccurate.

Read: A #MeToo movie devoid of sensationalism

September 5's storytelling can occasionally become heavy-handed, with pat dialogue ("It's not about politics; it's about emotions," Roone argues) and claustrophobia-inducing production design. But its unwavering focus on ABC's small studio in Munich underlines how the journalists inside drifted toward sensational coverage. By every quantifiable metric--viewership, satellite time, other outlets citing ABC's reporting first--they were doing their jobs well.

It's hard to see the film's depiction of that day and not also think about how fraught the expectations for live coverage are, for both its creators and its consumers--the predilection for drama over fact, the frequent prioritization of expedience over quality. When the movie has its characters repeatedly raise concerns over what to air, their criticisms echo long-standing questions in journalism, including how to reconcile the need for an audience with a story's actual importance. September 5 is effective because it doesn't claim to say anything original about the perils of reporting and consuming breaking news. It's simply--and bluntly--showing how easily those familiar perils can be overlooked.
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When the Flames Come for You

Our family's flight from the L.A. fires brought the difference between vague preparedness and real emergency into shockingly sharp focus.

by Ryan Francis Bradley




In Los Angeles, we live with fire. There is even a season--fire season, which does not end until the rains come. This winter, the rains have not come. What has come is fire. And Angelenos have been caught off guard, myself included.

Tuesday mid-morning, a windstorm hit L.A. In the Palisades, a neighborhood in the Santa Monica Mountains that overlooks the Pacific Ocean, a blaze broke out. Over the past two days, it has burned more than 17,234 acres and destroyed at least 1,000 structures. The Palisades Fire will almost certainly end up being the most expensive in California history. It is currently not at all contained.

By Tuesday night, another fire had sparked--this time in the San Gabriel Mountains, near Altadena, where winds had been clocked at 100 miles an hour and sent embers flying miles deep into residential and commercial stretches of the city. By mid-morning yesterday, the Eaton Fire had consumed 1,000 structures and more than 10,600 acres. It, too, is zero percent contained. Together, the fires have taken at least five lives.

Last night, just before 6 p.m., another fire erupted in Runyon Canyon, in the Hollywood Hills. Like the Palisades and Eaton Fires, the Sunset Fire seems to have first broken out in the dry chaparral scrub whipped by the roaring winds. The hillside there is particularly dense with homes, and the neighborhood is jammed up against the even denser, urban L.A., where apartment buildings quickly give way to commercial blocks. One of this city's many charms is its easy access to nature, but nature is also the cause of its current apocalypse.

Living through these fires, I've struggled to understand the scale of the event; to see the threat for what it is and respond appropriately. My family lives in Eagle Rock, a neighborhood 20 miles from the Palisades with a whole mountain range in between. On Tuesday, while driving on the freeway, I saw the colossal thunderhead of gray smoke of the Palisades Fire erupting from the Santa Monica Mountains and decided: This is fine. I finished my errand. I went on with my day.

When I got home, I turned on KTLA, which was broadcasting live from Palisades Drive, where dozens of cars, trapped in evacuation traffic, had been abandoned by their fleeing owners. A man ran up to the reporter, removed his face mask, and spoke into the microphone. Looking directly at the camera, he implored viewers to leave their keys in their car if they were going to flee, so that the fire crews could get to the fire unimpeded. The guy looked familiar. The reporter asked him to identify himself. It was Steve Guttenberg. Mahoney from Police Academy! Only in L.A.

The wind was making a constant low, terrible moan through the trees. Every few minutes, a violent gust would blast through and rattle the house. That afternoon, I went to pick up my kids, who had been kept inside their school all day. At home, I let them run around outside, but everyone's eyes got itchy. There was so much dust in the air. Still, the only fire I knew of was all the way across town, so I went out again that evening to see a movie.

At intermission, a friend returned from the restroom and told me that my wife had been trying to reach me. I turned my phone off airplane mode and called her; when she picked up, she told me a neighbor had just knocked on our door to tell her that a brush fire was burning nearby. It was close, she said. How close? I asked.

Across the street, she said. Like, can you see it? From our house? She said no. I'm coming home, I told her.

Driving back, I saw a huge, glowing gash in the San Gabriel Mountains--the Eaton Fire. I thought about what needed to happen when I got home: the go bags we should pack, the box of birth certificates and Social Security cards. A photo album or two. I'd park the car facing out, for a quicker exit. I'd move some potentially long-burning objects (trash cans) as far from the house as possible.

I knew what to do. I knew the procedure. I'd reported on fires before. Hell, the home I'd grown up in was nearly burned down by wildfires twice in 2017, and my aunt and uncle had lost their home in Santa Rosa that same year. I'd interviewed firefighters about days just like this one--when the Santa Anas howl and it hasn't rained for eight months or longer, the chaparral is a tinderbox, and fires begin popping up everywhere.

And yet, I hadn't thought that it could happen down the street. I hadn't considered that it could happen to me and my family.

Read: 'I've never seen anything like this'

I arrived home just after 9 p.m. First neighbors with hoses, then the fire department, had doused the blaze nearby. I worked through my checklist, packed the kids a bag of clothes, then my wife and I packed small bags of our own. A thought nagged at me: All day, I'd been looking at fire--why hadn't I seen the immediacy of the threat? I pulled out a book called Thinking in an Emergency, by Elaine Scarry, which I find extremely calming in intense moments because it presents an extended argument for the benefits of thought and practice during emergency situations. "CPR is knowable; one can learn it if one chooses," Scarry writes. "But one cannot know who will one day be the recipient of that embodied knowledge ... It is available to every person whose path crosses one's own."

What we do during emergencies, when the habits of the everyday (getting out of your car, keys in hand) come face-to-face with the extraordinary (a fire by the side of the road), requires extraordinary thinking. And we would be wise to insert these acts of thinking into our everyday habits. We perform a version of this constantly: We call it "deliberation." Mostly, we spend very little time between deliberation and action. But emergency-style deliberation is difficult, because true emergencies are rare. It is hard for us to conceive of them happening until they are.

The drivers who locked their car doors and left with their keys were not thinking within the framework of the fire as a threat. A fire doesn't steal one's car; it burns it down. I had been no different in my thinking that day. Maybe I was worse: I had the knowledge of what to do in a fire, but I hadn't even considered the realistic possibility that the fire presented a threat to my family.

I spent most of Tuesday night awake. The wind remained terrible. The smell of smoke began to fill the house. I rolled up towels and stuck them at the foot of the doors. Yesterday morning, just after 7 a.m., our phones buzzed with an alert: an evacuation warning for our corner of the neighborhood and much of nearby Pasadena. We hustled our kids through breakfast, packed up, and got out. Our going was optional, but at least 100,000 other Angelenos are under mandatory evacuation, a number that is surely growing higher as all of these fires continue to burn.

We left with the little we'd packed in our go bags, which was clarifying. I felt a weight lift. This was everything that truly mattered. Rereading Scarry had reminded me: I did not learn to perform CPR until I was about to be a father, until the possibility of having to perform it seemed a bit more real. I still, thankfully, have never had to. But will I retrain myself? Should I be practicing? We motored on through traffic. After a while, the smoke began to clear, just enough to see patches of sky. I will schedule that CPR retraining, I thought. That's something I should do. When we can get home and catch our breath.
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The Anti-Social Century

Americans are now spending more time alone than ever. It's changing our personalities, our politics, and even our relationship to reality.

by Derek Thompson




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


The Bar Is Closed

A short drive from my home in North Carolina is a small Mexican restaurant, with several tables and four stools at a bar facing the kitchen. On a sweltering afternoon last summer, I walked in with my wife and daughter. The place was empty. But looking closer, I realized that business was booming. The bar was covered with to-go food: nine large brown bags.

As we ate our meal, I watched half a dozen people enter the restaurant without sitting down to eat. Each one pushed open the door, walked to the counter, picked up a bag from the bar, and left. In the delicate choreography between kitchen and customer, not a word was exchanged. The space once reserved for that most garrulous social encounter, the bar hangout, had been reconfigured into a silent depot for customers to grab food to eat at home.

Until the pandemic, the bar was bustling and popular with regulars. "It's just a few seats, but it was a pretty happening place," Rae Mosher, the restaurant's general manager, told me. "I can't tell you how sad I've been about it," she went on. "I know it hinders communications between customers and staff to have to-go bags taking up the whole bar. But there's nowhere else for the food to go." She put up a sign: BAR SEATING CLOSED.

The sign on the bar is a sign of the times for the restaurant business. In the past few decades, the sector has shifted from tables to takeaway, a process that accelerated through the pandemic and continued even as the health emergency abated. In 2023, 74 percent of all restaurant traffic came from "off premises" customers--that is, from takeout and delivery--up from 61 percent before COVID, according to the National Restaurant Association.

The flip side of less dining out is more eating alone. The share of U.S. adults having dinner or drinks with friends on any given night has declined by more than 30 percent in the past 20 years. "There's an isolationist dynamic that's taking place in the restaurant business," the Washington, D.C., restaurateur Steve Salis told me. "I think people feel uncomfortable in the world today. They've decided that their home is their sanctuary. It's not easy to get them to leave." Even when Americans eat at restaurants, they are much more likely to do so by themselves. According to data gathered by the online reservations platform OpenTable, solo dining has increased by 29 percent in just the past two years. The No. 1 reason is the need for more "me time."

The evolution of restaurants is retracing the trajectory of another American industry: Hollywood. In the 1930s, video entertainment existed only in theaters, and the typical American went to the movies several times a month. Film was a necessarily collective experience, something enjoyed with friends and in the company of strangers. But technology has turned film into a home delivery system. Today, the typical American adult buys about three movie tickets a year--and watches almost 19 hours of television, the equivalent of roughly eight movies, on a weekly basis. In entertainment, as in dining, modernity has transformed a ritual of togetherness into an experience of homebound reclusion and even solitude.

Self-imposed solitude might just be the most important social fact of the 21st century in America.

The privatization of American leisure is one part of a much bigger story. Americans are spending less time with other people than in any other period for which we have trustworthy data, going back to 1965. Between that year and the end of the 20th century, in-person socializing slowly declined. From 2003 to 2023, it plunged by more than 20 percent, according to the American Time Use Survey, an annual study conducted by the Bureau of Labor Statistics. Among unmarried men and people younger than 25, the decline was more than 35 percent. Alone time predictably spiked during the pandemic. But the trend had started long before most people had ever heard of a novel coronavirus and continued after the pandemic was declared over. According to Enghin Atalay, an economist at the Federal Reserve Bank of Philadelphia, Americans spent even more time alone in 2023 than they did in 2021. (He categorized a person as "alone," as I will throughout this article, if they are "the only person in the room, even if they are on the phone" or in front of a computer.)

Eroding companionship can be seen in numerous odd and depressing facts of American life today. Men who watch television now spend seven hours in front of the TV for every hour they spend hanging out with somebody outside their home. The typical female pet owner spends more time actively engaged with her pet than she spends in face-to-face contact with friends of her own species. Since the early 2000s, the amount of time that Americans say they spend helping or caring for people outside their nuclear family has declined by more than a third.

Derek Thompson: Why Americans suddenly stopped hanging out

Self-imposed solitude might just be the most important social fact of the 21st century in America. Perhaps unsurprisingly, many observers have reduced this phenomenon to the topic of loneliness. In 2023, Vivek Murthy, Joe Biden's surgeon general, published an 81-page warning about America's "epidemic of loneliness," claiming that its negative health effects were on par with those of tobacco use and obesity. A growing number of public-health officials seem to regard loneliness as the developed world's next critical public-health issue. The United Kingdom now has a minister for loneliness. So does Japan.




But solitude and loneliness are not one and the same. "It is actually a very healthy emotional response to feel some loneliness," the NYU sociologist Eric Klinenberg told me. "That cue is the thing that pushes you off the couch and into face-to-face interaction." The real problem here, the nature of America's social crisis, is that most Americans don't seem to be reacting to the biological cue to spend more time with other people. Their solitude levels are surging while many measures of loneliness are actually flat or dropping. A 2021 study of the widely used UCLA Loneliness Scale concluded that "the frequently used term 'loneliness epidemic' seems exaggerated." Although young people are lonelier than they once were, there is little evidence that loneliness is rising more broadly today. A 2023 Gallup survey found that the share of Americans who said they experienced loneliness "a lot of the day yesterday" declined by roughly one-third from 2021 to 2023, even as alone time, by Atalay's calculation, rose slightly.

Day to day, hour to hour, we are choosing this way of life--its comforts, its ready entertainments. But convenience can be a curse. Our habits are creating what Atalay has called a "century of solitude." This is the anti-social century.

Over the past few months, I've spoken with psychologists, political scientists, sociologists, and technologists about America's anti-social streak. Although the particulars of these conversations differed, a theme emerged: The individual preference for solitude, scaled up across society and exercised repeatedly over time, is rewiring America's civic and psychic identity. And the consequences are far-reaching--for our happiness, our communities, our politics, and even our understanding of reality.

The End of the Social Century

The first half of the 20th century was extraordinarily social. From 1900 to 1960, church membership surged, as did labor-union participation. Marriage rates reached a record high after World War II, and the birth rate enjoyed a famous "boom." Associations of all sorts thrived, including book clubs and volunteer groups. The New Deal made America's branch-library system the envy of the world; communities and developers across the country built theaters, music venues, playgrounds, and all kinds of gathering places.

But in the 1970s, the U.S. entered an era of withdrawal, as the political scientist Robert D. Putnam famously documented in his 2000 book, Bowling Alone. Some institutions of togetherness, such as marriage, eroded slowly. Others fell away swiftly. From 1985 to 1994, active involvement in community organizations fell by nearly half. The decline was astonishingly broad, affecting just about every social activity and every demographic group that Putnam tracked.

What happened in the 1970s? Klinenberg, the sociologist, notes a shift in political priorities: The government dramatically slowed its construction of public spaces. "Places that used to anchor community life, like libraries and school gyms and union halls, have become less accessible or shuttered altogether," he told me. Putnam points, among other things, to new moral values, such as the embrace of unbridled individualism. But he found that two of the most important factors were by then ubiquitous technologies: the automobile and the television set.

Starting in the second half of the century, Americans used their cars to move farther and farther away from one another, enabling the growth of the suburbs and, with it, a retreat into private backyard patios, private pools, a more private life. Once Americans got out of the car, they planted themselves in front of the television. From 1965 to 1995, the typical adult gained six hours a week in leisure time. They could have devoted that time--300 hours a year!--to community service, or pickup basketball, or reading, or knitting, or all four. Instead, they funneled almost all of this extra time into watching more TV.




Television transformed Americans' interior decorating, our relationships, and our communities. In 1970, just 6 percent of sixth graders had a TV set in their bedroom; in 1999, that proportion had grown to 77 percent. Time diaries in the 1990s showed that husbands and wives spent almost four times as many hours watching TV together as they spent talking to each other in a given week. People who said TV was their "primary form of entertainment" were less likely to engage in practically every social activity that Putnam counted: volunteering, churchgoing, attending dinner parties, picnicking, giving blood, even sending greeting cards. Like a murder in Clue, the death of social connections in America had any number of suspects. But in the end, I believe the likeliest culprit is obvious. It was Mr. Farnsworth, in the living room, with the tube.

Phonebound

If two of the 20th century's iconic technologies, the automobile and the television, initiated the rise of American aloneness, the 21st century's most notorious piece of hardware has continued to fuel, and has indeed accelerated, our national anti-social streak. Countless books, articles, and cable-news segments have warned Americans that smartphones can negatively affect mental health and may be especially harmful to adolescents. But the fretful coverage is, if anything, restrained given how greatly these devices have changed our conscious experience. The typical person is awake for about 900 minutes a day. American kids and teenagers spend, on average, about 270 minutes on weekdays and 380 minutes on weekends gazing into their screens, according to the Digital Parenthood Initiative. By this account, screens occupy more than 30 percent of their waking life.

Socially underdeveloped childhood leads, almost inexorably, to socially stunted adulthood.

Some of this screen time is social, after a fashion. But sharing videos or texting friends is a pale imitation of face-to-face interaction. More worrisome than what young people do on their phone is what they aren't doing. Young people are less likely than in previous decades to get their driver's license, or to go on a date, or to have more than one close friend, or even to hang out with their friends at all. The share of boys and girls who say they meet up with friends almost daily outside school hours has declined by nearly 50 percent since the early 1990s, with the sharpest downturn occurring in the 2010s.




The decline of hanging out can't be shrugged off as a benign generational change, something akin to a preference for bell-bottoms over skinny jeans. Human childhood--including adolescence--is a uniquely sensitive period in the whole of the animal kingdom, the psychologist Jonathan Haidt writes in The Anxious Generation. Although the human brain grows to 90 percent of its full size by age 5, its neural circuitry takes a long time to mature. Our lengthy childhood might be evolution's way of scheduling an extended apprenticeship in social learning through play. The best kind of play is physical, outdoors, with other kids, and unsupervised, allowing children to press the limits of their abilities while figuring out how to manage conflict and tolerate pain. But now young people's attention is funneled into devices that take them out of their body, denying them the physical-world education they need.

Read: Jonathan Haidt on the terrible costs of a phone-based childhood

Teen anxiety and depression are at near-record highs: The latest government survey of high schoolers, conducted in 2023, found that more than half of teen girls said they felt "persistently sad or hopeless." These data are alarming, but shouldn't be surprising. Young rats and monkeys deprived of play come away socially and emotionally impaired. It would be odd if we, the self-named "social animal," were different.

Socially underdeveloped childhood leads, almost inexorably, to socially stunted adulthood. A popular trend on TikTok involves 20-somethings celebrating in creative ways when a friend cancels plans, often because they're too tired or anxious to leave the house. These clips can be goofy and even quite funny. Surely, sympathy is due; we all know the feeling of relief when we claw back free time in an overscheduled week. But the sheer number of videos is a bit unsettling. If anybody should feel lonely and desperate for physical-world contact, you'd think it would be 20-somethings, who are still recovering from years of pandemic cabin fever. But many nights, it seems, members of America's most isolated generation aren't trying to leave the house at all. They're turning on their cameras to advertise to the world the joy of not hanging out.

If young adults feel overwhelmed by the emotional costs of physical-world togetherness--and prone to keeping even close friends at a physical distance--that suggests that phones aren't just rewiring adolescence; they're upending the psychology of friendship as well.

From the September 2017 issue: Have smartphones destroyed a generation?

In the 1960s, Irwin Altman, a psychologist at the Naval Medical Research Institute, in Bethesda, Maryland, co-developed a friendship formula characterized by increasing intimacy. In the early stages of friendship, people engage in small talk by sharing trivial details. As they develop trust, their conversations deepen to include more private information until disclosure becomes habitual and easy. Altman later added an important wrinkle: Friends require boundaries as much as they require closeness. Time alone to recharge is essential for maintaining healthy relationships.




Phones mean that solitude is more crowded than it used to be, and crowds are more solitary. "Bright lines once separated being alone and being in a crowd," Nicholas Carr, the author of the new book Superbloom: How Technologies of Connection Tear Us Apart, told me. "Boundaries helped us. You could be present with your friends and reflective in your downtime." Now our social time is haunted by the possibility that something more interesting is happening somewhere else, and our downtime is contaminated by the streams and posts and texts of dozens of friends, colleagues, frenemies, strangers.

From the July/August 2008 issue: Nicholas Carr on whether Google is making us stupid

If Carr is right, modern technology's always-open window to the outside world makes recharging much harder, leaving many people chronically depleted, a walking battery that is always stuck in the red zone. In a healthy world, people who spend lots of time alone would feel that ancient biological cue: I'm alone and sad; I should make some plans. But we live in a sideways world, where easy home entertainment, oversharing online, and stunted social skills spark a strangely popular response: I'm alone, anxious, and exhausted; thank God my plans were canceled.

Homebound

Last year, the Princeton University sociologist Patrick Sharkey was working on a book about how places shape American lives and economic fortunes. He had a feeling that the rise of remote work might have accelerated a longer-term trend: a shift in the amount of time that people spend inside their home. He ran the numbers and discovered "an astounding change" in our daily habits, much more extreme than he would have guessed. In 2022--notably, after the pandemic had abated--adults spent an additional 99 minutes at home on any given day compared with 2003.

This finding formed the basis of a 2024 paper, "Homebound," in which Sharkey calculated that, compared with 2003, Americans are more likely to take meetings from home, to shop from home, to be entertained at home, to eat at home, and even to worship at home. Practically the entire economy has reoriented itself to allow Americans to stay within their four walls. This phenomenon cannot be reduced to remote work. It is something far more totalizing--something more like "remote life."

One might ask: Why wouldn't Americans with means want to spend more time at home? In the past few decades, the typical American home has become bigger, more comfortable, and more entertaining. From 1973 to 2023, the size of the average new single-family house increased by 50 percent, and the share of new single-family houses that have air-conditioning doubled, to 98 percent. Streaming services, video-game consoles, and flatscreen TVs make the living room more diverting than any 20th-century theater or arcade. Yet conveniences can indeed be a curse. By Sharkey's calculations, activities at home were associated with a "strong reduction" in self-reported happiness.

A homebound life doesn't have to be a solitary life. In the 1970s, the typical household entertained more than once a month. But from the late 1970s to the late 1990s, the frequency of hosting friends for parties, games, dinners, and so on declined by 45 percent, according to data that Robert Putnam gathered. In the 20 years after Bowling Alone was published, the average amount of time that Americans spent hosting or attending social events declined another 32 percent.

As our homes have become less social, residential architecture has become more anti-social. Clifton Harness is a co-founder of TestFit, a firm that makes software to design layouts for new housing developments. He told me that the cardinal rule of contemporary apartment design is that every room is built to accommodate maximal screen time. "In design meetings with developers and architects, you have to assure everybody that there will be space for a wall-mounted flatscreen television in every room," he said. "It used to be 'Let's make sure our rooms have great light.' But now, when the question is 'How do we give the most comfort to the most people?,' the answer is to feed their screen addiction." Bobby Fijan, a real-estate developer, said last year that "for the most part, apartments are built for Netflix and chill." From studying floor plans, he noticed that bedrooms, walk-in closets, and other private spaces are growing. "I think we're building for aloneness," Fijan told me.




"Secular Monks" 

In 2020, the philosopher and writer Andrew Taggart observed in an essay published in the religious journal First Things that a new flavor of masculinity seemed to be emerging: strong, obsessed with personal optimization, and proudly alone. Men and women alike have been delaying family formation; the median age at first marriage for men recently surpassed 30 for the first time in history. Taggart wrote that the men he knew seemed to be forgoing marriage and fatherhood with gusto. Instead of focusing their 30s and 40s on wedding bands and diapers, they were committed to working on their body, their bank account, and their meditation-sharpened minds. Taggart called these men "secular monks" for their combination of old-fashioned austerity and modern solipsism. "Practitioners submit themselves to ever more rigorous, monitored forms of ascetic self-control," he wrote, "among them, cold showers, intermittent fasting, data-driven health optimization, and meditation boot camps."

When I read Taggart's essay last year, I felt a shock of recognition. In the previous months, I'd been captivated by a particular genre of social media: the viral "morning routine" video. If the protagonist is a man, he is typically handsome and rich. We see him wake up. We see him meditate. We see him write in his journal. We see him exercise, take supplements, take a cold plunge. What is most striking about these videos, however, is the element they typically lack: other people. In these little movies of a life well spent, the protagonists generally wake up alone and stay that way. We usually see no friends, no spouse, no children. These videos are advertisements for a luxurious form of modern monasticism that treats the presence of other people as, at best, an unwelcome distraction and, at worst, an unhealthy indulgence that is ideally avoided--like porn, perhaps, or Pop-Tarts.

Read: The agony of texting with men

Drawing major conclusions about modern masculinity from a handful of TikToks would be unwise. But the solitary man is not just a social-media phenomenon. Men spend more time alone than women, and young men are increasing their alone time faster than any other group, according to the American Time Use Survey.




Where is this alone time coming from? Liana C. Sayer, a sociologist at the University of Maryland, shared with me her analysis of how leisure time in the 21st century has changed for men and women. Sayer divided leisure into two broad categories: "engaged leisure," which includes socializing, going to concerts, and playing sports; and "sedentary leisure," which includes watching TV and playing video games. Compared with engaged leisure, which is more likely to be done with other people, sedentary leisure is more commonly done alone.

The most dramatic tendency that Sayer uncovered is that single men without kids--who have the most leisure time--are overwhelmingly likely to spend these hours by themselves. And the time they spend in solo sedentary leisure has increased, since 2003, more than that of any other group Sayer tracked. This is unfortunate because, as Sayer wrote, "well-being is higher among adults who spend larger shares of leisure with others." Sedentary leisure, by contrast, was "associated with negative physical and mental health."

Richard V. Reeves, the president of the American Institute for Boys and Men, told me that for men, as for women, something hard to define is lost when we pursue a life of isolationist comforts. He calls it "neededness"--the way we make ourselves essential to our families and community. "I think at some level, we all need to feel like we're a jigsaw piece that's going to fit into a jigsaw somewhere," he said. This neededness can come in several forms: social, economic, or communitarian. Our children and partners can depend on us for care or income. Our colleagues can rely on us to finish a project, or to commiserate about an annoying boss. Our religious congregations and weekend poker parties can count on us to fill a pew or bring the dip.

But building these bridges to community takes energy, and today's young men do not seem to be constructing these relationships in the same way that they used to. In place of neededness, despair is creeping in. Men who are un- or underemployed are especially vulnerable. Feeling unneeded "is actually, in some cases, literally fatal," Reeves said. "If you look at the words that men use to describe themselves before they take their own lives, they are worthless and useless." Since 2001, hundreds of thousands of men have died of drug overdoses, mostly from opioids and synthetics such as fentanyl. "If the level of drug-poisoning deaths had remained flat since 2001, we'd have had 400,000 fewer men die," Reeves said. These drugs, he emphasized, are defined by their solitary nature: Opioids are not party drugs, but rather the opposite.

This Is Your Politics on Solitude

All of this time alone, at home, on the phone, is not just affecting us as individuals. It's making society weaker, meaner, and more delusional. Marc J. Dunkelman, an author and a research fellow at Brown University, says that to see how chosen solitude is warping society at large, we must first acknowledge something a little counterintuitive: Today, many of our bonds are actually getting stronger.

Parents are spending more time with their children than they did several decades ago, and many couples and families maintain an unbroken flow of communication. "My wife and I have texted 10 times since we said goodbye today," Dunkelman told me when I reached him at noon on a weekday. "When my 10-year-old daughter buys a Butterfinger at CVS, I get a phone notification about it."

At the same time, messaging apps, TikTok streams, and subreddits keep us plugged into the thoughts and opinions of the global crowd that shares our interests. "When I watch a Cincinnati Bengals football game, I'm on a group text with beat reporters to whom I can ask questions, and they'll respond," Dunkelman said. "I can follow the live thoughts of football analysts on X.com, so that I'm practically watching the game over their shoulder. I live in Rhode Island, and those are connections that could have never existed 30 years ago."

Home-based, phone-based culture has arguably solidified our closest and most distant connections, the inner ring of family and best friends (bound by blood and intimacy) and the outer ring of tribe (linked by shared affinities). But it's wreaking havoc on the middle ring of "familiar but not intimate" relationships with the people who live around us, which Dunkelman calls the village. "These are your neighbors, the people in your town," he said. We used to know them well; now we don't.

Social disconnection helps explain progressives' stubborn inability to understand Donald Trump's appeal.

The middle ring is key to social cohesion, Dunkelman said. Families teach us love, and tribes teach us loyalty. The village teaches us tolerance. Imagine that a local parent disagrees with you about affirmative action at a PTA meeting. Online, you might write him off as a political opponent who deserves your scorn. But in a school gym full of neighbors, you bite your tongue. As the year rolls on, you discover that your daughters are in the same dance class. At pickup, you swap stories about caring for aging relatives. Although your differences don't disappear, they're folded into a peaceful coexistence. And when the two of you sign up for a committee to draft a diversity statement for the school, you find that you can accommodate each other's opposing views. "It's politically moderating to meet thoughtful people in the real world who disagree with you," Dunkelman said. But if PTA meetings are still frequently held in person, many other opportunities to meet and understand one's neighbors are becoming a thing of the past. "An important implication of the death of the middle ring is that if you have no appreciation for why the other side has their narrative, you'll want your own side to fight them without compromise."

The village is our best arena for practicing productive disagreement and compromise--in other words, democracy. So it's no surprise that the erosion of the village has coincided with the emergence of a grotesque style of politics, in which every election feels like an existential quest to vanquish an intramural enemy. For the past five decades, the American National Election Studies surveys have asked Democrats and Republicans to rate the opposing party on a "Feeling Thermometer" that ranges from zero (very cold/unfavorable) to 100 (very warm/favorable). In 2000, just 8 percent of partisans gave the other party a zero. By 2020, that figure had shot up to 40 percent. In a 2021 poll by Generation Lab/Axios, nearly a third of college students who identify as Republican said they wouldn't even go on a date with a Democrat, and more than two-thirds of Democratic students said the same of members of the GOP.

Donald Trump's victory in the 2024 presidential election had many causes, including inflation and frustration with Joe Biden's leadership. But one source of Trump's success may be that he is an avatar of the all-tribe, no-village style of performative confrontation. He stokes out-group animosity, and speaks to voters who are furiously intolerant of political difference. To cite just a few examples from the campaign, Trump called Democrats "enemies of the democracy" and the news media "enemies of the people," and promised to "root out" the "radical-left thugs that live like vermin within the confines of our country, that lie and steal and cheat on elections."




Social disconnection also helps explain progressives' stubborn inability to understand Trump's appeal. In the fall, one popular Democratic lawn sign read Harris Walz: Obviously. That sentiment, rejected by a majority of voters, indicates a failure to engage with the world as it really is. Dunkelman emailed me after the election to lament Democratic cluelessness. "How did those of us who live in elite circles not see how Trump was gaining popularity even among our literal neighbors?" he wrote. Too many progressives were mainlining left-wing media in the privacy of their home, oblivious that families down the street were drifting right. Even in the highly progressive borough of Brooklyn, New York, three in 10 voters chose Trump. If progressives still consider MAGA an alien movement, it is in part because they have made themselves strangers in their own land.

Practicing politics alone, on the internet, rather than in community isn't only making us more likely to demonize and alienate our opponents, though that would be bad enough. It may also be encouraging deep nihilism. In 2018, a group of researchers led by Michael Bang Petersen, a Danish political scientist, began asking Americans to evaluate false rumors about Democratic and Republican politicians, including Trump and Hillary Clinton. "We were expecting a clear pattern of polarization," Petersen told me, with people on the left sharing conspiracies about the right and vice versa. But some participants seemed drawn to any conspiracy theory so long as it was intended to destroy the established order. Members of this cohort commonly harbored racial or economic grievances. Perhaps more important, Petersen said, they tended to feel socially isolated. These aggravated loners agreed with many dark pronouncements, such as "I need chaos around me" and "When I think about our political and social institutions, I cannot help thinking 'just let them all burn.' " Petersen and his colleagues coined a term to describe this cohort's motivation: the need for chaos.

Read: Derek Thompson on the Americans who need chaos

Although chaotically inclined individuals score highly in a popular measure for loneliness, they don't seem to seek the obvious remedy. "What they're reaching out to get isn't friendship at all but rather recognition and status," Petersen said. For many socially isolated men in particular, for whom reality consists primarily of glowing screens in empty rooms, a vote for destruction is a politics of last resort--a way to leave one's mark on a world where collective progress, or collective support of any kind, feels impossible.

The Introversion Delusion

Let us be fair to solitude, for a moment. As the father of a young child, I know well that a quiet night alone can be a balm. I have spent evenings alone at a bar, watching a baseball game, that felt ecstatically close to heaven. People cope with stress and grief and mundane disappointment in complex ways, and sometimes isolation is the best way to restore inner equilibrium.

But the dosage matters. A night alone away from a crying baby is one thing. A decade or more of chronic social disconnection is something else entirely. And people who spend more time alone, year after year, become meaningfully less happy. In his 2023 paper on the rise of 21st-century solitude, Atalay, at the Philadelphia Fed, calculated that by one measure, sociability means considerably more for happiness than money does: A five-percentage-point increase in alone time was associated with about the same decline in life satisfaction as was a 10 percent lower household income.




Nonetheless, many people keep choosing to spend free time alone, in their home, away from other people. Perhaps, one might think, they are making the right choice; after all, they must know themselves best. But a consistent finding of modern psychology is that people often don't know what they want, or what will make them happy. The saying that "predictions are hard, especially about the future" applies with special weight to predictions about our own life. Time and again, what we expect to bring us peace--a bigger house, a luxury car, a job with twice the pay but half the leisure--only creates more anxiety. And at the top of this pile of things we mistakenly believe we want, there is aloneness.

From the May 2012 issue: Is Facebook making us lonely?

Several years ago, Nick Epley, a psychologist at the University of Chicago's Booth School of Business, asked commuter-train passengers to make a prediction: How would they feel if asked to spend the ride talking with a stranger? Most participants predicted that quiet solitude would make for a better commute than having a long chat with someone they didn't know. Then Epley's team created an experiment in which some people were asked to keep to themselves, while others were instructed to talk with a stranger ("The longer the conversation, the better," participants were told). Afterward, people filled out a questionnaire. How did they feel? Despite the broad assumption that the best commute is a silent one, the people instructed to talk with strangers actually reported feeling significantly more positive than those who'd kept to themselves. "A fundamental paradox at the core of human life is that we are highly social and made better in every way by being around people," Epley said. "And yet over and over, we have opportunities to connect that we don't take, or even actively reject, and it is a terrible mistake."

Researchers have repeatedly validated Epley's discovery. In 2020, the psychologists Seth Margolis and Sonja Lyubomirsky, at UC Riverside, asked people to behave like an extrovert for one week and like an introvert for another. Subjects received several reminders to act "assertive" and "spontaneous" or "quiet" and "reserved" depending on the week's theme. Participants said they felt more positive emotions at the end of the extroversion week and more negative emotions at the end of the introversion week. Our modern economy, with its home-delivery conveniences, manipulates people into behaving like agoraphobes. But it turns out that we can be manipulated in the opposite direction. And we might be happier for it.

Our "mistaken" preference for solitude could emerge from a misplaced anxiety that other people aren't that interested in talking with us, or that they would find our company bothersome. "But in reality," Epley told me, "social interaction is not very uncertain, because of the principle of reciprocity. If you say hello to someone, they'll typically say hello back to you. If you give somebody a compliment, they'll typically say thank you." Many people, it seems, are not social enough for their own good. They too often seek comfort in solitude, when they would actually find joy in connection.

Despite a consumer economy that seems optimized for introverted behavior, we would have happier days, years, and lives if we resisted the undertow of the convenience curse--if we talked with more strangers, belonged to more groups, and left the house for more activities.

The AI Century

The anti-social century has been bad enough: more anxiety and depression; more "need for chaos" in our politics. But I'm sorry to say that our collective detachment could still get worse. Or, to be more precise, weirder.

In May of last year, three employees of OpenAI, the artificial-intelligence company, sat onstage to introduce ChatGPT's new real-time conversational-speech feature. A research scientist named Mark Chen held up a phone and, smiling, started speaking to it.

"Hey, ChatGPT, I'm Mark. How are you?" Mark said.

"Hello, Mark!" a cheery female voice responded.

"Hey, so I'm onstage right now," Mark said. "I'm doing a live demo, and frankly I'm feeling a little bit nervous. Can you help me calm my nerves a little bit?"

"Oh, you're doing a live demo right now?" the voice replied, projecting astonishment with eerie verisimilitude. "That's awesome! Just take a deep breath and remember: You're the expert here."

Mark asked for feedback on his breathing, before panting loudly, like someone who'd just finished a marathon.

"Whoa, slow!" the voice responded. "Mark, you're not a vacuum cleaner!" Out of frame, the audience laughed. Mark tried breathing audibly again, this time more slowly and deliberately.

"That's it," the AI responded. "How do you feel?"

"I feel a lot better," Mark said. "Thank you so much."

AI's ability to speak naturally might seem like an incremental update, as subtle as a camera-lens refinement on a new iPhone. But according to Nick Epley, fluent speech represents a radical advancement in the technology's ability to encroach on human relationships.

"Once an AI can speak to you, it'll feel extremely real," he said, because people process spoken word more intimately and emotionally than they process text. For a study published in 2020, Epley and Amit Kumar, a psychologist at the University of Texas at Austin, randomly assigned participants to contact an old friend via phone or email. Most people said they preferred to send a written message. But those instructed to talk on the phone reported feeling "a significantly stronger bond" with their friend, and a stronger sense that they'd "really connected," than those who used email.

Speech is rich with what are known as "paralinguistic cues," such as emphasis and intonation, which can build sympathy and trust in the minds of listeners. In another study, Epley and the behavioral scientist Juliana Schroeder found that employers and potential recruiters were more likely to rate candidates as "more competent, thoughtful, and intelligent" when they heard a why-I'm-right-for-this-job pitch rather than read it.

Even now, before AI has mastered fluent speech, millions of people are already forming intimate relationships with machines, according to Jason Fagone, a journalist who is writing a book about the emergence of AI companions. Character.ai, the most popular platform for AI companions, has tens of millions of monthly users, who spend an average of 93 minutes a day chatting with their AI friend. "No one is getting duped into thinking they're actually talking to humans," Fagone told me. "People are freely choosing to enter relationships with artificial partners, and they're getting deeply attached anyway, because of the emotional capabilities of these systems." One subject in his book is a young man who, after his fiancee's death, engineers an AI chatbot to resemble his deceased partner. Another is a bisexual mother who supplements her marriage to a man with an AI that identifies as a woman.

If you find the notion of emotional intercourse with an immaterial entity creepy, consider the many friends and family members who exist in your life mainly as words on a screen. Digital communication has already prepared us for AI companionship, Fagone said, by transforming many of our physical-world relationships into a sequence of text chimes and blue bubbles. "I think part of why AI-companion apps have proven so seductive so quickly is that most of our relationships already happen exclusively through the phone," he said.

Epley sees the exponential growth of AI companions as a real possibility. "You can set them up to never criticize you, never cheat on you, never have a bad day and insult you, and to always be interested in you." Unlike the most patient spouses, they could tell us that we're always right. Unlike the world's best friend, they could instantly respond to our needs without the all-too-human distraction of having to lead their own life.

"The horrifying part, of course, is that learning how to interact with real human beings who can disagree with you and disappoint you" is essential to living in the world, Epley said. I think he's right. But Epley was born in the 1970s. I was born in the 1980s. People born in the 2010s, or the 2020s, might not agree with us about the irreplaceability of "real human" friends. These generations may discover that what they want most from their relationships is not a set of people, who might challenge them, but rather a set of feelings--sympathy, humor, validation--that can be more reliably drawn out from silicon than from carbon-based life forms. Long before technologists build a superintelligent machine that can do the work of so many Einsteins, they may build an emotionally sophisticated one that can do the work of so many friends.

The Next 15 Minutes

The anti-social century is as much a result of what's happened to the exterior world of concrete and steel as it is about advances inside our phones. The decline of government investments in what Eric Klinenberg calls "social infrastructure"--public spaces that shape our relationship to the world--may have begun in the latter part of the 20th century, but it has continued in the 21st. That has arguably affected nearly everyone, but less advantaged Americans most of all.

"I can't tell you how many times I've gone to poor neighborhoods in big cities, and the community leaders tell me the real crisis for poor teenagers is that there's just not much for them to do anymore, and nowhere to go," Klinenberg told me. "I'd like to see the government build social infrastructure for teenagers with the creativity and generosity with which video-game companies build the toys that keep them inside. I'm thinking of athletic fields, and public swimming pools, and libraries with beautiful social areas for young people to hang out together."

Improved public social infrastructure would not solve all the problems of the anti-social century. But degraded public spaces--and degraded public life--are in some ways the other side of all our investments in video games and phones and bigger, better private space. Just as we needed time to see the invisible emissions of the Industrial Revolution, we are only now coming to grips with the negative externalities of a phonebound and homebound world. The media theorist Marshall McLuhan once said of technology that every augmentation is also an amputation. We chose our digitally enhanced world. We did not realize the significance of what was being amputated.




But we can choose differently. In his 2015 novel, Seveneves, Neal Stephenson coined the term Amistics to describe the practice of carefully selecting which technologies to accept. The word is a reference to the Amish, who generally shun many modern innovations, including cars and television. Although they are sometimes considered strictly anti-modern, many Amish communities have refrigerators and washing machines, and some use solar power. Instead of dismissing all technology, the Amish adopt only those innovations that support their religious and communal values. In his 1998 dissertation on one Amish community, Tay Keong Tan, then a Ph.D. candidate at Harvard, quoted a community member as saying that they didn't want to adopt TV or radio, because those products "would destroy our visiting practices. We would stay at home with the television or radio rather than meet with other people."

If the Amish approach to technology is radical in its application, it recognizes something plain and true: Although technology does not have values of its own, its adoption can create values, even in the absence of a coordinated effort. For decades, we've adopted whatever technologies removed friction or increased dopamine, embracing what makes life feel easy and good in the moment. But dopamine is a chemical, not a virtue. And what's easy is not always what's best for us. We should ask ourselves: What would it mean to select technology based on long-term health rather than instant gratification? And if technology is hurting our community, what can we do to heal it?

A seemingly straightforward prescription is that teenagers should choose to spend less time on their phone, and their parents should choose to invite more friends over for dinner. But in a way, these are collective-action problems. A teenager is more likely to get out of the house if his classmates have already made a habit of hanging out. That teen's parents are more likely to host if their neighbors have also made a habit of weekly gatherings. There is a word for such deeply etched communal habits: rituals. And one reason, perhaps, that the decline of socializing has synchronized with the decline of religion is that nothing has proved as adept at inscribing ritual into our calendars as faith.

"I have a view that is uncommon among social scientists, which is that moral revolutions are real and they change our culture," Robert Putnam told me. In the early 20th century, a group of liberal Christians, including the pastor Walter Rauschenbusch, urged other Christians to expand their faith from a narrow concern for personal salvation to a public concern for justice. Their movement, which became known as the Social Gospel, was instrumental in passing major political reforms, such as the abolition of child labor. It also encouraged a more communitarian approach to American life, which manifested in an array of entirely secular congregations that met in union halls and community centers and dining rooms. All of this came out of a particular alchemy of writing and thinking and organizing. No one can say precisely how to change a nation's moral-emotional atmosphere, but what's certain is that atmospheres do change. Our smallest actions create norms. Our norms create values. Our values drive behavior. And our behaviors cascade.

The anti-social century is the result of one such cascade, of chosen solitude, accelerated by digital-world progress and physical-world regress. But if one cascade brought us into an anti-social century, another can bring about a social century. New norms are possible; they're being created all the time. Independent bookstores are booming--the American Booksellers Association has reported more than 50 percent growth since 2009--and in cities such as New York City and Washington, D.C., many of them have become miniature theaters, with regular standing-room-only crowds gathered for author readings. More districts and states are banning smartphones in schools, a national experiment that could, optimistically, improve children's focus and their physical-world relationships. In the past few years, board-game cafes have flowered across the country, and their business is expected to nearly double by 2030. These cafes buck an 80-year trend. Instead of turning a previously social form of entertainment into a private one, they turn a living-room pastime into a destination activity. As sweeping as the social revolution I've described might seem, it's built from the ground up by institutions and decisions that are profoundly within our control: as humble as a cafe, as small as a new phone locker at school.

When Epley and his lab asked Chicagoans to overcome their preference for solitude and talk with strangers on a train, the experiment probably didn't change anyone's life. All it did was marginally improve the experience of one 15-minute block of time. But life is just a long set of 15-minute blocks, one after another. The way we spend our minutes is the way we spend our decades. "No amount of research that I've done has changed my life more than this," Epley told me. "It's not that I'm never lonely. It's that my moment-to-moment experience of life is better, because I've learned to take the dead space of life and make friends in it."



This article appears in the February 2025 print edition with the headline "The Anti-Social Century."
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'I've Never Seen Anything Like This'

The Palisades Fire is destroying places that I've loved.

by Nancy Walecki




We knew to expect winds. When they came on Tuesday morning, sounding like a tsunami crashing over my family's home in western Malibu, the utility company shut off our power. We knew the chance of fire was high.

I had arrived home for the holidays in early December, and had already been greeted by the Franklin Fire, which had burned the hills black. Now, when my dad and I went in search of electricity, a great plume of smoke was rising above those burned hills. It cast out over the Pacific, just as it had during the Woolsey Fire that tore through Malibu in 2018. The way the wind was blowing--rattling our car, scattering palm fronds and tumbleweeds across the road--we knew this new fire would probably hit Topanga Canyon, the mountain community where I grew up. Dad decided we needed to get up there and help our former neighbors. People who have lived in this area for decades, as my family has, can get so used to evacuation warnings that they don't always follow them.



Yesterday, the fires burning around Los Angeles were frightening; overnight they became a terror. A fire this strong, at this time of year, is unusual, an outlier. But it is also familiar, one in a series of fires that, as a seventh-generation Californian, I've lived through, or my family has. It has destroyed places that I've loved since childhood; it's not the first fire that's done so. To some of our friends and neighbors, this fire seemed manageable--until it didn't. Today, it is, as one friend said, a hell fire.
 
 On the way to Topanga Canyon, Dad and I stopped to watch the fire burn. The flames were coming into a neighborhood where two of my childhood friends grew up, just beyond the Pacific Palisades, where the blaze had started. The way the fire was burning, I couldn't imagine that the Palisades was still standing. The main road was closed--these winds can dislodge rocks and rain them down on cars--so we took back streets. "You can tell people are emotional from the way they're driving," Dad said, after someone whipped around a blind turn. We made it to the house of a friend, another old-timer who, like Dad, had lived through the 1993 fire, the one that got so close, it warped the double-pane glass in my childhood home. He told us he'd be fine, based on the way the wind was blowing, and offered to make us a pot of coffee while he still had power--he'd heard they'd be shutting it off in the next hour. Dad said it looked like the flames had reached the mouth of Topanga Canyon, and our friend promised he'd get ready to evacuate. "But nothing will ever be as bad as '93," he said.



When Dad and I got home, our power was still out. The city had issued evacuation warnings in a nearby neighborhood. Should we get ready? A month before, we'd packed up the family photos and the birth certificates for the Franklin Fire, and our house had been fine. Our Malibu neighbor, who stayed behind during the Woolsey Fire, tends not to worry. But the winds were so strong, she thought this one could be worse than all the others.



That night, Dad and I decided to get back in the car, to see how close the fire was. When we managed to open the front door against the wind, we were coated in a fine layer of dust. The houses around us were dark, all their power out. Driving on the highway this time, instead of smoke, we saw flames.

The friend we'd visited that afternoon called us. "I'm on the freeway now," he said. "I got the hell out of there. We're toast. I've never seen anything like this."

From a radio broadcast, cutting in and out, we could hear the gist of the damage so far. "Malibu Feed Bin"--where my family would buy dog food and pet the rabbits--gone. "Topanga Ranch Motel"--the bungalows where I'd wait for the school bus--gone. "Reel Inn"--a seafood restaurant where employees would handwrite ocean puns beneath its neon sign--gone. "Cholada Thai"--a high-school standard where my friends and I still gathered--gone. "Wiley's Bait & Tackle," a wooden shack opened in 1946, where my brother and I would gross each other out looking at lugworms--gone.



My ancestors came to California before it was even a state; we have lived through decades of Santa Ana winds coming in off the desert and shaking our houses so powerfully, we lose sleep. But my brother and I also used to stand outside our childhood home, our backs to the wind, and toss stones into a nearby canyon, laughing as the Santa Anas carried them farther than we could ever throw. The winds are part of life here, and one that I've always, probably foolishly, loved.



Last night, my parents and I kept our phones on in case any emergency notifications came through. This morning, our power was still out. We have loaded the family photos and the birth certificates in the car and are ready to leave if the evacuation notice comes. Even as the fires are still burning, my parents are already talking about how they will handle this all better "next time." We will get a larger coffee press so that, next time, we can each have two servings when the power goes out. We will get a camp stove so that, next time, when the gas shuts off, we won't have to boil water on the barbecue.



Mom just told me that one of her friends sent her some new photographs: My childhood home, which she and my Dad built together in Topanga Canyon, may be gone. For now, the fire is still on the other side of Malibu. The wind is still blowing.
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Trump's Anti-Immigrant Coalition Starts to Fracture

The nativist right and Silicon Valley are already at war.

by Hanna Rosin




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

Last month, Donald Trump appointed the venture capitalist Sriram Krishnan as his senior AI-policy adviser. Krishnan, an Indian immigrant and U.S. citizen, was seen by some as being friendly to H-1B visas, which are often used in Silicon Valley to allow skilled laborers to work in the tech industry. This sent part of the MAGA faction into a frenzy, spurred by troll in chief Laura Loomer, who declared the appointment a betrayal of the "America First" movement.

The argument over H-1Bs exposes an important fissure in the MAGA alliance that worked together to help elect Trump. How Trump navigates this rift will give us clues about what his real priorities will be as president.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk with Ali Breland, who writes about the internet, technology, and politics, about this new rift in Trump's camp and other places it might show up. And we'll go beyond the politics, with staff writer Roge Karma, to discuss what a solid body of research shows about the relationship between immigrant labor and the American worker--because even though some prominent Democrats, such as Bernie Sanders, agree with Loomer that there is a negative effect from H-1B visas on American workers, research doesn't back them up.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: There are already cracks starting to show in the MAGA alliance, and those cracks happen to show up in the issue that Trump has declared one of his top priorities, which is drastically reshaping U.S. immigration policy. Trump appointed to a senior position someone seen as being friendly to H-1B visas, the visas that allow people with specialized skills to work in the U.S. People in Silicon Valley love these visas. They depend on them. And maybe more importantly, the H-1B visa lovers include Elon Musk.

But the "America First" wing of Trump supporters--sometimes known as the nativist right--they do not love these visas. "America First," to them, means, literally, Americans first. No exceptions.

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. On today's show, we'll talk about this MAGA infighting. In the second half of the show, we'll get into what's actually true about the relationship between immigration and the American worker, because it turns out that even a lot of Democrats don't get that one right. But first, let's dive into the recent news and what it means. To help me with that is Ali Breland, an Atlantic staff writer who writes about the internet, politics, and technology.

Hey, Ali.

Ali Breland: Hey. Thank you for having me.

Rosin: So, Ali, this fracture in the MAGA alliance seemed to start around Christmas, when Trump announced a senior AI-policy adviser. Who is he, and how did people respond?

Breland: Yeah, his name is Sriram Krishnan. He's this Silicon Valley figure who has a long history. He works in tech, and he was being appointed to be an adviser on Trump's AI team, which is being headed up by another big guy in tech: David Sacks, who's a part of the infamous "PayPal Mafia" that includes Peter Thiel, Elon Musk, etcetera.

Rosin: So these are, like--this is a faction. Like, these guys are becoming more and more powerful, sort of Trump's tech allies.

Breland: Yeah, there's some different ideological things happening, but for the most part, they're largely on the same page. And a lot of people right now are kind of calling them the "new tech right," or just, like, the "tech right."

Rosin: So they're on one side, and then how did the discussion around H-1B visas get going?

Breland: Yeah, so there's this provocateur troll in Trump World called Laura Loomer. She's been kind of this weird thing on the right for a long time. She's chained herself to the headquarters of Twitter in protest of her account being banned at one point. But she sees this appointment, and she decides to make hay of it.

She pulls out a tweet that Krishnan made about country caps for green cards, rather, and high-skilled immigration. And she points to these things and says, This is not what we want. This is not "America First." These things are not good for our constituency. And so that's, like, the sort of obvious bit of it.

The other bit, too, is you can kind of see how race is this animating issue in this fight. David Sacks had already been appointed by Trump to be his chief adviser on issues of AI and crypto. David Sacks has talked about H-1B visas. He's pushed Trump on this. He's successfully gotten Trump to say that he would support the continued use of H-1B visas.

But Loomer didn't attack him on that and didn't turn this into a huge issue. Instead, she went after Sriram Krishnan, who is South Asian. And I think, you know, her targeting him, specifically, on this issue and associating him with that kind of speaks to the sort of nativist sentiment undergirding all of this.

Kind of right after the election, I sort of thought that maybe there was a chance that there was going to be some sort of fractious element at some point in the future, because these are two sides that kind of believe sort of different things.

The tech right is reactionary, like the nativist right that includes people like Laura Loomer, people like Steve Bannon. They sort of all have this streak of being frustrated with the progress that's taken place in America. They are frustrated with what they see as, like, American weakness. But the distinction is that the tech right also loves business. They love being rich. They love making a lot of money and having their industry be benefitted.

The sort of nativist right cares much more about the American constituency and, specifically, the white American constituency--and benefitting what they see as, like, the natural order of whiteness and the average American, and things that some people in the tech right kind of care about but prioritize less than their own companies and less than their own industry.

Rosin: It's really complicated because they both have ideas like, There's an optimum society; there's a right way that things should be. And then they're slightly different. So what is each side's ideal "America made great again" look like?

Breland: Yeah, I think it on the sort of nativist right, the ideal America is this place that prioritizes--with some exceptions, more so now--but fundamentally, it's this white, sort of very classic, conventional, conservative vision for what the United States is. It's this, like, return fantasy to a version of the 1950s America that prioritizes white American interests above other people--again, with exceptions. There's--you know, these people would all say that they're not racist, that they're just meritocratic, or things like that.

The tech right is more agnostic to those kinds of things. People like Marc Andreessen and Peter Thiel kind of, to some degree, see value in that. But they only see value as far as that doesn't get in the way of their vision for creating this sort of all-star team of Americans that can sort of dominate the global stage in technology and dominate economically.

And so they're willing to go to look to other countries to bring people in; to try to, like, get the best talent, according to them; to try to solve the toughest engineering problems; and to do things like beat China, which is something that they're all very obsessed with.

Rosin: So they're less concerned about where people come from. I mean, what makes it especially complicated and charged that this came up so soon is that it came up in immigration. Trump has made controlling immigration one of his top priorities. How did Trump himself end up weighing in on this?

Breland: After a few days of silence--perhaps because this was happening literally over Christmas and the days after--Trump did say that he does support H-1B visas. And he seemed to kind of take Elon's side on this.

I wasn't super surprised, because on an episode of the All-In Podcast--which is a sort of who's who of the tech right; it includes David Sacks--Trump was pressed on the H-1B visa issue, and he did say, Yeah, I support it; I'm down for this. This was in the summer. And so it was consistent for him to come back up with this. And the other thing it's sort of consistent with, in a sort of more general, patterny kind of way, is that in the past, when there is sort of tension between his sort of more nationalist, nativist base versus the wealthier interests that are in his coalition--not always, but--he often tends to go with the sort of interests of the wealthy, the people who have given him the most amount of money, people who he probably respects because he has a great deal of respect for people who have built wealth.

And so it wasn't super surprising to see him break that way, especially because it seems like his larger immigration priority is not regarding H-1Bs, and he seems more flexible on that. His larger immigration priority is people who, as he would say, came here illegally and are not quote-unquote "high-skilled workers."

And so on the sort of issue of mass deportation, this doesn't signal that he's, like, going to break from that at all. He's talked a lot, very aggressively, about conducting mass deportations and quote-unquote "securing the southern border." And they talk about the southern border, specifically, because they're talking about a different kind of immigrant, and they have a different set of priorities when it comes to people coming across the southern border.

Rosin: Interesting. So then, maybe, the thing to explore is the nativist right, not just Laura Loomer. Laura Loomer is, you know, a little more on the fringes. But what about someone like Stephen Miller, who will be Trump's deputy chief of staff for policy and who is credited with shaping a lot of the more draconian immigration policies in the last administration. He has solid power in this administration. Have we heard from him or someone closer to power about what they think about H-1B visas?

Breland: Miller hasn't weighed in directly on this specific moment and this specific issue. He sort of gave a cryptic tweet that signaled that he is still anti-H-1B.

But he's been very consistent on this in the past, and there's no reason to believe that he would change, as someone who is, like, motivated primarily by this sort of nativist perspective that is, again, sort of galvanized by racial animus and, in many cases, just outright racism. I don't think he'll change his perspective, and he's going to fight on this, and so there's going to be weird tension moving forward.

Elon seemed to--I don't want to say he walked back from this position, but, like, after a few days of fighting, he did seem to try to want to soften the blows and sort of extend an olive branch. People in sort of fairly influential but niche figures in this sort of nationalist, reactionary wing of the party also tried to sort of smooth over the tension and make it seem like there was common cause being found. And so they have an interest among themselves in trying to come together and paint themselves as a united front and sort of reach a consensus on this.

Rosin: Yeah, I mean, it's still early. He hasn't even taken office yet. But could you imagine a universe where, then, it just moves forward, and we quietly make an exception for elite workers and do mass deportations for everyone else? Like, is that where immigration policy could land?

Breland: Yeah, exactly. I mean, I think that--from my perspective and the things I pay attention to--that seems exactly the direction it's going to go in.

The tech right is aware of the mass deportations [but] has not really talked out against them. Elon Musk has tweeted acknowledging them and sees them as an inevitability that he doesn't seem to have a clear problem with. That could change when we sort of get, like, harrowing images of ICE conducting raids and things like that, but right now, that's the track that we're on.

Rosin: So if what you said is true, and if the past history holds, he is going to make an exception for elite immigrant workers. What does that imply about how he might handle other economic issues?

Breland: Yeah, if we extrapolate this out, which we can--both from this example but then, also, from how 2016 through 2020 went--Trump is probably going to side, I guess, with more of the wealthier faction, which includes the tech right, which includes people in his coalition, who are people like the hedge-fund manager Scott Bessent, who also sort of have this prioritization of more, like, economically laissez-faire issues. They have this sort of more traditional, conservative perspective on economics. And that's something that's going to run into tension with what the nationalists want. They want this sort of economic nationalist perspective that is a departure from this hyper-free-market sort of way of viewing the world that's been the dominant conservative perspective for the past several decades.

Rosin: So essentially, this rift that you pointed out in the MAGA world--between, you know, Is he going to take the side of the elites, or is he going to take the side of all the workers? even if that means the nativist right--that's a rift you can track kind of up and down various issues for the next many years, just to see, Okay, whose side does he take on a lot of these issues?

Breland: Exactly. Yeah. AI and automation is going to be a really big one in this area, too, because the tech right obviously cares a lot about AI and automation. They're very pro-AI and automation. They see this as, like, an existential issue in the United States versus China, and that the U.S. must--to continue its being, like, the most important country in the world--that must beat China on this.

But a lot of the sort of more nationalist right doesn't agree with this. They see this as a different kind of issue. Tucker Carlson, who I think kind of squarely falls in this nativist camp and is one of its most influential members, has outright said that he opposes--not necessarily the development of AI and automation but--its implementation and use.

He's talked directly about never using AI for, like, things like driverless trucks. But Elon at Tesla is directly making self-driving trucks. And so yeah, there's a lot of weird places where these sort of fractures are going to play out.

Rosin: And Tucker Carlson takes that issue because it's a betrayal of the American worker.

Breland: Precisely.

Rosin: Interesting. So this is, actually, the central fissure of the Trump administration, basically?

Breland: Yeah. Yeah, it seems like that. I do want to say that this is kind of a unique issue, in that it draws in race, which is a very big thing, and it draws in immigration. And so it might get a uniquely high amount of attention. But there's still going to be versions of this fight that might not play out as aggressively that are going to happen over the next four years.

Rosin: Well, Ali, thank you for pointing out this line to us. We'll be watching it for the next four years, and thank you for joining me.

Breland: Yeah, thank you so much for having me. I appreciate it.

Rosin: After the break, we explore what's behind the politics. Trump and his allies made the argument often in the campaign that immigrants take away jobs from Americans. It's an argument that, on the surface, has some intuitive logic. But it actually doesn't work like that. More soon.

[Break]

Rosin: Joining me is Atlantic staff writer Roge Karma, who mainly covers economics. Roge, welcome to the show.

Roge Karma: It's great to be here. Thanks for having me.

Rosin: Sure. So an early rift broke out in the Trump administration over H-1B visas, which we've been discussing on this show, with the nativist right saying what people say about all kinds of immigration: These immigrants take jobs away from American workers. So what do we know about the relationship between H-1B visa holders and the American worker?

Karma: Well, luckily, the H-1B program allocates workers randomly to companies based on a lottery. And that allows researchers to study what actually happens to the companies that did get workers, as opposed to the companies that didn't.

And I agree with you. I think there's a real sort of "man on the street" argument. There's a sort of view that there's a fixed pool of jobs, and so any immigrant that we bring in is going to take away a job that would otherwise go to an American. But when researchers have looked at this, the overwhelming majority of the studies have actually found no negative impact on either employment or wages, which I think at first sounds a little bit counterintuitive.

But the reason is a few fold. One: Companies who get H-1B workers actually end up growing and scaling up faster than the companies who don't. And then because of that, they have to then hire a bunch of more native-born workers around that immigrant. The second reason is innovation.

One of my favorite statistics comes from Jeremy Neufeld, who's a fellow at the Institute for Progress. And he pointed out that 30 percent of U.S. patents, almost 40 percent of U.S. Nobel Prizes in science, and more than 50 percent of billion-dollar U.S. startups belong to immigrants. Now, not all of those are H-1B holders, but there's a lot of evidence that the companies who are awarded H-1B visas--they produce more patents, more new products, get more VC funding, and all of that actually creates jobs. So on the whole, I actually don't think there's a lot of evidence for this broader nativist claim about this program.

Rosin: Let's make this a little more concrete. So let's just play out a theoretical company. Here's a theoretical company, hires H-1B visa holders. How does it work? Like, innovation is a vague word. How does it actually play out?

Karma: I think what's important to remember here is that getting one of these H-1B visas is actually pretty difficult. And so the idea that a company is going to be able to systematically bring in foreign workers to replace their native ones using this program--it's just really hard to do because there's such a low chance they're even going to get those workers in the first place. And so a lot of times when companies use this program, what they're doing is they're looking for a very important skill set.

So let's use semiconductors as an example. This is an industry, when it comes to the manufacturing of semiconductors, that U.S. companies haven't really done for a while. A lot of the most advanced chips are made in places like Taiwan, and so a lot of the best talent is abroad. And so if you're a U.S. semiconductor manufacturer, the industry in the U.S. estimates that even if we had the best job-training programs possible, that would only fill about 50 percent of the high-skilled demand for the labor force in this field.

And so you need to bring in folks who have this highly specialized knowledge, probably because they've worked in other countries. But then, what that allows you to do, once you have a subset of foreign-born workers who can do this sort of specialized manufacturing--what you then have is people to come in and support around them. And then because a company has that need met, they're able to then hire a bunch of other workers to fill other needs that they have but that don't require that same kind of specialized knowledge.

And on the other flip side is that we actually have some studies that look at: What happens to the companies that don't get H-1B visas? What happens to those companies? Do they hire more native workers? Do they invest in more job training? And it turns out that they don't. In fact, they end up often just either (A) producing less or growing less quickly, or (B)--and this is a finding of a lot of the recent literature--they end up outsourcing the jobs instead. And so instead of bringing in this new worker and then hiring more native workers around them, they just say, Well, look, we have an office in China, or we have an office in Singapore, or we have an office in Hong Kong or India. Let's just hire more there because we're not going to be able to get the talent that we need here.

There are a handful of outlier studies, but I think, right now, the broad consensus in the field is that the H-1B program, even for all its flaws, doesn't seem to have these negative employment or wage effects.

Rosin: So that's what the research shows. It's fairly definitive until now, and yet even some Democrats have repeated the line, The H-1B visas take away American jobs--for example, Bernie Sanders. What do you make of that?

Karma: Well, I think where Bernie's coming from--and I think where a lot of Democrats are coming from and, quite frankly, some Republicans--is that there are two things that are true here at once. The first thing that's true is that we don't find these huge negative effects from the H-1B program. And the second thing that's also true is that, despite that, the H-1B program has a lot of flaws, a lot of loopholes that companies have learned how to game.

So one of these is that a significant portion of H-1B visas are used by so-called outsourcing firms, which are these companies that basically bring in foreign workers. They train them here, and then, when their H-1B visa expires, they employ them in their home countries for a fraction of the cost. And so they're functionally using the H-1B visa to train workers here and then employ them at lower labor costs elsewhere.

That's just bad, on the face of it. The fact that we still don't see negative effects, overall, is really telling, but we should fix that loophole by, among other things, raising the minimum wage for H-1B visa holders, making the program merit-based instead of random--like, you can more closely regulate how companies use those workers.

So I think part of what Bernie Sanders is getting at, part of what some of these critiques are getting at, is that this program does have a lot of flaws that allow corporations to game it. And it's actually kind of shocking that, despite all these flaws, it still hasn't produced these horribly negative results.

But imagine how much better it could be if we fix them. So I really think that this might be a place where you see the sort of messy realities of immigration politics running up against what, really, people all across the political spectrum agree is a pretty common-sense set of reforms. But that doesn't always mean it makes good politics.

Rosin: Right. Right. Okay. So we've been talking exclusively about the H-1B visas because they came up in the news, but the whole of Trump's promise is not specifically about H-1B visas at all; it's a promise of mass deportation and immigrant labor, in general. I know that you've been looking into the research about the relationship between immigrant labor and the American worker. What did you find?

Karma: Well, I went into this because I kept hearing Donald Trump, J. D. Vance, Stephen Miller make these kind of claims that sound kind of intuitive--that when immigrants come in, they take jobs from natives, right? There's a sort of Econ 101 logic, which says that when the supply of any good goes up, including labor, the price of that good, like wages, goes down.

And so I kept hearing these arguments and thinking, Well, maybe there's something to this, and so let's actually look at what is happening. And it turns out that the sort of Trump-Vance view was pretty much the conventional wisdom for most of the 20th century, both among policymakers and economists, until a study came along that sort of shattered the consensus.

And so to tell you about the study, I'm gonna go back a little bit. So in 1980, Fidel Castro, the president of Cuba, opened up emigration from his country. He lifted the ban on emigration. And what that allowed is for 125,000 Cubans to leave from Mariel Harbor to Miami, Florida, an event that ended up becoming known as the Mariel Boatlift. And in just a few short months, Miami's workforce expands by about 25 times as much as the U.S. workforce expands every year because of immigration. And this created the perfect conditions for what economists call a "natural experiment." It was like this big, massive shock that only happened to Miami.

And so what the economist David Card later realized is that you could compare what happened to workers in Miami to workers in other cities that had not experienced the boatlift, track how wages did in both, and then see what actually happened. And his view was, Look--if there is a negative effect of immigration on wages, Miami in the 1980s is exactly where it should show up. It's this big, unprecedented shock. That makes what he ended up finding so shocking, because he ends up finding that this huge influx of immigrants has virtually no effect on both employment or wages of native-born workers in Miami, including those without a college degree.

Rosin: And why? I mean, it seems counterintuitive.

Karma: It seems completely counterintuitive. There are a few reasons, but I think the big one--and the big thing that the common-sense view of immigration misses--is that immigrants aren't just workers. They're also consumers. You know, they're people who buy things, like healthcare and housing and groceries. And so at the same time that they're, you know, competing with Americans for jobs, they're also buying lots of things that then increase the need for more jobs.

And I think this sounds counterintuitive, but we think about it in other contexts all the time, right? When's the last time you heard a Republican politician railing against the upcoming group of high-school graduates because they were about to come in and compete with, you know, people currently in the workforce?

You probably haven't, because we understand that population growth has these two sides to it: that people are consumers who create demand for jobs and workers who take jobs. And so I think that's the gist of the problem with the conventional view.

Rosin: So that was a singular study. Has that held up over time?

Karma: It has. And so after that study, it got a lot of researchers interested, and this has now been studied in countries all over the world, from Israel to Denmark to Portugal to France, and almost all of the high-quality studies come back with very similar results.

I think the one complication in all of this--the one challenge--has been, Well, what about the least-skilled workers? What about: Okay, maybe on average, immigrants don't hurt the employment prospects or the wages of native-born workers, but what about the least-skilled workers? What about high-school dropouts, folks without a high-school diploma? And a lot of the more recent literature has shown that even that group doesn't suffer when immigrants come in.

And so I think the broad consensus in the literature now is that immigration does have costs. It can exacerbate inequality. Tellingly, the wages of other immigrants often get hurt by new immigration. You could see some negative effects in certain sectors, even if it's balanced out by other sectors, but on the whole, it appears to be really beneficial for basically all classes of native workers.

Rosin: So at this point, there's a large body of research saying the arrival of immigrants--even sudden arrival of immigrants--doesn't have a great effect on the American worker, may even have a positive effect. Now, what about the disappearance of immigrant labor? Because Trump's promise is mass deportations. I'm not sure if you can just flip, you know, the findings of this research. Like, is there a similar natural experiment or study that shows how that might affect workers or the economy?

Karma: There is, actually. And I think the claim from Trump and his advisers is that the ultimate pro-worker policy is mass deportation, right? Because what happens when you get rid of a bunch of immigrant laborers is now those employers have to hire natives at higher wages, because there's a sort of artificially created labor shortage.

Rosin: Right.

Karma: And again, very intuitive. But when we actually look at what happens in the real world, we see something very different. So the best study on this, I think--although there's a few--is from the Secure Communities program, which is a Department of Homeland Security program that between 2008 and 2014 deported about 500,000 immigrants. And because the program was rolled out community by community, it created this really nice natural experiment where you could see what happened to the communities that had experienced it and the ones [that] hadn't.

You could compare them and see what the overall effect [was]. And what researchers found, actually, shocked me--it shocked many of them--was that for every hundred immigrants that were deported, you actually ended up with nine fewer jobs for natives. That's not just temporary work. That's, like, nine jobs permanently gone in this community.

And there are many studies that reinforce this finding from all across history, from the Bracero program, studies on the H-2B program--which is like H-1B, but for lower-skilled immigrants--studies going all the way back to the Great Depression that all find similar things.

And the reason is that immigrants are deeply interwoven into their local economies. And so take the restaurant industry. If you're a restaurant owner, and suddenly you lose a big chunk of your workforce, to the point where you either have to have higher labor costs and at the same time you have less demand, there's a good chance you have to go out of business altogether. And when you go out of business, that doesn't just hurt the immigrants who are working for you. That also hurts the native-born workers.

And so there are all these sort of synchronicities, all of these interconnections, that allow immigration to have this positive sum effect. But then as soon as you--if you rip out the immigrants, then native workers often get caught in the crossfire.

Rosin: Yeah. So if the research is so consistent--so strong--and makes a lot of sense, if you think about it a tiny bit more deeply, why do you think this sentiment persists? Is it just a feeling, you know? Because it persists on both the right and the left. It's not as if the left is fighting back. They don't necessarily advocate mass deportations, but they are also not fighting back against this idea that immigrants take away American jobs.

Karma: I think part of the fixation on the economics of immigration is a way for many people like us--elites, people in the media--to try to find a more materialist explanation for a set of instincts that I think many of us are uncomfortable with. And I think that is actually kind of a tragedy.

I think if people oppose immigration or feel strongly about immigration because of certain cultural beliefs or concerns about national identity, it's important to take those concerns seriously. And I think it's actually a problem, and even a bit patronizing, that we tend to project these sort of more wonky economic concerns onto that.

Rosin: Yeah. I had a conversation with Representative Ritchie Torres of New York right after the election, who talked about how a lot of the immigrants in his neighborhood had a surprising amount of anti-undocumented immigrant sentiment.

And it made me wonder about--I don't even know how to define this, but sense of chaos, just a feeling of things not being in control. It's sort of the way people feel about crime. There just seems to be a sense that things have run away, and you can't get ahead. It's a vague thing, but it is related to--There's just so much out of control, and I need someone to stop it.

Karma: I actually think that's a really important point. One of the greatest shifts in public opinion on immigration has happened in the last few years, where in 2020, according to Gallup, only 28 percent of Americans said they wanted immigration decreased.

Four years later, that number was 55 percent. So it had almost doubled. And that is much larger and much faster than even the public-opinion shift on something like gay marriage. So this is a huge, almost unprecedented shift. And as I dug into why, what came up over and over again is this feeling of chaos, this feeling that we are not in control of our own border. And when you actually look at questions about how people feel towards immigrants themselves, they hadn't changed nearly as much.

People weren't necessarily anti-immigrant, as much as they felt like the immigration process had gotten out of control and the immigration process was no longer serving the country. And so I think it is really important to distinguish [between] those two things. And I think a lot of the public-opinion shift we've seen over the last few years--it isn't about economics. It's really about this sense of control and chaos.

Rosin: Yeah. So maybe the place to end is this: Have you talked to anyone or done any thinking about how, in a situation like this, you close the gap? Because we, as journalists--it's frustrating to us to know that there is an answer. You know, there's an answer that research has provided. There are truths and facts. And separate from that, there is a perception. So have you thought of or seen anybody talk interestingly about how you bridge a gap like that, where people feel one way that is discordant with what the reality is?

Karma: Unfortunately, like any good journalist, I'm not quite as good at the solutions as I am about identifying the problems. But I will say, I think at the root of a lot of this is the fact that there's an underlying scarcity. Right?

So I think an example of this is housing. Recently--you know, we haven't talked about this, in particular--but J. D. Vance and Donald Trump made a big deal in their campaign about how immigrants were responsible for driving up housing costs. That argument has never held weight in American politics before, because it is only over the last decade that housing costs and a housing shortage has become a big problem. When there is material scarcity, people look for a villain; people look for someone to blame. And so I think one answer to, for example, the blaming [of] immigrants for housing costs is to say, Well, if we fix the housing shortage such that people don't feel that scarcity, maybe we can avoid some of that.

I think the other sort of way I'd look at this is: In some senses, one of the most pro-immigrant things you could do is reduce the amount of chaos, right? So I think there's actually a sort of middle ground here where you could reduce a lot of the chaos at the border while expanding legal immigration in a way that keeps immigrants coming in but creates a more orderly process that people feel comfortable with. And you can actually get more positive sentiment as a result.

I just think what makes it difficult is the politics are almost perfectly aligned to make that difficult from happening. And it's been, you know--immigration reform is something that politicians have been talking about for more than 20 years now, and it hasn't happened.

Rosin: Well, that was really helpful. Roge, thank you so much for joining me today and talking about this.

Karma: Thank you so much for having me. It was a pleasure.

Rosin: This episode was produced by Kevin Townsend and edited by Claudine Ebeid. Rob Smierciak engineered, and Sara Krolewski fact-checked. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

My thanks to Ali Breland and Roge Karma for joining me. If you'd like to hear Roge go even deeper on the research into immigration's economic impact, you can hear him on another Atlantic podcast called Good on Paper. It's hosted by staff writer Jerusalem Demsas, and that episode is linked in the show notes.

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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Parents Are Gaming Their Kids' Credit Scores

Because of course they are.

by Michael Waters




Several years ago, Hannah Case decided to examine her personal credit history. Case, who was then a researcher at the Federal Reserve, hadn't gotten her first credit card until she was 22. But as she discovered when she saw her file, she'd apparently been spending responsibly since 14. After looking into how that could be, she learned that her parents had added her as an "authorized user" on their credit card. That made their spending and payment habits a part of her credit history too--and likely gave Case a starting credit score that was, as she recalls it, already "fairly high."

Credit scores are meant to be neutral measures of someone's financial reliability, but in practice, they're an easy way for some better-off families to give their children an early financial advantage. A range of services promise to help parents ensure that their kids enter adulthood armed with good scores. On TikTok, "generational wealth" influencers tout the benefits of authorized usership. Fintech start-ups, such as Greenlight and GoHenry, advise parents on establishing a credit history for their children. And financial institutions such as Austin Capital Bank promise to improve children's future credit scores with programs that allow parents to authorize the bank to take out and automatically repay loans in their child's name.

Read: Can the flaws in credit scoring be fixed?

Many parents are taking advantage of these tools. In a 2019 poll commissioned by the consumer-financial-advice website CreditCards.com, 8 percent of the roughly 1,500 American parents surveyed said that at least one of their minor children had a credit card--presumably through authorized usership, because kids under 18 can't get their own credit card. And data from TransUnion last year showed that nearly 700,000 22-to-24-year-olds had authorized-user accounts. Trying to build credit for kids who haven't graduated from high school isn't necessarily new. But as wages stagnate and homeownership slips out of reach, "financial well-being has become more complicated and more precarious for young adults," Ashley LeBaron-Black, a family-life professor at Brigham Young University, told me. "Parents recognize that, and are trying to prepare their kids."

These days, your score doesn't just determine your access to a credit card or a loan. It is your passkey to successful participation in society at large, influencing what job or apartment you can get and how much you might pay for car insurance or a security deposit. But not everyone is set up to receive a good score. Research on the topic is scant, but the scholars I spoke with told me that credit scores are closely tied to race and intergenerational wealth--specifically, who has a legacy of wealth in their family and who does not--and that the gap between who gets a good score and who doesn't can start forming when people are still young. Eighteen- to 20-year-olds from white-majority communities start out with credit scores 24 points higher than those from Black-majority communities, a report from the Urban Institute, a nonprofit research organization, found. (The paper didn't mention the affluence of those communities, but on average, white households are wealthier than Black ones.)

This disparity deepens as people get older. In 2021, Black Americans had a median credit score of 639, compared with 730 for white Americans and 752 for Asian Americans. (The maximum score is 850.) And another paper found that people in the lowest income bracket had an average credit score more than 150 points below that of their highest-earning peers. Credit scores are another way for "a lot of economic inequality, disparity, generational-wealth gaps to just be further encoded and passed on," Yeshimabeit Milner, the founder of the advocacy group Data for Black Lives, told me.

Calculating credit scores is complicated. Algorithms draw on a report that includes information about all of your financial accounts and loans, as well as any bankruptcies. Some factors, such as a long record of repaying debts on time, are associated with higher scores. Others, including a failure to meet payment deadlines or a short credit history, can nudge it down. For young people, this can mean that a good score might seem far-off. Most people in their early 20s will inherently have a short history; you can't even get a score until you're 18. But authorized usership lets you begin building your report early.

Read: An overlooked path to a financial fresh start

The mechanism, which the Federal Reserve Board introduced in 1975, was originally intended not for children, but for married women, who until the previous year hadn't been able to get their own credit cards. In an effort to ensure that these women's long spending and payment histories wouldn't be invisible, the Federal Reserve ruled that they could retroactively assume part of their husband's credit history. Inadvertently, this ruling also opened the door for some kids. Now two of the major credit bureaus, Experian and Equifax, recommend authorized usership as a way to improve your report, and FICO, the data-analytics company that produces the country's most popular credit-scoring algorithm, confirmed to me that being an authorized user "can help those who are new to credit start establishing a credit history." The company didn't specify how much of a difference it makes, but one study found that people across the age spectrum with short credit histories saw their score increase by 22.4 points after they were added as an authorized user.

Of course, authorized usership, like many of the most effective ways to build credit young, works only if one's parents have a high score; inheriting someone else's unpaid debts will hurt your report. Similarly, using a co-signer to get a good credit card, as 3.7 percent of young Americans do, is another option--but it's available only to those whose parents have strong credit histories. Case, the former Federal Reserve researcher, found that 18-to-20-year-olds with co-signed cards had scores nearly 50 points higher than those who opened accounts by themselves (though that may be in part because the co-signees also tended to come from wealthier census tracts). On their own, once kids turn 18, they can get what is known as a "secured" credit card by making an upfront cash deposit. But that does little to build their report compared with what "being an authorized user on an American Express gold card could ever do," Milner said.

Even though young adults' credit scores often dovetail closely with their parents' scores, many institutions treat credit scores as personal measures of financial savvy and character. "There's this idea out there that somehow your credit score is a marker of how responsible and moral of a person you are," Chi Chi Wu, a senior attorney at the National Consumer Law Center, told me. Hiring managers study credit reports to evaluate an applicant's ethics, and some short-lived dating apps even pledged to accept only users with high scores. In reality, however, your score does not reflect your virtuousness. It's easier for those with an economic cushion to meet payments, and harder for those without that wiggle room--especially if they have a lower credit score and are charged more for things such as car loans and home mortgages. "It's just a vicious cycle," Wu told me.

Many people probably don't think about all of this when they clear their credit-card balances each month. But Case's research background has prompted her to be more attentive to the ways in which credit scores shape who has access to the American economy and how much interest they must pay for the privilege. It's hard to trace the logic behind her credit experience (or anyone else's), because the whole system is opaque, she told me. She can't know how much of a boost being an authorized user gave her. What she does know is that she didn't have a problem getting her first credit card or passing her first landlord's credit check--hurdles that often hold back people with low or nonexistent credit scores. She may have just been starting out, but fair or not, she was already a step ahead.
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Trump Is Poised to Turn the DOJ Into His Personal Law Firm

The question the Senate confirmation process must address is whether the department's tradition of independence will be supplanted by a new value: loyalty.

by Bob Bauer




No president has ever attempted to do what Donald Trump now proposes to do--assemble a small team of former personal attorneys and install it at the highest levels of the Department of Justice. The president-elect first named lawyers who have represented him in recent years to the key positions of deputy attorney general, principal deputy attorney general, and solicitor general. Then, with the quick death of the Matt Gaetz nomination, he announced a new attorney-general nominee, Pam Bondi, who was a member of his legal defense team in the first impeachment. The Justice Department's responsibilities have always been subject to competing expectations: that it would keep politics out of law enforcement but, like other departments, would loyally serve the president in the implementation of his governing program. The results have been uneven, and at times disastrous, as with Richard Nixon and the Watergate scandal. But when problems arose, they were relatively localized: the product of poor appointments, or the failure of particular presidents in particular situations to respect institutional values and norms. What the DOJ faces now is different in kind: a vision of White House control achieved through the appointments of individuals the president has chosen because they have worked for him and demonstrated their loyalty. The pressing question now is whether these lawyers may be, as the president-elect likely hopes, the "president's lawyers" in more than one sense.

The DOJ's special status as "independent" is not provided for in the Constitution, but is also not solely a product of "norms" established in the post-Watergate era, as many standard accounts would have it. The office of attorney general was created by the Judiciary Act of 1789, and this context is meaningful. The attorney general's function, which involved rendering legal opinions and representing the United States before the Supreme Court, was perceived to be quasi-judicial. The Senate version of the bill even provided that the Court would appoint this officer. The final bill called for the attorney general to be a "meet [fit] person learned in the law." This language points clearly in the direction of expected professionalism, and historians have noted that legal opinions the attorney general rendered to executive-branch agencies were expected to be "impartial and judicial."

The department's history is not one of limitless glory, in which all attorneys general appointed to the office were the most "meet" and "learned." But the understanding was that this officer would perform up to some professional standard. Edward Bates, an attorney general in the Lincoln administration, famously stated, "The office I hold is not properly political, but strictly legal, and it is my duty, above all ministers of state, to uphold the law and resist all encroachments, from whatever quarter, of mere will and power." (Emphasis in the original.)

Read: Judge Cannon comes to Trump's aid, again

In 1870, the Department of Justice was established, and the attorney general became its leader. Following the Civil War, the government's legal work grew in volume and complexity, and much of it was hired out to costly private counsel. Additionally, various departments across the government hired their own legal representation, which resulted in a lack of consistency in the country's legal positions.

But there was another motivation: One scholar, Jed H. Shugerman of Fordham University, has noted that the use of outside counsel presented risks of "sycophancy, cronyism, and lawlessness." Reform-minded critics believed that a government department would enhance professionalism and efficiency, and therefore provide for the separation of law from politics in federal law administration and enforcement. It would stand for expertise and independence of judgment.

But because the DOJ was an executive department like many others, charged with supporting the president's policies and programs, tension persisted between professionalism and fidelity to the president's policy agenda--between "too little" and "too much" politics--and it has persisted to this day. "Too little" politics, and the president was denied a legitimate instrument for the achievement of his policy goals; "too much" politics, and the impartiality of law enforcement would be compromised.

Striking the right balance was always a challenge. Senator Alan Cranston of California, who was active in the debates after Watergate, acknowledged, "Even our best attorneys general have never been free from suspicions that because they are political appointees of the president, they will be loyal to him over any other call of duty." And presidents did not always go out of their way to make appointments likely to assuage these concerns. Dwight Eisenhower, Richard Nixon, and Ronald Reagan, for example, chose their attorneys general from the ranks of their campaign's senior officials. John F. Kennedy nominated a former campaign manager--who was also his brother, was only 35 years of age, and had never practiced law.

So, the tale is not just about Watergate. That scandal, which implicated (and led to the imprisonment of) numerous senior lawyers in the Nixon administration, launched a cycle of concern about the dangers of federal law enforcement conscripted into a president's personal and political (and, in Nixon's case, also illegal) projects. The Nixon lawyers violated law in support of a crude scheme and cover-up to aid the president's reelection effort. No plainer example of the contamination of law by politics might be imagined. But the "after action" analysis of what went wrong did not mark the advent of new norms, but instead another phase in the historic struggle to strike the balance between "two little" and "too much" politics.

The debate over this balance took a new direction when Sam Ervin, the former chair of the Senate Watergate committee, proposed legislation to turn the DOJ into an independent agency. Setting aside the constitutional question--whether the federal law-enforcement function could be entirely exempted from executive control--the proposal was found wanting on practical grounds. The president needed counsel of his own choice: The department legitimately owes the chief executive its principled fidelity to the achievement of the policy goals presumably mandated by the voters. Ervin held hearings on his proposal at which witnesses from both sides of the political divide testified against full DOJ independence from the president.

The testimony before Ervin's committee included the warning that an independent department would further empower the White House counsel, a position appointed by the president without Senate confirmation. Presidents looking to exercise more control over the legal affairs of their administration than an independent DOJ might allow could rely on the White House counsel as the key source of legal advice, right there in the West Wing. This senior staff lawyer could quickly become the de facto, shadowy head of what one critic of the plan, the former counsel to President Kennedy, termed "a little department of Justice." (Some of this came to pass anyway; the White House counsel would become highly influential in the president's legal affairs in many administrations, and critics have argued that the office has encroached on the attorney general's constitutional territory.) The American Bar Association came out against Ervin's proposal.

Eventually, the Ervin plan failed, as did others like it. Soon, the question was how to adjust the balance between politics and nonpartisanship, between a commitment to the president's governing program and independence in law-enforcement decisions. Congress passed a number of reforms designed to control the abuse of presidential power for improper political purposes, such as a 10-year term for the FBI director; restrictions on access to IRS records; the establishment of a special court to approve electronic law-enforcement surveillance; and the creation, in 1978, of the post of inspector general at agencies across the government, including at the DOJ. Additionally, in the years since Watergate, presidential administrations have routinely established policies restricting their staff's communications with the Department of Justice in order to, as the version from the Biden White House puts it, "ensure that DOJ exercises its investigatory and prosecutorial functions free from the fact or appearance of improper political influence."

But even with reforms, much will always depend on the quality of appointments to the DOJ's top positions. Daniel J. Meador, a former assistant attorney general and respected legal scholar, concluded that "in the end it is the individual occupying the office that will determine, more than anything else, whether an 'incompatible marriage' [between politics and law enforcement] is consummated or prevented in the administration of federal justice." The American Bar Association concurred, arguing that the confirmation process for an attorney general "should assume the same importance" as that for a nominee to the Supreme Court.

David A. Graham: Trump's DOJ was more dangerous than we knew

Some post-Watergate presidents have chosen judges or lawyers with extensive department or law-enforcement experience to serve as attorney general; others have selected those with whom they've had a personal or political connection. A number of presidents appointed AGs from the senior ranks of their political campaign's advisers, including their campaign managers.

But Trump has set himself apart from even these predecessors, viewing the Department of Justice in the most personal of terms as his own. He has not bought into the goal of a quasi-independent DOJ. He has openly questioned why he should not have complete control over the department. This is, he proclaims, his "absolute right." He expects "loyalty" from his staff and appointments, the DOJ included, and the loyalty he apparently has in mind is the unhampered variety modeled by his personal counsel of many years, Roy Cohn. As Trump put it, Cohn "was vicious to others in his protection of me." The loyalty owed to him, particularly from his lawyers, was what he understands to be "protection." When his first attorney general, Jeff Sessions, previously co-chair of his 2016 presidential campaign, recused himself from all matters involving the campaign, including the investigation into Russian ties, Trump reportedly raged at him that his AG was supposed to protect him. The recusal, therefore, constituted an act of personal betrayal and not, as Sessions viewed it, a decision necessarily reached after consultation with senior DOJ officials.

Trump's intent to nominate multiple members of his personal legal team--lawyers whose loyalty has been tested in attorney-client relationships of keenest importance to the client--indicates that he is looking to seal in the personal protection he was denied in his prior term. In recognizing the danger here, it is not necessary to minimize or dismiss the professional qualities and accomplishments of all the lawyers he has chosen. Some (Todd Blanche and Emil Bove) have criminal law-enforcement experience. The nominee for solicitor general (D. John Sauer) has had clerkships and other experiences shared by many leading appellate advocates. But, if confirmed, these lawyers would come to their positions on the basis of their close and recent service to the president-elect as his personal counsel. And these officials may be working under Pam Bondi, who also participated in the president's personal legal defense in his first term. This would be a consequential shift in the understanding of where the line ought to lie between "too little" and "too much" distance between the DOJ and the White House.

Presidents anxious to have loyal support from lawyers close to them have put their hopes in the White House counsel rather than a politically vetted, personally loyal corps of DOJ officials, and placed those to whom they were close in that role. One former DOJ official, the late Justice Antonin Scalia, put the point in mild terms when he characterized White House counsels as sources of "permissive and congenial advice."

The Trump nominations represent an incoming president's choice to take a more direct route to that advice. There is a far higher risk that the president will expect from these government lawyers the loyalty a client believes is owed by personal counsel. White House counsels have no power other than the opportunity to advise on the law, and certainly none to initiate investigations or prosecutions. Attorneys general, and those supporting them at the most senior levels of the DOJ, have broad authority and discretion in law enforcement.

Reagan selected a personal attorney, William French Smith, as attorney general, and this choice drew attention--as well as very specific assurances from the nominee. Asked during his Senate confirmation process whether this history of professional service would compromise his impartiality, Smith began by minimizing the extent of his role as Reagan's personal lawyer--evidently in the belief that it was best downplayed: "Actually, although I have been referred to as the president's personal attorney, that relationship probably has been the least significant aspect of my relationship with him." He then committed to a comprehensive recusal policy:

I would have to be very conscious of situations where it could appear that because of that relationship, a problem might be created. Certainly, if a situation arises involving the president or a member of his family or others in a sensitive situation, I would recuse myself from participating or handling any aspect which might develop out of that situation.


Recusals at the Department of Justice, considered in consultation with career ethics advisers, are not uncommon. The test, as Sessions stated in his own recusal, is a broad one, applicable to any matter in which an official's "impartiality might reasonably be questioned." Attorneys general have recused themselves when a former aide was involved in an inquiry, or an adult child was defense counsel to an officer of a firm under investigation, or the CEO of such a company had made a contribution to a political campaign the attorney general had run some two years before. In the case of Trump's senior DOJ nominees, the recusal issues are plainly presented by their recent and extensive personal attorney-client relationship with the president-elect. Among those issues are these lawyers' potential future involvement in plans Trump has announced for "de-politicizing" the department, and, relatedly, potentially advising on his interest in retribution directed against political enemies. In both cases, a source, if not the main source, of Trump's concerns and plans is the criminal prosecutions in which these lawyers were his defense counsel. How recusal requirements play out for these lawyers remains to be determined--recusals are fact-specific--but numerous questions might develop about whether they can advise on changes to DOJ programs and policies that the president might be considering.

Another question for these nominees is their commitment, beyond appropriate recusals, to other tools and procedures in place at the department to protect against abuse of investigative and prosecutorial power. The risk of abuse is by no means conjectural. Even if Trump and his supporters could reasonably point to problems in the conduct of federal law enforcement, he has never stopped there, instead threatening retaliation in extreme terms against political adversaries. The president is not barred in any way from communicating his expectations directly and freely to DOJ officials about his retaliatory impulses or designs, and, as the Supreme Court recently held, he will be fully immunized from any legal consequences.

How, then, will these nominees manage the unique pressures they face--in which the president's perception of their loyalty is grounded in service to him as personal counsel? At the least in the case of the solicitor general designate, John Sauer, the signs so far are not encouraging. On December 27, as personal counsel to President-elect Trump, he filed a brief with the Supreme Court in the pending TikTok case. The Court is preparing to decide whether Congress may constitutionally ban the platform's domestic operations unless, by January 19, 2025, it arranges by divestments to end Chinese-government control. Sauer argues that the Court should take action to prevent the ban from going into effect, giving time for Trump to take office and resolve the issue through some unspecified form of negotiated settlement. The nominee's personal representation of Trump in a case involving his second-term presidency is sufficiently troubling, but his brief also brims over with adulatory language about Trump's personal skills and successes: his "consummate dealmaking expertise," his "resoundingly successful social-media platform, Truth Social," his "first Term ... highlighted by a series of policy triumphs achieved through historical deals."

David A. Graham: Aileen Cannon is who critics feared she was

This is the lawyer acting as a publicist, or perhaps just bending far in the direction of the personal client's desire for plaudits--hardly the right posture for someone soon to come before the Senate for confirmation as the senior DOJ official to represent the United States in the federal courts. Even The Wall Street Journal, far from unfriendly to the new administration, flinched: "The SG isn't supposed to be Mr. Trump's personal attorney, and Mr. Sauer's brief won't help his credibility with the Justices if he is confirmed by the Senate. We trust the Justices will ignore this amicus sophistry."

In the confirmation process, Sauer should be questioned about this choice of representation and what it suggests, or doesn't, about his view of the solicitor general's role. And all the nominees from the president's personal legal team should be examined on their understanding of and commitment to other procedures and policies now in place at the DOJ to protect the appropriate degree of independence and impartiality. For example, what are these nominees' view of the department's Domestic Investigations and Operations Guide (DIOG), which applies to "sensitive investigative matters" such as those involving a political official or political party, or a political ally or adversary of the president? The guide's stated purpose is to "ensure that all investigative and intelligence collection activities are conducted within Constitutional and statutory parameters and that civil liberties and privacy are protected." Also, in the past, the DOJ has adopted, and formally communicated to Congress, the position that politically motivated prosecution decisions might violate federal obstruction-of-justice law. Underlying this view is the department's embrace of the principle that "undue sensitivity to politics" is inconsistent with "fairness and justice" and that "partisan political considerations [should] play no role in ... law enforcement decisions." In the upcoming confirmation proceedings, senators should ask for the nominees' perspective on these principles and their conscientious application.

The hope now should be for a serious confirmation process in which these fundamental institutional stakes, not purely partisan differences, should be front and center. All too often in recent years, the debate over institutional questions of this kind has become a referendum on Trump himself. This is not altogether avoidable: These are Trump's nominees, reflecting Trump's plans for the presidency and for the DOJ, and the parties are deeply divided on his politics and governing program. But if the debate is framed in the simplest terms--for or against Trump--the larger implications for the institution of the Department of Justice will recede into the background, if they are not lost entirely, and the prospect for responsible bipartisan deliberation will be lost. The public deserves better than that.
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The Payoff of TV's Most Awaited Crossover

<em>Abbott Elementary</em> and <em>It's Always Sunny in Philadelphia</em> don't have much common ground. That's why their collaboration felt fresh.

by Hannah Giorgis




On Abbott Elementary, celebrity sightings are as common as a back-to-school flu outbreak or drama with the PTA. The show's Season 2 premiere kicked off with the spunky second-grade teacher Janine Teagues (played by Quinta Brunson) trying to surprise Abbott students with an appearance from "the only celebrity that matters": Gritty, the internet-famous mascot for the Philadelphia Flyers. In Season 3, Bradley Cooper joined a class for show-and-tell, the Philadelphia Eagles star Jalen Hurts tried to help a teacher's boyfriend propose, and Questlove DJed a party in the school gym.

As on many a network sitcom, Abbott's celebrity cameos tend to involve the stars playing themselves, with some embellished biographical details to sweeten their stories. (Questlove, for example, claimed that he and Allen Iverson both credit their illustrious careers to Abbott's principal, who happens to be one of their closest friends.) Now, midway through its fourth season, Abbott has found a clever way to continue celebrating that hometown pride--and expand the show's comedic arsenal. The latest episode taps some of Philly's most well-known fictional personalities, using their outlandish antics to draw out a bit more edge from Abbott's plucky educators.

In tonight's episode, the main characters of It's Always Sunny in Philadelphia saunter into the public school and invigorate the mockumentary by stirring up chaos. Anyone familiar with the long-running FX sitcom about a group of bartenders knows that the Sunny protagonists don't belong anywhere near an elementary-school campus. Throughout its 16 seasons, the most of any live-action American comedy series, It's Always Sunny has been a riotous, foul-mouthed chronicle of escalating misbehavior from a gang of total miscreants. The loosely plotted sitcom has followed the Paddy's Pub slackers through outrageous, ill-conceived schemes that almost always reveal just how craven they are: They've smoked crack in an attempt to exploit the welfare system, siphoned gas to sell door-to-door, and outlined some deeply concerning strategies for picking up women.

Suffice it to say, none of them is getting invited to speak at a commencement ceremony or Career Day. By contrast, most of the strangers who've popped up at Abbott over the years, whether they're district bureaucrats or local businesspeople, at least pretend to have altruistic motives. When these visitors cause issues for the school, it's usually due to incompetence, negligence, or an easily resolved misunderstanding. And of course, there's generally a moral at the end of the story--the kind of humorous, heartfelt fare that makes Abbott so beloved as family viewing.

Read: Abbott Elementary lets Black kids be kids

But things go awry almost immediately after the Sunny squad shows up in "Volunteers," the first of two planned crossover episodes. The gang arrives at Abbott under the guise of offering the overworked educators some much needed help from the local school district. Instead, Mac (Rob McElhenney), Charlie (Charlie Day), Dennis (Glenn Howerton), Frank (Danny DeVito), and Deandra (Kaitlin Olson) quickly discover that there are documentary cameras rolling at Abbott, prompting the superlatively toxic Dennis to excuse himself because he knows "quite a bit about filming and consent." The others stick around, acting slightly more buttoned-up than usual because they know they're being recorded, but they're still too abrasive to fit in. They admit that they're there only to satisfy the community-service requirements of a court order, and in response to one teacher calling them criminals, ask whether it's really a "crime" to dump 100 gallons of baby oil, 500 Paddy's Pub T-shirts, and a Cybertruck in the Schuylkill River.

These kinds of ludicrous scenarios are par for the course on Sunny, but they strain the boundaries of the malfeasance we usually see from Abbott characters. For the educators, that creates an amusing challenge: The Sunny gang isn't a pack of wayward teenagers waiting for an understanding mentor to show them the light, and their moral failures can't be rehabilitated with a pep talk. No earnest, well-articulated argument for the importance of early-childhood education will make characters like these abandon their selfishness, and the unexpected dose of cynicism gives Abbott's formula an intriguing mid-season shake-up--a nice wrinkle, considering how many network sitcoms begin to feel repetitive the longer they stay on the air.

Take the drama caused by Deandra, or "Sweet Dee." This episode finds the lone woman in the main Sunny crew initially bonding with Janine while volunteering in her classroom: Dee praises Janine in front of the second graders after the two women realize they both attended the University of Pennsylvania. But their camaraderie takes a hit when Dee starts lusting after Gregory (Tyler James Williams), Janine's fellow teacher--and, after a lengthy will-they-won't-they storyline, also her boyfriend. When Janine tells Dee that she's in a relationship with Gregory, the Sunny transplant is undeterred: "You're good if I take a spin though, yeah?" It's the first time Janine's encountered a real romantic foil on the series, and as the conflict plays out, Dee's brash flirting style forces Janine to acknowledge her fears about the relationship. These scenes offer Janine, easily the most childlike of the teachers, an opportunity to grow by facing the tension head-on--a feat made easier by her having a farcical villain in Dee.

Abbott will never be the kind of show where the main cast routinely has to fend off mean-spirited romantic sabotage or keep tabs on a man who gives off serious Andrew Tate vibes. After the volunteers slink back to Paddy's, the most shiftless person on campus will once again be Principal Coleman (Janelle James), whose ineptitude and vanity don't prevent her from advocating for the students from time to time. Still, the Sunny crossover episode marks a compelling chapter in Abbott's evolution. The series has stayed family-friendly thanks to its educational setting, showcasing the comic talents of both its students and teachers. But Abbott is now proving itself adept at something different too: comedy with a real bite, even if it's not in service of teaching a lesson.
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A Virtual Cell Is a 'Holy Grail' of Science. It's Getting Closer.

Large language models may unlock a new and valuable type of research.

by Matteo Wong




The human cell is a miserable thing to study. Tens of trillions of them exist in the body, forming an enormous and intricate network that governs every disease and metabolic process. Each cell in that circuit is itself the product of an equally dense and complex interplay among genes, proteins, and other bits of profoundly small biological machinery.



Our understanding of this world is hazy and constantly in flux. As recently as a few years ago, scientists thought there were only a few hundred distinct cell types, but new technologies have revealed thousands (and that's just the start). Experimenting in this microscopic realm can be a kind of guesswork; even success is frequently confounding. Ozempic-style drugs were thought to act on the gut, for example, but might turn out to be brain drugs, and Viagra was initially developed to treat cardiovascular disease.



Speeding up cellular research could yield tremendous things for humanity--new medicines and vaccines, cancer treatments, even just a deeper understanding of the elemental processes that shape our lives. And it's beginning to happen. Scientists are now designing computer programs that may unlock the ability to simulate human cells, giving researchers the ability to predict the effect of a drug, mutation, virus, or any other change in the body, and in turn making physical experiments more targeted and likelier to succeed. Inspired by large language models such as ChatGPT, the hope is that generative AI can "decode the language of biology and then speak the language of biology," Eric Xing, a computer scientist at Carnegie Mellon University and the president of Mohamed bin Zayed University of Artificial Intelligence, in the United Arab Emirates, told me.



Much as a chatbot can discern style and perhaps even meaning from huge volumes of written language, which it then uses to construct humanlike prose, AI could in theory be trained on huge quantities of biological data to extract key information about cells or even entire organisms. This would allow researchers to create virtual models of the many, many cells within the body--and act upon them. "It's the holy grail of biology," Emma Lundberg, a cell biologist at Stanford, told me. "People have been dreaming about it for years and years and years."



These grandiose claims--about so ambiguous and controversial a technology as generative AI, no less--may sound awfully similar to self-serving prophesies from tech executives: OpenAI's Sam Altman, Google DeepMind's Demis Hassabis, and Anthropic's Dario Amodei have all declared that their AI products will soon revolutionize medicine.



If generative AI does make good on such visions, however, the result may look something like the virtual cell that Xing, Lundberg, and others have been working toward. (Last month, they published a perspective in Cell on the subject. Xing has taken the idea a step further, co-authoring several papers about the possibility that such virtual cells could be combined into an "AI-driven digital organism"--a simulation of an entire being.) Even in these early days--scientists told me that this approach, if it proves workable, may take 10 or 100 years to fully realize--it's a demonstration that the technology's ultimate good may come not from chatbots, but from something much more ambitious.



Efforts to create a virtual cell did not begin with the arrival of large language models. The first modern attempts, back in the 1990s, involved writing equations and code to describe every molecule and interaction. This approach yielded some success, and the first whole-cell model, of a bacteria species, was eventually published in 2012. But it hasn't worked for human cells, which are more complicated--scientists lack a deep enough understanding to imagine or write all of the necessary equations, Lundberg said.



The issue is not that there isn't any relevant information. Over the past 20 years, new technologies have produced a trove of genetic-sequence and microscope data related to human cells. The problem is that the corpus is so large and complex that no human could possibly make total sense of it. But generative AI, which works by extracting patterns from huge amounts of data with minimal human instructions, just might. "We're at this tipping point" for AI in biology, Eran Segal, a computational biologist at the Weizmann Institute of Science and a collaborator of Xing's, told me. "All the stars aligned, and we have all the different components: the data, the compute, the modeling."



Scientists have already begun using generative AI in a growing number of disciplines. For instance, by analyzing years of meteorological records or quantum-physics measurements, an AI model might reliably predict the approach of major storms or how subatomic particles behave, even if scientists can't say why the predictions are accurate. The ability to explain is being replaced by the ability to predict, human discovery supplanted by algorithmic faith. This may seem counterintuitive (if scientists can't explain something, do they really understand it?) and even terrifying (what if a black-box algorithm trusted to predict floods misses one?). But so far, the approach has yielded significant results.



Read: Science is becoming less human



"The big turning point in the space was six years ago," Ziv Bar-Joseph, a computational biologist at Carnegie Mellon University and the head of research and development and computational sciences at Sanofi, told me. In 2018--before the generative-AI boom--Google DeepMind released AlphaFold, an AI algorithm that functionally "solved" a long-standing problem in molecular biology: how to discern the three-dimensional structure of a protein from the list of amino acids it is made of. Doing so for a single protein used to take a human years of experimenting, but in 2022, just four years after its initial release, AlphaFold predicted the structure of 200 million of them, nearly every protein known to science. The program is already advancing drug discovery and fundamental biological research, which won its creators a Nobel Prize this past fall.



The program's success inspired researchers to design so-called foundation models for other building blocks of biology, such as DNA and RNA. Inspired by how chatbots predict the next word in a sentence, many of these foundation models are trained to predict what comes next in a biological sequence, such as the next set of As, Ts, Gs, and Cs that make up a strand of DNA, or the next amino acid in a protein. Generative AI's value extends beyond straightforward prediction, however. As they analyze text, chatbots develop abstract mathematical maps of language based on the relationships between words. They assign words and sentences coordinates on those maps, known as "embeddings": In one famous example, the distance between the embeddings of queen and king is the same as that between woman and man, suggesting that the program developed some internal notion of gender roles and royalty. Basic, if flawed, capacities for mathematics, logical reasoning, and persuasion seem to emerge from this word prediction.



Many AI researchers believe that the basic understanding reflected in these embeddings is what allows chatbots to effectively predict words in a sentence. This same idea could be of use in biological foundation models as well. For instance, to accurately predict a sequence of nucleotides or amino acids, an algorithm might need to develop internal, statistical approximations of how those nucleotides or amino acids interact with one another, and even how they function in a cell or an organism.



Although these biological embeddings--essentially a long list of numbers--are on their own meaningless to people, the numbers can be fed into other, simpler algorithms that extract latent "meaning" from them. The embeddings from a model designed to understand the structure of DNA, for instance, could be fed into another program that predicts DNA function, cell type, or the effect of genetic mutations. Instead of having a separate program for every DNA- or protein-related task, a foundation model can address many at once, and several such programs have been published over the past two years.



Take scGPT, for example. This program was designed to predict bits of RNA in a cell, but it has succeeded in predicting cell type, the effects of genetic alterations, and more. "It turns out by just predicting next gene tokens, scGPT is able to really understand the basic concept of what is a cell," Bo Wang, one of the programs' creators and a biologist at the University of Toronto, told me. The latest version of AlphaFold, published last year, has exhibited far more general capabilities--it can predict the structure of biological molecules other than proteins as well as how they interact. Ideally, the technology will make experiments more efficient and targeted by systematically exploring hypotheses, allowing scientists to physically test only the most promising or curiosity-inducing. Wang, a co-author on the Cell perspective, hopes to build even more general foundation models for cellular biology.



The language of biology, if such a thing exists, is far more complicated than any human tongue. All the components and layers of a cell affect one another, and scientists hope that composing various foundation models creates something greater than the sum of their parts--like combining an engine, a hull, landing gear, and other parts into an airplane. "Eventually it's going to all come together into one big model," Stephen Quake, the head of science at the Chan Zuckerberg Initiative (CZI) and a lead author of the virtual-cell perspective, told me. (CZI--a philanthropic organization focused on scientific advancement that was co-founded by Priscilla Chan and her husband, Mark Zuckerberg--has been central in many of these recent efforts; in March, it held a workshop focused on AI in cellular biology that led to the publication of the perspective in Cell, and last month, the group announced a new set of resources dedicated to virtual-cell research, which includes several AI models focused on cell biology.)



In other words, the idea is that algorithms designed for DNA, RNA, gene expression, protein interactions, cellular organization, and so on might constitute a virtual cell if put together in the right way. "How we get there is a little unclear right now, but I'm confident it will," Quake said. But not everyone shares his enthusiasm.



Across contexts, generative AI has a persistent problem: Researchers and enthusiasts see a lot of potential that may not always work out in practice. The LLM-inspired approach of predicting genes, amino acids, or other such biological elements in a sequence, as if human cells and bodies were sentences and libraries, is in its "very early days," Quake said. Xing likened his and similar virtual-cell research to having a "GPT-1" moment, referencing an early proof-of-concept program that eventually led to ChatGPT.



Although using deep-learning algorithms to analyze huge amounts of data is promising, the quest for more and more universal solutions struck some researchers I spoke with as well-intentioned but unrealistic. The foundation-model approach in Xing's AI-driven digital organisms, for instance, suggests "a little too much faith in the AI methods," Steven Salzberg, a biomedical engineer at Johns Hopkins University, told me. He's skeptical that such generalist programs will be more useful than bespoke AI models such as AlphaFold, which are tailored to concrete, well-defined biological problems such as protein folding. Predicting genes in a sequence didn't strike Salzberg as an obviously useful biological goal. In other words, perhaps there is no unifying language of biology--in which case no embedding can capture every relevant bit of biological information.

Read: We're entering uncharted territory for math

More important than AlphaFold's approach, perhaps, was that it reliably and resoundingly beat other, state-of-the-art protein-folding algorithms. But for now, "the jury is still out on these cell-based models," Bar-Joseph, the CMU biologist, said. Researchers have to prove how well their simulations work. "Experiment is the ultimate arbiter of truth," Quake told me--if a foundation model predicts the shape of a protein, the degree of a gene's expression, or the effects of a mutation, but actual experiments produce confounding results, the model needs reworking.



Even with working foundation models, the jump from individual programs to combining them into full-fledged cells is a big one. Scientists haven't figured out all of the necessary models, let alone how to assemble them. "I haven't seen a good application where all these different models come together," Bar-Joseph said, though he is optimistic. And although there are a lot of data for researchers to begin with, they will need to collect far more moving forward. "The key challenge is still data," Wang said. For example, many of today's premier cellular data sets don't capture change over time, which is a part of every biological process, and might not be applicable to specific scientific problems, such as predicting the effects of a new drug on a rare disease. Right now, the field isn't entirely sure which data to collect next. "We have sequence data; we have image data," Lundberg said. "But do we really know which data to generate to reach the virtual cell? I don't really think we do."



In the near term, the way forward might not be foundation models that "understand" DNA or cells in the abstract, but instead programs tailored to specific queries. Just as there isn't one human language, there may not be a unified language of biology, either. "More than a universal system, the first step will be in developing a large number of AI systems that solve specific problems," Andrea Califano, a computational biologist at Columbia and the president of the Chan Zuckerberg Biohub New York, and another co-author of the Cell perspective, told me. Even if such a language of biology exists, aiming for something so universal could also be so difficult as to waste resources when simpler, targeted programs would more immediately advance research and improve patients' lives.



Scientists are trying anyway. Every level of ambition in the quest to bring the AI revolution to cell biology--whether modeling of entire organisms, single cells, or single processes within a cell--emerges from the same hope: to let virtual simulations, rather than physical experiments, lead the way. Experiments may always be the arbiters of truth, but computer programs will determine which experiments to carry out, and inform how to set them up. At some point, humans may no longer be making discoveries so much as verifying the work of algorithms--constructing biological laboratories to confirm the prophecies of silicon.
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The Palisades Were Waiting to Burn

Fire becomes a year-round danger when Southern California is this dry.

by Zoe Schlanger




As Santa Ana winds whipped sheets of embers over the Pacific Coast Highway in Southern California last night, the palm trees along the beach in the Pacific Palisades ignited like torches scaled for gods. The high school was burning. Soon, the grounds around the Getty Villa were too. The climate scientist Daniel Swain went live on his YouTube channel, warning that this fire would get worse before it got better. The winds, already screaming, would speed up. Tens of thousands of people were fleeing as he spoke. Sunset Boulevard was backed up; ash rained down on drivers as they exited their cars to escape on foot. A bulldozer parted the sea of abandoned cars to let emergency vehicles pass.



The hills were ready to burn. It's January, well past the time of year when fire season in Southern California is supposed to end. But in this part of the semi-arid chaparral called Los Angeles, fire season can now be any time.



Drought had begun to bear down by the time the fires started. A wetter season is supposed to begin around October, but no meaningful amount of rain has fallen since May. Then came a record-breaking hot summer. The land was now drier than in almost any year since recordkeeping began. Grasses and sagebrush that had previously greened in spring rains dried to a crisp and stayed that way, a perfect buffet of fuel for a blaze to feast on. As The Atlantic wrote last summer, California's fire luck of the past two years had run out. "You'd have to go to the late 1800s to see this dry of a start to the rainy season," Glen MacDonald, a geography professor at UCLA, told me.



Then the colder months brought the Santa Ana winds: stuff of legend, the strong downslope gusts that suck humidity out of the air, if there was any to begin with. This time, the winds were stronger than average, too. A parched landscape; crisp-dried vegetation; strong, hot winds: "The gun was loaded," MacDonald said. And it was pointed at Pacific Palisades.



MacDonald studies climate change and wildfires, and he has published a paper with colleagues projecting that the wildfire season in Southern California would, on average, start earlier and last longer in the future, thanks to human-driven climate warming. The lengthier the season, the greater the probability that a fire-weather day would overlap with a Santa Ana-wind day, or a day when someone happened to ignite a fire--more than 90 percent of fires in Southern California are sparked by human activity, he said.



Last night, he watched an example of his work unfold in real time. He could see smoke rising off the Palisades Fire from his house in Thousand Oaks. He had important documents in bags, just in case he and his family had to evacuate. In a dry year, he told me, the concept of fire season no longer applied in Southern California: "You can have a fire any month of the year."



This morning, a second and third major fire are pressing toward more suburban zones where people are now evacuating. The Los Angeles mayor has told the city to brace for more. Altogether, more than 5,000 acres have burned already, and an unknown number of structures along with them. Schools are closing this morning, and Los Angeles health officials warned of unhealthy air, directing people to wear masks outdoors and keep windows closed as smoke and soot blanketed some parts of the city.



As he watched the smoke, MacDonald said he had colleagues at the university who lived in the active fire zone. He hoped they were all right; he texted them, knowing that they may not respond for a while. He'd evacuated from the Woolsey Fire in 2018, which burned nearly 100,000 acres and destroyed some 1,600 buildings, including some of his neighbors' homes. I asked what it was like to study the future of fire in California while living it. "It makes the work more immediate," he said. "It gives you a sense of unease. As the summer ends and you know you're dried out, you look around you at things you own, and you think, This could just be ashes."
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When Poets Face Death

Their later works have a peculiar power.

by Walt Hunter




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.


Early-career poetry poses tantalizing questions: How did this poet start off so terribly--and end up so good? Or, more rarely: How did they start off so good--and get so much better? But a writer's final works are compelling for a different reason: They offer not a preview or a draft, but an opportunity to reflect, sometimes with a critical eye, on past ideas and commitments.

The American poet Wallace Stevens published his last work in The Atlantic in April 1955, four months before he died of stomach cancer. "July Mountain" is an homage to Vermont in the summer--surprising, perhaps, for this poet with a "mind of winter." It's also a digest, in 10 lines, of Stevens's lifelong preoccupations, and a clear expression of his desire to make order out of a chaotic, suffocating world. Like many poems shadowed by mortality, "July Mountain" has what the late literary critic Helen Vendler called "binocular vision," focused on both life and death. This, according to Vendler, is the peculiar power of a poet's final works.

Knowing the end was near, Stevens wanted to look at things as a whole to understand how the parts of his life fit together. The poem starts by describing life as a messy, mixed-up place, which he calls, metaphorically, a "constellation / Of patches and of pitches." Nothing belongs where it is; everything is held together like a quilt, or a cacophony of sounds.

Stevens is hardly alone in his poetic end-of-life musings. His contemporary, the Irish poet W. B. Yeats, wrote ruefully about his waning poetic powers in "The Circus Animal's Desertion," published in The Atlantic in January 1939, the month of his death at age 73. In this apocalyptic depiction of writer's block, Yeats, who frequently wrote about people he knew, stares at a blank page, desperate for a topic.

He worries that his poetry has reduced the real people in his life--such as the Irish revolutionary Maud Gonne--to circus animals, and he looks back on his Nobel Prize-winning poetry with a shudder: "Players and painted stage took all my love / And not those things that they were emblems of." But in the process of revisiting and renouncing his favorite images, Yeats constructed an exquisite, moving piece of verse--and a kind of exorcism, too, which left him, in the poem's memorable final image, with the "foul rag and bone shop of the heart."

Late poems like Yeats's make unexpected gestures of renewal, even as they acknowledge that things are swiftly coming to an end. Nikki Giovanni, who died last month at age 81, ruminated on her legacy in "The Coal Cellar." The poem, published in The Atlantic in 2021, follows Giovanni down to her grandparents' cellar, in Knoxville, Tennessee. (Her poem extends a long tradition of poems that take place underground, though this is the only one I can think of that is set in an Appalachian cellar.) Giovanni's guide is her grandmother, who uncovers a box with a blackened sterling-silver spoon and fork belonging to her great-grandmother, the "first person born free."

The poem asks a binocular question: What has the poet inherited? And what might others inherit from her words? For Giovanni, the gift isn't something material:

Maybe not a big bank account or trust fund
 And certainly not any property but I inherited
 A morning and a great deal of knowledge
 In a cold coal cellar
 With my grandmother


What she brings up from the cellar is a promise to her grandmother to polish the silver, a commitment to carry the knowledge of the past. In an essay published shortly after Giovanni's death, my colleague Jenisha Watts wrote that the poet "saw her knowledge and experience as things she wanted to pass along, so that others might be able to speak after she was gone."

The challenge of a late poem is to find a symbol like Giovanni's--silver, retrieved from a coal cellar--that helps the poet frame or englobe their life. In the last two lines of "July Mountain," Stevens comes up with the perfect solution: a view from a mountain, where the climber can face death with awe and astonishment at the way a life "throws itself" together, like a landscape seen, at last, from the highest point.

The ending of his poem isn't sad or melancholy, but it is final (we can't climb any higher) and a little resigned (we are spectators of what our life has become, and perhaps we were spectators, with partial views, all along). Yet the image that remains is one of abundance and wonder--at the sudden panoramic view of Vermont in the summer, as though everything that was the past is here again at once, while the eyes take in the canopy of green, the color of beginning.
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Why Poor American Kids Are So Likely to Become Poor Adults

Most scholarship on the subject focuses on conditions during childhood. But government support during adulthood plays the biggest role.

by Zach Parolin




Children born into poverty are far more likely to remain poor in adulthood in the United States than in other wealthy countries. Why?

The stickiness of poverty in the U.S. challenges the self-image of a country that prides itself on upward mobility. Most scholarship on the issue tends, logically enough, to focus on conditions during childhood, including the role of government income transfers in promoting children's development. These studies have yielded important insights, but they overlook one major reason why poverty in the U.S. is so much stickier than in peer countries: Americans born into poverty receive far less government support during their adulthood.

In a new study published in Nature Human Behaviour, my co-authors (Gosta Esping-Andersen, Rafael Pintro-Schmitt, and Peter Fallesen) and I quantify the persistence of poverty from childhood to adulthood in the U.S. We find that child poverty in the U.S. is more than four times as likely to lead to adult poverty than in Denmark and Germany, and more than twice as likely than in the United Kingdom and Australia. These findings hold across multiple measures of poverty.

We also sought to understand why poverty is so much more persistent in the U.S., using more complete data on household incomes than past studies have generally used. Studies focused on the U.S. have found that strong social networks, high-quality neighborhoods, and access to higher education all facilitate social mobility, yet these factors also matter in other wealthy countries where mobility is notably higher. When it comes to upward mobility from childhood poverty, what separates the U.S. from the U.K., Australia, Germany, and Denmark is a robust set of public investments to reduce poverty's lingering consequences for adults who were born to disadvantaged families. We calculate that if the U.S. were to adopt the tax-and-transfer generosity of its peer countries, the cycle of American poverty could decline by more than one-third.

Annie Lowrey: The case for spending way more on babies

Imagine a resident of the U.S. and a resident of Denmark who each grew up spending, say, half of their childhood in poverty. Our study finds that both children will be less likely to pursue higher education or work full-time in adulthood compared with children who didn't grow up poor. But the Dane is more likely to receive unemployment benefits, means-tested income support, or a child allowance and is therefore far less likely to live in poverty as an adult. This tax-and-transfer insurance effect--or the role of the state in reducing adult disadvantages that stem from childhood poverty--matters more than other oft-studied characteristics, such as parental education or marital status, in shaping the U.S. disadvantage compared with peer nations.

We were surprised by some factors that did not explain the U.S.'s outlier status--in particular, the role of racial discrimination. We and others have documented how historic and ongoing discrimination affects racial differences in poverty rates. But racial discrimination does not appear to explain why poor children in the U.S. are so much likelier to also be poor adults. Black Americans are much more likely than white Americans to experience childhood poverty, but the white children who do grow up poor are just as likely to be poor in adulthood.

We were also struck by the fact that, when it comes to escaping childhood poverty, the differences between the U.S. and its peer countries are much larger than the differences between places within the U.S. As the economist Raj Chetty and his co-authors have shown, growing up in a high-mobility city such as San Jose, California, confers significant long-term benefits compared with growing up in a low-mobility city such as Charlotte, North Carolina. Our study reveals, however, that even in the most economically mobile places in the U.S., poverty is stickier from childhood to adulthood than it is in the U.K., Australia, Denmark, or Germany.

Roge Karma: A baffling academic feud over income inequality

It might seem tautological to say that poor American children would be less likely to be poor as adults if the government gave them more money. But Americans still tend to treat the distribution of government benefits as a symptom of economic deprivation rather than a potential solution to it. Many academic studies of intergenerational disadvantage have used welfare benefits as a direct proxy of poverty. Our study, in contrast, emphasizes that receipt of well-designed government transfers can directly reduce the persistence of poverty. As recent proof of this claim, Americans do not even need to look abroad. In 2021, the expanded child tax credit brought the U.S. poverty rate to its lowest level ever recorded and had the American welfare state temporarily reducing poverty at the rate of Norway's. After the benefit expansions expired in 2022, poverty and food hardship predictably increased. Evidence from the other high-income countries in our study suggests that the U.S.'s return to a more restrictive and targeted welfare state is unlikely to promote upward mobility from poverty.

Some people might argue that self-sufficiency--giving people the means to overcome poverty without government income assistance--should be the aim of government policy. That is a defensible perspective and policy aim, yet it is inconsistent with the fact that all high-income countries include government taxes and transfers when measuring poverty. Moreover, it implies that it is better for American children who were born into poverty--through no fault of their own--to stay poor in adulthood than to escape poverty thanks to government transfers.

Breaking the cycle of poverty is not merely about increasing families' child-care support or promoting higher education to wayward teenagers; it also requires direct state effort to improve the ability of disadvantaged adults to meet their basic needs. The United States' reluctance to do so largely explains why its poor children are more likely to become poor adults.
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The Film That Rips the Hollywood Comeback Narrative Apart

<em>The Substance </em>is one of several recent movies that scrutinize older female performers' struggle to stay relevant.

by Shirley Li




The following contains spoilers for the films The Substance, The Last Showgirl, and Maria.

In the 1990s, Demi Moore became the kind of movie star whose off-screen activities made more headlines than her acting did: She formed one half of a celebrity power couple with the actor Bruce Willis, posed nude while pregnant on the cover of Vanity Fair, and prompted a bidding war between the producers of Striptease and G.I. Jane, resulting in her being crowned the highest-paid actress in Hollywood. Her fame, when contrasted with some of her forgettable films--The Butcher's Wife, The Scarlet Letter--turned her into an easy punch line. As the New Yorker critic Anthony Lane sneered at the start of his review of the latter: "What is the point of Demi Moore?"

Look at Moore now. Since the writer-director Coralie Fargeat's The Substance premiered at the Cannes Film Festival last May, Moore, who stars in the movie, has solidified her position as a serious awards contender for the first time in her career. The actor plays Elisabeth Sparkle, an aging celebrity who takes the titular elixir to produce a younger version of herself. What follows is an excessive and unsubtle display of body horror: After Elisabeth's nubile clone, Sue (Margaret Qualley), bursts out of her spine, she quickly becomes a starlet who antagonizes Elisabeth. Moore is tremendous, imbuing Elisabeth with a haunting vulnerability as she injects herself again and again with a body- and soul-destroying concoction. On Sunday, the 62-year-old won a Golden Globe--her first--for her performance; she delivered the night's best acceptance speech, eloquently reflecting on how her career has evolved. "Thirty years ago, I had a producer tell me that I was a 'popcorn actress' ... that I could do movies that were successful, that made a lot of money, but that I couldn't be acknowledged [for them]--and I bought in," she said, choking up. "That corroded me over time to the point where I thought a few years ago that maybe this was it, maybe I was complete, maybe I've done what I was supposed to do." Now Moore is experiencing the classic comeback narrative: the Hollywood veteran reminding audiences that they've underrated her talent all along.

She's one of several actors doing so this awards season, and with roles that explore how rapidly the entertainment industry can turn women into has-beens. In the Gia Coppola-directed The Last Showgirl, Pamela Anderson, 57, plays Shelly, a Las Vegas dancer left to confront her feeling of expendability when the revue she's been in for decades is set to close. Throughout the intimate film, Shelly insists on her value, echoing Anderson's own trajectory as someone whose work was never taken seriously. Meanwhile, Pablo Larrain's gorgeously rendered biopic Maria stars the 49-year-old Angelina Jolie as the opera singer Maria Callas in her final days, struggling to repair her voice and maintain her composure. Jolie, like Callas, has endured an especially tricky relationship with the A-list; she's been a tabloid mainstay in spite of her artistic ventures.

Read: What is it about Pamela Anderson?

Elisabeth, Shelly, Maria--all are women who can't resist the spotlight despite its cruelty. The films about them interrogate the true price of their fame, exploring how their chosen field turns youth into an addiction. Films such as All About Eve, Death Becomes Her, and Sunset Boulevard have long proved the endurance of these themes. The Substance, The Last Showgirl, and Maria go further, however, exemplifying how this lifelong pursuit of beauty is also an act of constant self-deception. Fear, not vanity, animates each woman; losing their celebrity means losing their sense of worth. "It's not about what's being done to us," Moore said of The Substance in an interview. "It's what we do to ourselves."

The actors who portray these characters have all coincidentally, and conversely, returned to the spotlight by embracing their age. Each has achieved a so-called career renaissance as a result. But such appreciation can be a double-edged sword: Anointing older female performers as "comebacks" concedes to, and maybe even reinforces, the rigid expectations Hollywood has placed on them. Of these three films, The Substance most clearly establishes that tension as something more than just tragic. The effort to retain an ingenue-like appeal, Fargeat's fable posits, is both irresistible and preposterous.



The Substance almost immediately pushes the idea that the endless quest for beauty produces its own kind of overpowering high: After she emerges from Elisabeth's back, Sue--housing Elisabeth's consciousness--begins to examine her body in the mirror. She relishes her appearance, gazing at her face and running her hands over her smooth features; Elisabeth, meanwhile, clings to life, sprawled on the floor with her hair fanned out and her spine split open. Sue then auditions for the television executive who had just fired her older self. Never mind that the network callously discarded Elisabeth once she turned 50: Given the opportunity to be gorgeous and "perfect" once more, Sue heads straight for the gig that she knows cares about little beyond her looks.

Then again, this is the only life Sue knows. Her identity is rooted in Elisabeth's experiences; Elisabeth believes that her value is her supposed flawlessness--a punishing worldview that neither she nor Sue can escape. The film's most penetrating terror, then, is rooted not in the way Fargeat makes every mutilation squelchily gross, but in how Elisabeth and Sue sabotage themselves as a result of their insecurities. The pair are supposed to switch consciousnesses every seven days for the drug to work, but when Sue spends more time awake than she should, Elisabeth ages. The sight of her wrinkled skin repels her, and she responds with searing self-hatred, chastising herself by binge-eating. One especially chilling sequence doesn't involve body horror at all: It just shows Elisabeth readying herself for a date, only to give up as soon as she catches the smallest glimpse of her reflection in a door handle.

The women in The Last Showgirl and Maria similarly cannot move past their fixation on the fame they enjoyed when they were younger. Shelly, the Las Vegas dancer, reaches out to her estranged daughter, only for the relationship to fall apart as Shelly insists on the importance of the revue. Jolie's ailing Maria finds comfort in a dangerous sedative called Mandrax, which causes hallucinations of a journalist pressing her to discuss her legacy. The more these women attempt to figure out who they are beyond their profession, the more they fall back into old habits.

All three films also suggest that their protagonists find their twisted actions thrilling. Maria hides her pills from her household staff with the glee of a child stashing her Halloween candy. Shelly, unlike Elisabeth, makes it to a date with the revue's stage manager, Eddie (Dave Bautista). She glams herself up in a slinky silver dress and a full face of makeup; as she sits down, she compliments Eddie, and then pauses. "Do I look nice?" she prompts him, grinning widely when he responds affirmatively. And when Elisabeth goes to pick up more boxes of the substance, she acts as if she's carrying out a pulse-pounding robbery, darting into alleyways and glancing suspiciously at passersby. Keeping up appearances, in other words, delivers an adrenaline rush that justifies the never-ending chase for perfection and acclaim. "Being an artist is solitary, but if you're passionate about it," Shelly insists, "it's worth it."

Read: Hollywood doesn't know what to do with Angelina Jolie

Still, as much as these characters may perpetuate their own pain, the movies aren't seeking to condemn their choices. Instead, they scrutinize the consequences of a lifetime spent facing society's insurmountable and fickle pressures. These women don't seem to consider those who have wronged them to be their antagonists: Eddie is a sympathetic character despite having to close Shelly's revue, Maria's critics rarely faze her, and Sue continues to chase the approval of the network executive who fired Elisabeth. Rather, the women's age and perceived attractiveness pose ever-present threats to their livelihood. The Substance captures this best; the camera leers at Sue and Elisabeth both, closing in on their hyper-sexualized bodies. The costumes are replete with garish hues. The production design transforms Los Angeles into a phantasmagoric nightmare from which Elisabeth cannot be roused--as herself or as Sue. Her only solution is to allow her burdens to consume her. Turning external pressures into brutal obsessions is a metamorphosis as visceral as that of a younger self bursting forth from your back.

In its high-concept outrageousness, The Substance lands on a catharsis that's missing from The Last Showgirl and Maria. The two latter films end with a mournful--and frustratingly hollow--air of resignation: Shelly is seen performing in one of her last shows after enduring a humiliating audition for a new program, and Maria dies at home after a final hallucination, of an orchestra accompanying her while she sings an aria. The Substance's conclusion is anything but elegiac, however. Sue, after killing Elisabeth during a violent showdown, takes the substance herself, even though the drug is supposed to work only on its original subject. Out of her spine emerges a creature with too many appendages, body parts in the wrong places, and Elisabeth's face protruding from her back. Yet she--dubbed "Monstro Elisasue"--does what Sue did when she was "born." She admires herself in the mirror. She primps and preens. As she gets dressed, she even pokes an earring into a strip of flesh.

Yet as soon as Monstro Elisasue steps onstage, she repulses her audience. They gawk, and then they scream, and then, drenched in the blood that starts spewing from her body, they run. It's an utterly ludicrous ending--and a liberating one. Only Elisabeth's face remains as Monstro Elisasue stumbles out onto the streets of Los Angeles and melts into a bloody mess. She leaves with the last laugh, cackling as she pauses over her star on the Walk of Fame. And Moore, in those frames, is transcendent, her expression ecstatic and maniacal and unhinged. What is the point of Demi Moore? Perhaps it's to reveal how sophomoric such questions were in the first place.
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Fact-Checking Was Too Good for Facebook

The social network has given up on verifying facts. That's a good thing.

by Ian Bogost




Yesterday, Meta CEO Mark Zuckerberg announced that Facebook would end fact-checking on its platform. In the process, a partnership with the network of third parties that has provided review and ratings of viral misinformation since 2016 will be terminated. To some observers, this news suggested that the company was abandoning the very idea of truth, and opening its gates to lies, perversions, and deception. But this is wrong: Those gates were never really closed.

The idea that something called "fact-checking" could be (or could have been) reasonably applied to social-media posts, in aggregate, is absurd. Social-media posts can be wrong, of course, even dangerously so. And single claims from single posts can sometimes be adjudicated as being true or false. But the formulation of those distinctions and decisions is not fact-checking, per se.

That's because fact-checking is, specifically, a component part of doing journalism. It is a way of creating knowledge invented by one particular profession. I don't mean that journalists have any special power to discern the truth of given statements. Naturally, people attempt to validate the facts they see, news-related or otherwise, all the time. But fact-checking, as a professional practice linked to the publication of news stories and nonfiction books, refers to something more--something that no social-media platform would ever try to do.

Read: This is how much fact-checking is worth to Facebook

Here at The Atlantic, every story we put out goes through a fact-checking process. That usually takes place after the story has been reported, written, and edited. Some of that process is pretty straightforward: A quote from a source might be verified against an interview recording or transcript; dates, locations, or statistics might be compared to the sources from which they were drawn.

Other aspects of the process are more discursive. Is the writer's sentence fairly paraphrasing someone's statement? Does it--and the publication--mean to present that person's statement as informative, dubious, or something else? Sometimes additional research, follow-up interviews, and internal negotiations will be required. In some cases, fact-checking has more to do with evaluation, judgment, and wordsmithing than getting any single line "right" or "wrong." The process can be very strange. It's often time-consuming.

Outside of newsrooms, though, fact-checking has come to have a different meaning, and a smaller scope. It may describe the surface-level checks of claims made by politicians in live debates--or of assertions appearing in a dashed-off post on social media. Small-bore inspections like these can help reduce the spread of certain glaring fabrications, a potential benefit that is now excluded from Meta's platforms by design. But that's a whack-a-mole project, not a trust-building exercise that is woven into the conception, research, authorship, and publication of a piece of media.

Fact-checking, in this broader sense, assumes its practitioners' good-faith effort to find or construct truth, and then to participate in the interactive process of verification. When done seriously and deliberately, it imbues a published work with an ethos of care. Journalists retain detailed records of their reporting, annotate them, and submit them with the stories they file. They may be asked to provide additional support or to consider possible objections. The scope of each claim undergoes consideration. Scene-setting--writing that describes a situation or environment--will be subjected to the fact-check, too. "Even the bathroom wallpaper had a bovine theme," I wrote about a filling-station bathroom in a profile of the children's author Sandra Boynton, who puts lots of cows in her books. The fact-checker asked if I could prove it. Having anticipated the question, I had taken a photo in the filling-station restroom. Would we have printed the line had I not done so? That's not the point. Rather, such evidentiary concern suffused the entire effort, not just the part where someone made sure I wasn't lying.

This process sometimes fails. It may be foiled by sloppiness or haste. But many posts on social media lack even the aspiration to be true. Some people posting may intend to mislead, coerce, or delude their audiences into believing, buying, or simply clicking. Others are less malicious, but still, as a rule, they are not engaged in journalism and do not necessarily share its values. That makes their content not lesser, but different in kind. On social media, people share their feelings, the things they saw, the images they made of the activities they performed (or pretended to perform). They comment, like, and share posts that spark delight or fear, and they may do so without too much concern for their effects on other people's choices or opinions.

As I've written before, giving everyone with a smartphone the ability to say anything they want, as often as they want, to billions of people, is a terrible idea. In the deluge that results, verification is impossible. Sure, one might take the time to affirm or reject the truth of a tiny subset of the claims posted to a platform, but even modest efforts run afoul of the fact that different people post for different reasons, with different goals.

The effort Facebook attempted under the name fact-checking was doomed. You can't nitpick every post from every random person, every hobby website, every brand, school, restaurant, militia lunatic, aunt, or dogwalker as if they were all the same. Along the way, Facebook's effort also tarnished the idea that fact-checking could be something more. The platform's mass deployment of surface-level checks gave the sense that sorting facts from falsehoods is not a subtle art but a simple and repeating task, one that can be algorithmically applied to any content. The profession of journalism, which has done a terrible job of explaining its work to the public, bears some responsibility for allowing--even encouraging--this false impression to circulate. But Facebook was the king of ersatz checking. Good riddance.
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How Solitude Is Rewiring American Identity

A conversation with Derek Thompson on how social isolation is affecting both happiness and civic life

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.


Americans are spending more and more time alone. Some are lonely. But many people--young men in particular--are actively choosing to spend much of their time in isolation, in front of screens. That proclivity is having a profound effect on individual well-being and on American's "civic and psychic identity," my colleague Derek Thompson writes in our new cover story. I spoke with Derek about what he calls our anti-social century.





Lora Kelley: The pandemic was obviously very disruptive to people's social lives. How much is it to blame for this trend toward aloneness?

Derek Thompson: I never would have written this story if the data showed that Americans were hanging out and socializing more and more with every passing year and decade--until the pandemic happened, and we went inside of our homes, and now we're just slowly getting back out. That's not a story about America. That's a story about a health emergency causing people to retreat from the physical world.

The anti-social century is the opposite of that story. Every single demographic of Americans now spends significantly less time socializing than they did at the beginning of the 21st century, when some people already thought we were in a socializing crisis. Overall, Americans spend about 20 percent less time socializing than they did at the beginning of the century. For teenagers and for young Black men, it's closer to 40 percent less time. This trend seems, by some accounts, to have accelerated during the pandemic. But as one economist pointed out to me, we were more alone in 2023 than we were in 2021.

Lora: We've talked a bit about shifts in isolation for young people. Where do older Americans fit into this? Are we seeing similar dynamics play out for that cohort?

Derek: Aloneness is rising across the board--for every age group and for every ethnicity and for every type of education--but it's rising slower for old people and faster for young people.

Older people have always spent more time alone than young people. They don't go to school from 8 a.m. to 3 p.m.; they're not legally forced to be around people the same way that many young people are. They aren't in college, and they are often unemployed, so they aren't in offices.

The solitude inequality that used to exist between different age groups--where old people were very alone, and young people were very social--is shrinking. You could say young people are acting more like old people.

Lora: What would you say to someone who thinks: Well, what's wrong with spending time alone? If people are doing what they want to do, and pursuing their idea of a good life, why not spend more time in the house?

Derek: I don't want this article to be a criticism of introversion, and I certainly don't want this article to be a criticism of quiet. I myself am somewhat introverted and love a bit of quiet time. But what's happening in America today is not a healthy trend of people simply spending more time being happy by themselves. Many researchers who looked at the rise of alone time have come to the conclusion that Americans self-report less satisfaction when they spend lots of time alone or in their house.

I think a certain amount of alone time is not only acceptable; it's absolutely essential. But as with any therapeutic, the dosage matters, and people who spend a little bit of time taking moments by themselves, meditating, or decompressing are very different from people who are spending more hours, year after year, isolated.

Lora: To what extent is the rise of isolated lifestyles an individual issue--one that's concerning because it's making people sadder--versus a civic issue that's causing a shift in American politics?

Derek: This pullback from public life started with technology, with cars and television, and ultimately smartphones, allowing Americans to privatize their leisure. But I absolutely think it's becoming a political story.

I think we don't understand one another for a reason that's mathematical, almost tautological: Americans understand Americans less because we see Americans less. More and more, the way we confront people we don't know is on social media, and we present an entirely different face online--one that tends to be more extreme and more negative and more hateful of the "out" group. I don't think there should be any confusion about why an anti-social century has coincided with a polarized century.

Lora: You write in your article that "nothing has proved as adept at inscribing ritual into our calendars as faith." How do you think about the way that so many Americans use technology--things like phone reminders and calendar tools and self-improvement apps--to inscribe rituals into their personal routines?

Derek: We haven't just privatized leisure. We've privatized ritual. Modern rituals are more likely to bind us to ourselves than to other people: Meditate at this time alone. Remember to work out alone, or around other people with noise-canceling headphones. 

It's profoundly ironic that a lot of people are optimizing themselves toward solitude. The anti-social century is about accretion. It's about many small decisions that we make minute to minute and hour to hour in our life, leading to a massive national trend of steadily rising overall aloneness.

Related:

	February cover story: The anti-social century
 	Why Americans suddenly stopped hanging out






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	How Hitler dismantled a democracy in 53 days
 	Stop the (North Carolina) steal.
 	Mark Zuckerberg wants to be Elon Musk.




Wildfires are ravaging Southern California, scorching thousands of acres and forcing more than 70,000 people to evacuate. Below is a collection of our writers' latest reporting on the fires:

	The particular horror of the Los Angeles wildfires
 	The Palisades were waiting to burn.
 	Photos: The Palisades Fire scorches parts of Los Angeles.




Today's News

	Federal prosecutors said they plan on releasing the part of Special Counsel Jack Smith's report that details Donald Trump's election-interference case if the court order blocking them is lifted.
 	German Chancellor Olaf Scholz and French Foreign Minister Jean-Noel Barrot warned Trump against taking over Greenland, Denmark's autonomous territory.
 	Trump asked the Supreme Court to halt the sentencing hearing in his New York criminal hush-money case, which is scheduled to take place on Friday.




Evening Read
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The Film That Rips the Hollywood Comeback Narrative Apart

By Shirley Li

[Demi Moore's] fame, when contrasted with some of her forgettable films--The Butcher's Wife, The Scarlet Letter--turned her into an easy punch line. As the New Yorker critic Anthony Lane sneered at the start of his review of the latter: "What is the point of Demi Moore?"
 Look at Moore now.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Why poor American kids are so likely to become poor adults
 	Mark Zuckerberg is at war with himself.




Culture Break


Marcus Brandt / Picture Alliance / Getty



Try something new. The unique awfulness of beef's climate impact has driven a search for an alternative protein that's ethical and tasty, Sarah Zhang reports. Is the answer ostrich meat?

Read. Recent entries into the literature of parenting offer two different ways of understanding fatherhood, Lily Meyer writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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He's No Elon Musk

But Mark Zuckerberg sure is trying to be.

by Matteo Wong




Yesterday morning, donning his new signature fit--gold chain, oversize T-shirt, surfer hair--Mark Zuckerberg announced that his social-media platforms are getting a makeover. His aggrievement was palpable: For years, Zuckerberg said, "governments and legacy media have pushed to censor more and more." No longer. Meta is abolishing its third-party fact-checking program, starting in the U.S.; loosening its content filters; and bringing political content back to Facebook, Instagram, and Threads. "It's time to get back to our roots around free expression," Meta's chief executive declared.



In the announcement, Zuckerberg identified "the recent elections," in which Donald Trump won the presidency and Republicans claimed both houses of Congress, as a "cultural tipping point towards once again prioritizing speech." He said Meta will take direct inspiration from X's "Community Notes" feature, which allows users to annotate posts--and surfaces the annotations based on how other users rate them--rather than granting professional fact-checkers authority to remove or label posts. Among the notable changes is permitting users to describe gay and transgender people as having "mental illness."



The dog-whistling around legacy media, censorship, and free-speech sounded uncannily like one of Zuckerberg's greatest rivals: Elon Musk, the world's richest person and a defender of the most noxious speech--at least when he agrees with it. Over the past several years, Musk has become a far-right icon, railing against major publications and liberal politicians for what he deems a "censorship government-industrial complex." After buying Twitter, he renamed it X and has turned the platform into a bastion for hate speech, personally spread misinformation, and become a Trump confidant and trusted adviser. Zuckerberg has been feuding with Musk for years over their respective social-media dominance and masculinity--the pair even publicly challenged each other to a cage match in 2023.


 Read: X is a white-supremacist site



This week's policy changes might be understood as another throwdown between the two men. Although Facebook and Instagram are both considerably more popular than X--not to mention extremely profitable--they lack the political relevance that Musk has cultivated on his platform. That asset has helped bring Trump back for occasional posting there (he is still much more active on his own platform, Truth Social) and, more important, has put X and its owner in favorable positions ahead of Trump's ascension to the presidency. Musk will even co-lead a new federal commission advising his administration. Their close relationship will likely benefit Musk's AI, space, and satellite companies, too. Zuckerberg, meanwhile, has not been viewed favorably by Trump or his allies: The president-elect has stated that Zuckerberg steered Facebook against him during the 2020 election, and threatened to put the Meta CEO in jail for "the rest of his life," while Republicans such as Ohio Representative Jim Jordan have complained about alleged censorship on the platform. Currying favor with the right wing, as Musk has done so successfully, may well be mission critical for Meta, which is currently facing an antitrust suit from the Federal Trade Commission that it would surely rather settle.



These shifts are occurring against a longer transformation for the company and its chief executive. Zuckerberg has gone from a deferential, awkward, almost robotic nerd to a flashy mixed-martial-arts enthusiast who posts photos of his fights and has public beef with other tech executives. Meta, after years of waning influence, has been attempting a cultural and technological revival as well--pivoting hard toward generative AI by widely promoting its flagship Llama models and launching its own X competitor, Threads. These personal and corporate changes are one and the same: Zuckerberg has recently shared a photo of himself reading his infant a picture book titled Llama; posted AI-enhanced videos of himself sporting his new martial-arts physique, leg-pressing gold chains, or dressed as a Roman centurion; and showcased an AI-generated illustration of himself in a boy band. Also this week, the company announced that Dana White, the CEO and president of UFC (and a notable Trump backer), joined Meta's board of directors. The blog post outlining Meta's new "more speech" policies was written by Joel Kaplan, a Republican lobbyist at Meta who just replaced the company's long-standing head of global policy, who was considered center-left. Jordan, the once adversarial congressperson, said he is pleased with Meta's new approach to content moderation and will meet with Zuckerberg in the coming weeks.



Read: New Mark Zuckerberg dropped



But for all the effort and bravado, Zuckerberg and Meta have been consistently outdone by Musk. The latter has already overhauled X into a "free speech" haven for the right. If Meta is responding to the recent election by seeking favor with the incoming Trump administration, Musk helped bring Republicans victory and will advise that administration. Musk helped get OpenAI off the ground, and his newer and smaller AI company, xAI, rapidly developed a model, Grok, that has matched and by some metrics surpassed Meta's own. Zuckerberg might boast about Meta's AI infrastructure, but xAI partnered with Nvidia to build the world's largest AI supercomputer in a shockingly fast 122 days. Musk has touted Grok as fulfilling the need for an anti-"woke" AI--the software has been shown to readily sexualize female celebrities and illustrate racist caricatures. It's easy to imagine Meta lowering its AI guardrails next in a bid to better emulate Musk's own offensive showboating.



Even if he catches up, Zuckerberg still lacks the confidence of his rival. He presents as both rehearsed and ostentatious; he announced the end of independent fact-checking while wearing a $900,000 watch. Musk is many things, but he is not a poser: His speech is rambling, off-the-cuff, and perceived as visionary by his followers and much of Silicon Valley. He shows up to Trump rallies wearing T-shirts and talks business while streaming video games. "This is cool," Musk wrote of Meta's "free speech" pivot, on X, as if commending a younger sibling.



Becoming a martial-arts enthusiast, pivoting to AI, bringing Republicans into Meta's leadership, decrying "legacy media" and "censorship," and permitting homophobia are Zuckerberg's attempts at defiance and renewal. But in no respect is he leading the conversation--rather than upending the technological landscape with the "metaverse," he is following his competitors in both AI and social media. He may not be capitulating to the Democratic establishment, as he believes his company did in the past, but he is still capitulating to the establishment. It's just that this time, he is apologizing to the ascendant far-right. "They've come a long way," the president-elect said of Meta's changes at a press conference yesterday. (Did he think the changes were in response to threats he had made toward Zuckerberg in the past? "Probably," Trump responded.)



It is worth recalling that Facebook did not strengthen its approach to content moderation and limit political content, changes that Zuckerberg now says amount to "censorship," just because a few Democratic senators asked. Russian-interference campaigns, various domestic far-right militias, and all manner of misinformation were rampant on the platform for years, wreaking havoc on multiple presidential-election cycles. Facebook exposed users' private data, was used to plan the Capitol insurrection in the U.S., and fueled ethnic genocide abroad. The platform, prior to those policy changes, was viewed by some as a legitimate threat to democracy; "we have made a lot of mistakes," Zuckerberg told Congress in 2018. He has had a change of heart--yesterday, Zuckerberg again promised to make "fewer mistakes," this time referencing the supposed policing of conservative speech. For one of Silicon Valley's self-appointed kings, perhaps abetting the unraveling of democracy and civil society is, in the end, nothing to apologize for.
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Stop the (North Carolina) Steal

The Democratic incumbent got more votes. Now the Republican challenger is trying to throw out tens of thousands of them.

by David A. Graham




When all the votes in November's race for North Carolina's state supreme court were counted, the incumbent, Allison Riggs, had won more. The question is whether that will be enough for her to take office.

The race began as a heated yet normal battle over political control for a key judgeship. But the challenger, Jefferson Griffin, is asking the state's courts to throw out about 60,000 ballots and hand him victory. This has transformed the contest into something more fundamental: a test of democracy's basic mechanics. Now it's up to the state's Republican-led supreme court to decide whether to side with voters or with a fellow Republican judge.

Yesterday, the court issued an order staying the certification of Riggs's election while it considers Griffin's petition. (Riggs, a Democrat, recused herself; the court's other Democrat dissented.) Certification had been scheduled for Friday.

Riggs didn't win the election by much: She garnered just a few hundred votes more than Griffin, who sits on the state's court of appeals. The race was a major focus for both parties; in 2022, the GOP gained control of the state supreme court, which has been involved in many high-profile political decisions. On Election Night, Riggs trailed by thousands of votes, but as absentee and provisional ballots were counted, she ended up with a lead of 625 votes out of more than 5.5 million.

Read: We're entering an era of 'total politics'

Griffin requested a machine recount, in which ballots are run through tabulators once more. That process actually expanded Riggs's lead to 734 votes. Griffin then requested a second recount, in which officials take a random sample of ballots and examine them by hand, comparing their tally to the machine count. If clear discrepancies appear, a candidate can request a full, statewide hand recount; the state board of elections concluded no such evidence existed.

By this point, Republican attempts to keep contesting the race had started to appear desperate. In 2020, when sitting Chief Justice Cheri Beasley, a Democrat, requested recounts in a race she lost by 401 votes, Republicans ridiculed her as a sore loser wasting her dignity and everyone else's time. (Beasley eventually conceded.) Yet now Griffin was going further. He filed a request with the state board to throw out some 60,000 votes, arguing the voters were not properly registered.

The largest group of registrations that Griffin has challenged are North Carolina residents whose voter registrations don't include driver's license numbers or Social Security numbers. This is now required by law, but these voters registered using old forms that didn't include the requirement. (They were not required to re-register.) The second set is overseas residents who have not lived in North Carolina, such as the adult children of North Carolinians who live abroad. A third is overseas voters who didn't submit a photo identification with their ballot.

Read: We drew congressional maps for partisan advantage. That was the point.

The first is the most notable tranche. These voters likely understood themselves to be legally registered, and elections officials had concluded they were registered. Prior to the election, the Republican National Committee challenged 225,000 registrations on the same basis, but a federal judge dismissed the case. The state board also concluded that the registrations were valid, and said that fraud was virtually impossible. For one thing, voters are required to show photo ID before voting, in accordance with a state law that went into effect this year. (The group includes both of Riggs's parents, as well as a politics editor at WUNC, a public-radio station in Chapel Hill.)

Now that the election has been completed and the votes have been counted, Griffin wants these votes to be thrown out after the fact. It's exceedingly hard to justify this as anything other than pure partisan power politics. Doing such a thing would violate not only precedent, but any basic sense of fairness. As ProPublica's Doug Bock Clark reported, the theory that Griffin is using was considered and rejected earlier this year by election deniers who deemed it too extreme.

The state board of elections, which has a 3-2 Democratic majority, rejected all three arguments, and pointed out that they should have been made far earlier. Griffin then appealed the decision directly to the state supreme court. The state board had the move shifted to federal court, but on Monday, the federal judge Richard Myers, a Trump appointee, sent the matter back to the supreme court, deeming it a state matter. In their order yesterday, the state supreme court justices set a schedule for briefing later this month.

Read: The Supreme Court finds North Carolina's racial gerrymandering unconstitutional

North Carolina is not new to vicious election fights. (Riggs rose to prominence as a progressive attorney focused on voting-rights cases.) In 2013, after the U.S. Supreme Court demolished key elements of the Voting Rights Act, Republicans passed a sweeping law restricting voting. A federal judge eventually struck the law down as targeting "African Americans with almost surgical precision." The state has also seen decades of battles over redistricting; after previous maps were struck down as unconstitutional racial gerrymanders, the GOP instead pursued an aggressively partisan map. In the previous Congress, both Democrats and Republicans from North Carolina held seven seats; under a new GOP-drawn map, Republicans won 10 seats to Democrats' four in November.

Even so, the reaction to Griffin's attempted maneuvers has been sharp, and not only on the left. In a recent article, the conservative writer and former GOP operative Andrew Dunn wrote that while he had often criticized Democrats' "dishonest nonsense" about Republicans in the past, he could not do so now.

"If the Supreme Court sides with Griffin, the fallout will be immediate and brutal," he wrote. "This isn't just bad optics; it's potentially a credibility-shattering disaster for the court, the party, and conservatism in North Carolina. Overnight, this becomes a national story about Republicans 'stealing' a Supreme Court seat. The allegation would be impossible to defend against."

Dunn is right. If the court ultimately sides with Griffin and throws the votes out, it will be a plain message that the Republican majority is more interested in grabbing power by any means available and adding an amenable colleague than in letting voters have a say. Faith in its objectivity has already been shaken by a pair of 2023 decisions, in which the new Republican majority reversed decisions about gerrymandering and the voter-ID law that had been made by the prior court. (The GOP-led state legislature also stripped powers from incoming Democratic Governor Josh Stein late last year, passing the changes just before Democrats broke a veto-proof supermajority. Stein has challenged the moves in court.)

Read: North Carolina's deliberate disenfranchisement of black voters

What happens in the North Carolina Supreme Court race is worth watching for voters around the country for reasons other than moral outrage. For the past 15 years, the Old North State has been an early indicator for national trends, including the 2013 voting law and the battles over partisan gerrymandering. The independent state legislature theory, floated by Trump allies as a way to overturn the 2020 presidential election, first reached the U.S. Supreme Court via a North Carolina case. Republican legal challenges to the 2016 election for governor were a template for Trump's challenges to the 2020 presidential election. As goes North Carolina, so goes the nation.
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The Particular Horror of the Los Angeles Wildfires

Southern California is no stranger to fires. But the dreadful blazes that began yesterday are potentially transformative.

by Conor Friedersdorf




When wildfires began ravaging Los Angeles yesterday, the story was familiar in many respects: In dry and windy weather, a small blaze can spread so fast and so far that no one can do anything to stop it, especially in terrain dense with brush and hard for firefighters to reach.

Pacific Palisades, where the first fire began, is such a neighborhood; its roughly 24 square miles are beside rugged wilderness. The roads are winding. Homes are built on parts of a mountain range and in six major canyons. A fire-hazard map proposed by the California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection in 2022 described the area as "very high" risk--the highest possible categorization. And it has burned before, most significantly in November 1961, during a historic blaze.

Yet for all their predictability, these blazes are also outliers. Among people I spoke with who have observed Southern California wildfires for decades, several felt that these fires are unusually dramatic and dreadful, and have more potential than most to alter regional politics.

Conor Friedersdorf: The Southern California wildfire paradox

First, consider the warnings that preceded the fires. On Monday, the National Weather Service alerted Southern Californians to an imminent "LIFE-THREATENING, DESTRUCTIVE, Widespread Windstorm," language far stronger than warnings typically given just before the Santa Ana winds begin to blow, rushing down through mountain passes and canyons to sea level, heating up and drying out along the way.

Yesterday, hours before any fire began, Los Angeles Times subscribers woke up to this front-page headline "Unusually Strong Winds Carry High Risk of Winter Fires." It warned of gusts up to 100 miles per hour and quoted a fire official describing the danger to the region as "extreme." The prediction could hardly have been more emphatic.

Sure enough, by lunchtime, a fire hadn't just ignited in Pacific Palisades, threatening the Getty Villa--it had spread out of control in a visually spectacular manner. Twenty miles away, people could walk onto the beach, look north along an unobstructed coastline, and see a plume of smoke behind the Santa Monica pier. It billowed out over the bay for miles. By evening and especially after nightfall, people could see flames seeming to engulf the hillsides north of Santa Monica. A blockbuster using CGI to convey "L.A. in flames" would not have been more dramatic.

Footage shot within Pacific Palisades itself was just as shocking. News crews and residents recorded terrifying scenes amid architecturally striking custom-built homes.

Many owners of Palisades real estate are unusually wealthy and influential. And that brings us to the politics of the blaze. The real-estate developer Rick Caruso, who owns a shopping center in the neighborhood, alleged on a local news channel that fire hydrants didn't have enough water to supply firefighters with what they needed. He said that someone should ask Los Angeles Mayor Karen Bass, whom he ran against in the most recent mayoral election, what went wrong.

The entrepreneur Wes Nichols, who has lived in the neighborhood for 26 years, evacuated sometime after dark. He posted on social media that he personally saw more than 100 homes engulfed in flames, adding, "I'm mad at what I saw. Our politicians have failed us. Unprepared, unimaginative, understaffed, now overwhelmed. Heads must roll for this disaster."

Read: The wildfire risk in America's front yards

Bass wasn't able to represent herself to the public or answer her critics because when the fire began, she was in Ghana, attending the inauguration of its president.

Things may only get worse from here. The Palisades Fire, having already spread at least to Malibu, destroying homes and businesses, now threatens Santa Monica and beyond--that is to say, it could still spread from the edges of greater Los Angeles to a swath of its dense core. Weather is the biggest factor in the city's fate.

Strong, gusty winds are forecast to continue in much of the region throughout the day today. Wind is howling outside my window an hour south, in Orange County. And for many miles in every direction, a new catastrophic fire could start at any moment. I've lived through 45 years of Southern California wildfires. I can't recall having as much uncertainty about how not just one community but the region as a whole will fare in the next 24 hours.
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The Solzhenitsyn Test

Lying is a prerequisite for securing a Trump appointment.

by Eliot A. Cohen




In his 1970 Nobel lecture, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn said, "You can resolve to live your life with integrity. Let your credo be this: Let the lie come into the world, let it even triumph. But not through me." The problem presently before the United States is that the Trump administration will be staffed in its upper reaches by political appointees who, without exception, have failed this test.

To get their positions, these men and women have to be willing to declare, publicly if necessary, that Donald Trump won the 2020 election and that the insurrectionary riot of January 6, 2021, was not instigated by a president seeking to overturn that election. These are not merely matters that might be disputed, or on which reasonable people can disagree, or of which citizens in the public square can claim ignorance. They are lies, big, consequential lies that strike at the heart of the American system of government, that deny the history through which we have all lived, that reject the unambiguous facts that are in front of our noses. They are lies that require exceptional brazenness, or exceptional cowardice, or a break with reality to assert.

Lying itself is a common thing. There are the routine social lies that all of us experience and tell: "Your talents are terrific, just not the right fit for the organization," or "I have always admired your accomplishments," or for that matter, "What an adorable baby." There are the comforting lies: "It was a really close call," or "Your son did not suffer." There are the lies of loyal aides: "The president's abilities are unimpaired by advancing age."

Politicians lie differently, some of them often and freely. They promise things they know they cannot deliver, they deny cheating on their spouses, and they claim ignorance about realities on which they were briefed. Even so, the lies required to get into the Trump administration are qualitatively different.

Read: What I didn't understand about political lying

They are different in part because they are not simply spewed by politicians who once knew better and said otherwise in public. Rather, they have to be affirmed by the talented and not-so-talented men and women who are being named to important positions in government--the secretaries, undersecretaries, directors, and senior advisers who make the government work. They are different, too, because this is a prerequisite for senior government service. In the first Trump term, Jim Mattis and John Kelly and John Bolton did not have to lie in this way to get their jobs. Very few of them would have willingly done so. And they most certainly did not have to lie so egregiously and so blatantly.

What difference it will make is an interesting question. In other parts of their lives, many of these people are supportive friends and spouses, generous donors to good causes, and talented administrators. Their sense of reality will not necessarily be impaired by having had to deny this particular historical truth, or at least not immediately. They may very well do good, making government more efficient or helping tame the aggressive coalition of China, Russia, Iran, and North Korea that poses an increasing threat to world peace. They may dismantle unnecessary regulations, or pernicious speech codes that in their own way suppress the truth.

But still, at the beginning, when the seed of their government service has been planted in the soil of a new administration, it will be found to have a rotten kernel.

Read: Lies about immigration help no one

I learned as an assistant dean, many years ago, that student malefactors often found it impossible to admit to having done something wrong. That unambiguous case of plagiarism "wasn't me," I heard more than once--not a denial of having stolen another's words and claimed credit for them, but a strange psychological trick of convincing themselves that it had been some other self, an aberrant doppelganger, who had done the dirty deed. The disciplinary process in which I took part had as its objective bringing the student to realize that no, that really was you who did it, and the question is how you are going to deal with that fact.

Twenty-year-olds found that process wrenching enough. Fifty-year-olds would, I think, find the tension between their self-conception and their behavior unbearable, short of a major breakdown or a conversionary religious experience. So they will look to two other defenses.

The first, the resort of particularly shallow people, will be simply not to care. Given the character of some of the Trump appointees--serial infidelities, dubious business practices, careers of evasions and deceptions--this may feel like just one more. They will shrug it off.

The more likely response will be a variety of self-defenses to keep intact their self-image as honorable public servants. Some will offer the defense of the Vichy bureaucrats, who insisted that as distasteful as the regime was, better that they should execute its policies than someone else. More likely will be their conviction that a great opportunity exists to do good in their chosen sphere of action, and this is just the price they have to pay for it. History having faded as an essential and respected discipline for policy makers and statesmen, they may think that most history is a pack of half-truths or falsehoods anyway, and not particularly relevant to the needs of the moment. That is a surprisingly common view among successful executives: Of one I heard it said, "For him the past simply does not exist; today, to some extent; but the future is what he really thinks about." The individual concerned would probably not have disputed or even have been disturbed by that characterization.

Read: Donald Trump's most dangerous Cabinet pick

Whatever the defenses they come up with, however, the senior appointees of the Trump administration will have to enter public service having affirmed an ugly lie, or several. No matter what other qualities they have to their credit, that will remain with them. That, in turns, means that we can never really trust them: We must always suppose that, having told an egregious lie to get their positions, they will be willing to tell others to hold on to them. They can have no presumption of truthfulness in their government service.

That in turn will change them fundamentally. In Robert Bolt's marvelous A Man for All Seasons, Sir Thomas More explains to his daughter why he cannot yield to Henry VIII's demand that he declare the king's first marriage invalid, allowing Henry to marry Anne Boleyn, and hopefully get the male heir the kingdom desperately needs. More knows that that declaration is in the public interest. He also knows that his refusal will sooner or later lead him to the execution block.

When a man takes an oath, Meg, he's holding his own self in his own hands. Like water. And if he opens his fingers then--he needn't hope to find himself again.

To land a top job with Donald Trump, you have to open your fingers. It is, as Solzhenitsyn suggested, the end of your integrity.

Not a huge or even a noticeable price for many of these people, although perhaps one that most of them have not thought much about. It is equally pointless to condemn or pity them for becoming what they have chosen to be. But we should also recognize that, for the next four years at least, and despite whatever protestations of higher belief some of them may make, we need to be wary, because henceforth we will have a government of damaged souls.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/01/trump-cabinet-solzhenitsyn-test/681258/?utm_source=feed



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Why 'Late Regime' Presidencies Fail

The coalition collapse that doomed Biden follows a grim precedent set by another Democratic leader: Jimmy Carter.

by Ronald Brownstein




Presidents whom most voters view as failures, justifiably or not, have frequently shaped American politics long after they leave office--notably, by paving the way for presidencies considered much more successful and consequential. As President Joe Biden nears his final days in office, his uneasy term presents Democrats with some uncomfortable parallels to their experience with Jimmy Carter, whose state funeral takes place this week in Washington, D.C.

The former Georgia governor's victory in 1976 initially offered the promise of revitalizing the formidable electoral coalition that had delivered the White House to Democrats in seven of the nine presidential elections from 1932 (won by Franklin D. Roosevelt) to 1964 (won by Lyndon B. Johnson), and had enabled the party to enact progressive social policies for two generations. But the collapse of his support over his four years in office, culminating in his landslide defeat by Ronald Reagan in 1980, showed that Carter's electoral victory was instead that coalition's dying breath. Carter's troubled term in the White House proved the indispensable precondition to Reagan's landmark presidency, which reshaped the competition between the two major parties and enabled the epoch-defining ascendancy of the new right.

The specter of such a turnabout now haunts Biden and his legacy. Despite his many accomplishments in the White House, the November election's outcome demonstrated that his failures--particularly on the public priorities of inflation and the border--eclipsed his successes for most voters. As post-election surveys made clear, disapproval of the Biden administration's record was a liability that Vice President Kamala Harris could not escape.

Biden's unpopularity helped Donald Trump make major inroads among traditionally Democratic voting blocs, just as the widespread discontent over Carter's performance helped Reagan peel away millions of formerly Democratic voters in 1980. If Trump can cement in office the gains he made on Election Day--particularly among Latino, Asian American, and Black voters--historians may come to view Biden as the Carter to Trump's Reagan.

In his landmark 1993 book, The Politics Presidents Make, the Yale political scientist Stephen Skowronek persuasively argued that presidents succeed or fail according to not only their innate talents but also the timing of their election in the long-term cycle of political competition and electoral realignment between the major parties.

Most of the presidents who are remembered as the most successful and influential, Skowronek showed, came into office after decisive elections in which voters sweepingly rejected the party that had governed the country for years. The leaders Skowronek places in this category include Thomas Jefferson after his election in 1800, Andrew Jackson in 1828, Abraham Lincoln in 1860, Roosevelt in 1932, and Reagan in 1980.

These dominating figures, whom Skowronek identifies as men who "stood apart from the previously established parties," typically rose to prominence with a promise "to retrieve from a far distant, even mythic, past fundamental values that they claimed had been lost." Trump fits this template with his promises to "make America great again," and he also displays the twin traits that Skowronek describes as characteristic of these predecessors that Trump hopes to emulate: repudiating the existing terms of political competition and becoming a reconstructive leader of a new coalition.

The great repudiators, in Skowronek's telling, were all preceded by ill-fated leaders who'd gained the presidency representing a once-dominant coalition that was palpably diminished by the time of their election. Skowronek placed in this club John Adams, John Quincy Adams, Franklin Pierce, James Buchanan, Herbert Hoover, and Carter. Each of their presidencies represented a last gasp for the party that had won most of the general elections in the years prior. None of these "late regime" presidents, as Skowronek called them, could generate enough success in office to reverse their party's declining support; instead, they accelerated it.

The most recent such late-regime president, Carter, was elected in 1976 after Richard Nixon's victories in 1968 and 1972 had already exposed cracks in the Democrats' New Deal coalition of southerners, Black voters, and the white working class. Like many of his predecessors in the dubious fraternity of late-regime presidents, Carter recognized that his party needed to recalibrate its message and agenda to repair its eroding support. But the attempt to set a new, generally more centrist direction for the party foundered.

Thanks to rampant inflation, energy shortages, and the Iranian hostage crisis, Carter was whipsawed between a rebellion from the left (culminating in Senator Edward Kennedy's primary challenge) and an uprising on the right led by Reagan. As Carter limped through his 1980 reelection campaign, Skowronek wrote, he had become "a caricature of the old regime's political bankruptcy, the perfect foil for a repudiation of liberalism itself as the true source of all the nation's problems."

Carter's failures enabled Reagan to entrench the electoral realignment that Nixon had started. In Reagan's emphatic 1980 win, millions of southern white conservatives, including many evangelical Christians, as well as northern working-class white voters renounced the Democratic affiliation of their parents and flocked to Reagan's Republican Party. Most of those voters never looked back.

The issue now is whether Biden will one day be seen as another late-regime president whose perceived failures hastened his party's eclipse among key voting blocs. Pointing to his record of accomplishments, Biden advocates would consider the question absurd: Look, they say, at the big legislative wins, enormous job growth, soaring stock market, historic steps to combat climate change, skilled diplomacy that united allies against Russia's invasion of Ukraine, and boom in manufacturing investment, particularly in clean-energy technologies.

In electoral terms, however, Biden's legacy is more clouded. His 2020 victory appeared to revive the coalition of college-educated whites, growing minority populations, young people, and just enough working-class white voters that had allowed Bill Clinton and Barack Obama to win the White House in four of the six elections from 1992 through 2012. (In a fifth race over that span, Al Gore won the popular vote even though he lost the Electoral College.) But the public discontent with Biden frayed almost every strand of that coalition.

Biden made rebuilding his party's support among working-class voters a priority and, in fact, delivered huge gains in manufacturing and construction jobs that were tied to the big three bills he passed (on clean energy, infrastructure, and semiconductors). But public anger at the rising cost of living contributed to Biden's job-approval rating falling below 50 percent in the late summer of 2021 (around the time of the chaotic Afghanistan withdrawal), and it never climbed back to that crucial threshold. On Election Day, public disappointment with Biden's overall record helped Trump maintain a crushing lead over Harris among white voters without a college degree, as well as make unprecedented inroads among nonwhite voters without a college degree, especially Latinos.

The defecting Democratic voters of 2024 mean that as Biden leaves office, Gallup recently reported, Republicans are enjoying their biggest party-identification advantage in the past three decades. All of the intertwined and compounding electoral challenges Democrats now face ominously resemble the difficulties that Skowronek's other late-regime presidents left behind for their parties.

Although Carter identified as an outsider and Biden was the consummate insider, each sought to demonstrate to skeptical voters that he could make the government work better to address their most pressing problems: Carter called upon his engineer's efficiency; Biden used his long experience to negotiate effectively with both Congress and foreign nations. In the face of a rising challenge from the right, each hoped to revive public confidence that Democrats could produce better results.

Yet by the end of their term, voters--fairly or not--had concluded the opposite. As Skowronek observed, that kind of failure is common to late-regime presidents. By losing the country's confidence, these leaders all cleared the way for the repudiating presidents from the other party who succeeded them. "Through their hapless struggles for credibility," Skowronek wrote, "they become the foils for reconstructive leadership, the indispensable premise upon which traditional regime opponents generate the authority to repudiate the establishment wholesale."

In an email last week, Skowronek told me he agreed that the public rejection of Biden had provided Trump with an opening for a repudiating leadership very similar to the one Carter had unwittingly bequeathed Reagan.

"Characteristically, reconstructive leaders do three things," Skowronek wrote to me. "They turn their immediate predecessor into a foil for a wholesale repudiation of 'the establishment' (check). They build new parties (check). They dismantle the residual institutional infrastructure supporting the politics of the past (check; see Project 2025). Everything seems to be in place for one of these pivotal presidencies."

"Biden," Skowronek added, "set up his administration as a demonstration of the system's vitality. He tried to prove that (what Trump called) the 'deep state' could work and to vindicate it." The public's disenchantment with Biden's record could now have precisely the opposite effect, Skowronek believes, by undermining people's already fragile faith in government. That could strengthen Trump's hand to pursue "a substantial dismantling and redirection" of existing government institutions.

Carter and Biden each paved the way for his successor's agenda by conceding ground on crucial fronts. "In Carter's case, that included deregulation, the defense build-up, and prioritizing the fight against inflation," Skowronek wrote. "In Biden's case, that ultimately included tariffs, immigration restrictions, and an 'America first' industrial policy. Just as one could discern in Carter some consensual ground for a new ordering under Reagan, one can discern in Biden's innovations some consensual ground for a new ordering under Trump."

Although Biden may look like a classic late-regime president, Skowronek doubts whether Trump can grow into the kind of transformative leader who has typically followed such beleaguered figures--not least because Trump seems quite likely to exceed his mandate and overreach in a way that provokes a voter backlash in 2026. Much in Trump's record does indeed suggest that his agenda and style will be too polarizing, his commitment to the rule of law too tenuous, for him to build a coalition as durable or expansive as that assembled by any of the mighty repudiators of the past.

For Democrats, however, the sobering precedent of the Carter era is a public loss of faith that set up 12 years of Republican control of the White House. They can only hope that the late-regime rejection of Biden doesn't trigger another period of consolidated GOP dominance.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/01/coalition-collapse-biden-carter/681254/?utm_source=feed
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The Army of God Comes Out of the Shadows

Tens of millions of American Christians are embracing a charismatic movement known as the New Apostolic Reformation, which seeks to destroy the secular state.

by Stephanie McCrummen




On the Thursday night after Donald Trump won the presidential election, an obscure but telling celebration unfolded inside a converted barn off a highway stretching through the cornfields of Lancaster County, Pennsylvania. The place was called Gateway House of Prayer, and it was not exactly a church, and did not exactly fit into the paradigms of what American Christianity has typically been. Inside, there were no hymnals, no images of Jesus Christ, no parables fixed in stained glass. Strings of lights hung from the rafters. A huge map of the world covered one wall. On the others were seven framed bulletin boards, each representing a theater of battle between the forces of God and Satan--government, business, education, family, arts, media, and religion itself. Gateway House of Prayer, it turned out, was a kind of war room. And if its patrons are to be believed, at least one person, and at peak times dozens, had been praying every single minute of every single day for more than 15 years for the victory that now seemed at hand. God was winning. The Kingdom was coming.

"Hallelujah!" said a woman arriving for the weekly 7 o'clock "government watch," during which a group of 20 or so volunteers sits in a circle and prays for God's dominion over the nation.

"Now the work begins!" a man said.

"We have to fight, fight, fight!" a grandmother said as they began talking about how a crowd at Trump's election watch party had launched into the hymn "How Great Thou Art."

"They were singing that!" another man said.

Yes, people replied; they had seen a video of the moment. As the mood in the barn became ever more jubilant, the grandmother pulled from her purse a shofar, a hollowed-out ram's horn used during Jewish services. She blew, understanding that the sound would break through the atmosphere, penetrate the demonic realm, and scatter the forces of Satan, a supernatural strike for the Kingdom of God. A woman fell to the floor.

"Heaven and Earth are coming into alignment!" a man declared. "The will of heaven is being done on Earth."

What was happening in the barn in Lancaster County did not represent some fringe of American Christianity, but rather what much of the faith is becoming. A shift is under way, one that scholars have been tracking for years and that has become startlingly visible with the rise of Trumpism. At this point, tens of millions of believers--about 40 percent of American Christians, including Catholics, according to a recent Denison University survey--are embracing an alluring, charismatic movement that has little use for religious pluralism, individual rights, or constitutional democracy. It is mystical, emotional, and, in its way, wildly utopian. It is transnational, multiracial, and unapologetically political. Early leaders called it the New Apostolic Reformation, or NAR, although some of those same leaders are now engaged in a rebranding effort as the antidemocratic character of the movement has come to light. And people who have never heard the name are nonetheless adopting the movement's central ideas. These include the belief that God speaks through modern-day apostles and prophets. That demonic forces can control not only individuals, but entire territories and institutions. That the Church is not so much a place as an active "army of God," one with a holy mission to claim the Earth for the Kingdom as humanity barrels ever deeper into the End Times.

Although the secular establishment has struggled to take all of this seriously, Trump has harnessed this apocalyptic energy to win the presidency twice.

If you were curious why Tucker Carlson, who was raised Episcopalian, recently spoke of being mauled in his sleep by a demon, it may be because he is absorbing the language and beliefs of this movement. If you were questioning why Elon Musk would bother speaking at an NAR church called Life Center in Harrisburg, it is because Musk surely knows that a movement that wants less government and more God works well with his libertarian vision. If you wanted to know why there were news stories about House Speaker Mike Johnson, a Southern Baptist, displaying a white flag with a green pine tree and the words An Appeal to Heaven outside his office, or the same flag being flown outside the vacation home of Supreme Court Justice Samuel Alito, a Catholic, the reason is that the Revolutionary War-era banner has become the battle flag for a movement with ideological allies across the Christian right. The NAR is supplying the ground troops to dismantle the secular state.




And if you are wondering where all of this is heading now that Trump has won the presidency, I was wondering the same thing. That is why I was sitting in the circle at Gateway House of Prayer, where, about 20 minutes into the evening, I got my first clue. People had welcomed me warmly. I had introduced myself as a reporter for The Atlantic. I was taking notes on Earth-heaven alignment when a woman across from me said, "Your writers have called us Nazis."

She seemed to be referring to an article that had compared Trump's rhetoric to Hitler's. I said what I always say, which is that I was there to understand. I offered my spiritual bona fides--raised Southern Baptist, from Alabama. The woman continued: "It's an editorial board that is severely to the left and despises the Trump movement." A man sitting next to me came to my defense. "We welcome you," he said, but it was clear something was off, and that something was me. The media had become a demonic stronghold. The people of God needed to figure out whether I was a tool of Satan, or possibly whether I had been sent by the Almighty.

"I personally feel like if you would like to stay with us, then I would ask if we could lay hands on you and pray," a woman said.

"We won't hurt you," another woman said.

"We just take everything to God," a woman sitting next to me said. "Don't take it personally."

The praying began, and I waited for the judgment.

How all of this came to be is a story with many starting points, the most immediate of which is Trump himself. In the lead-up to the 2016 election, establishment leaders on the Christian right were backing candidates with more pious pedigrees than Trump's. He needed a way to rally evangelicals, so he turned to some of the most influential apostles and prophets of the NAR, a wilder world where he was cast as God's "wrecking ball" and embraced by a fresh pool of so-called prophecy voters, people long regarded as the embarrassing riffraff of evangelical Christianity. But the DNA of that moment goes back further, to the Cold War, Latin America, and an iconoclastic seminary professor named C. Peter Wagner.

He grew up in New York City during the Great Depression, and embraced a conservative version of evangelical Christianity when he was courting his future wife. They became missionaries in Bolivia in the 1950s and '60s, when a wave of Pentecostalism was sweeping South America, filling churches with people who claimed that they were being healed, and seeing signs and wonders that Wagner initially dismissed as heresy. Much of this fervor was being channeled into social-justice movements taking hold across Latin America. Che Guevara was organizing in Bolivia. The civil-rights movement was under way in the United States. Ecumenical organizations such as the World Council of Churches were embracing the theology of liberation, emphasizing ideas such as the social sin of inequality and the need for justice not in heaven but here and now.

In the great postwar competition for hearts and minds, conservative American evangelicals--and the CIA, which they sometimes collaborated with--needed an answer to ideas they saw as dangerously socialist. Wagner, by then the general director of the Andes Evangelical Mission, rose to the occasion. In 1969, he took part in a conference in Bogota, Colombia, sponsored by the Billy Graham Evangelistic Association that aimed to counter these trends. He wrote a book--Latin American Theology: Radical or Evangelical?--which was handed out to all participants, and which argued that concern with social issues "may easily lead to serving mammon rather than serving God." Liberation theology was a slippery slope to hell.

After that, Wagner became a professor at Fuller Theological Seminary, teaching in the relatively experimental field of church growth. He began revisiting his experience in Bolivia, deciding that the overflowing churches he'd seen were a sign that the Holy Spirit was working in the world. He was also living in the California of the 1970s, when new religions and cults and a more freewheeling, independent, charismatic Christianity were proliferating, a kind of counter-counterculture. Droves of former hippies were being baptized in the Pacific in what became known as the Jesus People movement. Preachers such as John Wimber, a singer in the band that turned into the Righteous Brothers, were casting out demons before huge crowds. In the '80s, a group of men in Missouri known as the Kansas City Prophets believed they were restoring the gift of prophecy, understanding this to be God's natural way of talking to people.

Wagner met a woman named Cindy Jacobs, who understood herself to be a prophet, and believed that the "principalities" and "powers" mentioned in the Book of Ephesians were actually "territorial spirits" that could be defeated through "spiritual warfare." She and others formed prayer networks targeting the "10/40 window"--a geographic rectangle between the latitudes of 10 and 40 degrees north that included North Africa, the Middle East, and other parts of Asia that were predominantly Muslim, Buddhist, and Hindu.


C. Peter Wagner (Alexandre Luu)



Wagner also became captivated by a concept called dominionism, a major conceptual shift that had been emerging in conservative theological circles. At the time, the prevailing view was that God's mandate for Christians was simple evangelism, person by person; the Kingdom would come later, after the return of Jesus Christ, and meanwhile, the business of politics was, as the Bible verse goes, rendered unto Caesar. The new way of thinking was that God was calling his people to establish the Kingdom now. To put it another way, Christians had marching orders--a mandate for aggressive social and institutional transformation. The idea had deep roots in a movement called Christian Reconstructionism, whose serious thinkers--most prominently a Calvinist theologian named R. J. Rushdoony--were spending their lives working out the details of what a government grounded in biblical laws would look like, a model for a Christian theocracy.

By 1996, Wagner and a group of like-minded colleagues were rolling these ideas into what they were calling the New Apostolic Reformation, a term meant to evoke their conviction that a fresh outpouring of the Holy Spirit was moving around the globe, endowing believers with supernatural power and the authority to battle demonic forces and establish God's Kingdom on Earth. The NAR vision was not technically conservative but radical: Constructing the Kingdom meant destroying the secular state with equal rights for all, and replacing it with a system in which Christianity is supreme. As a practical matter, the movement put the full force of God on the side of free-market capitalism. In that sense, Wagner and his colleagues had found the answer to liberation theology that they'd been seeking for decades.

By last year, 42 percent of American Christians agreed with the statement "God wants Christians to stand atop the '7 Mountains of Society.'"

Wagner, who died in 2016, wrote dozens of additional books with titles such as Dominion! and Churchquake! The movement allowed Christianity to be changed and updated, embracing the idea that God was raising new apostles and prophets who could not only interpret ancient scripture but deliver "fresh words" and dreams from heaven on a rolling, even daily basis. One of Wagner's most talented acolytes, a preacher named Lance Wallnau, repackaged the concept of dominionism into what he popularized as the "7 Mountain Mandate," essentially an action plan for how Christians could dominate the seven spheres of life--government, education, media, and the four others posted on the walls like targets at Gateway House of Prayer.

What happened next is the story of these ideas spreading far and wide into an American culture primed to accept them. Churches interested in growing found that the NAR formula worked, delivering followers a sense of purpose and value in the Kingdom. Many started hosting "7M" seminars and offering coaching and webinars, which often drew wealthy businesspeople into the fold. After the 2016 election, a group of the nation's ultra-wealthy conservative Christians organized as an invitation-only charity called Ziklag, a reference to the biblical city where David found refuge during his war against King Saul. According to an investigation by ProPublica, the group stated in internal documents that its purpose was to "take dominion over the Seven Mountains." Wallnau is an adviser.

By last year, 42 percent of American Christians agreed with the statement "God wants Christians to stand atop the '7 Mountains of Society,' " according to Paul Djupe, a Denison University political scientist who has been developing new surveys to capture what he and others describe as a "fundamental shift" in American Christianity. Roughly 61 percent agreed with the statement that "there are modern-day apostles and prophets." Roughly half agreed that "there are demonic 'principalities' and 'powers' who control physical territory," and that the Church should "organize campaigns of spiritual warfare and prayer to displace high-level demons."

Overall, Djupe told me, the nation continues to become more secular. In 1991, only 6 percent of Americans identified as nonreligious, a figure that is now about 30 percent. But the Christians who remain are becoming more radical.

"They are taking on these extreme beliefs that give them a sense of power--they believe they have the power to change the nature of the Earth," Djupe said. "The adoption of these sort of beliefs is happening incredibly fast."

The ideas have seeped into Trumpworld, influencing the agenda known as Project 2025, as well as proposals set forth by the America First Policy Institute. A new book called Unhumans, co-authored by the far-right conspiracy theorist Jack Posobiec and endorsed by J. D. Vance, describes political opponents as "unhumans" who want to "undo civilization itself" and who currently "run operations in media, government, education, economy, family, religion, and arts and entertainment"--the seven mountains. The book argues that these "unhumans" must be "crushed."

"Our study of history has brought us to this conclusion: Democracy has never worked to protect innocents from the unhumans," the authors write. "It is time to stop playing by rules they won't."

my own frame of reference for what evangelical Christianity looked like was wooden pews, the ladies' handbell choir, and chicken casseroles for the homebound. The Southern Baptists of my childhood had no immediate reason to behave like insurgents. They had dominated Alabama for decades, mostly blessing the status quo. When I got an assignment a few years ago to write about why evangelicals were still backing Trump, I mistakenly thought that the Baptists were where the action was on the Christian right. I was working for The Washington Post then, and like many journalists, commentators, and researchers who study religion, I was far behind.

Where I ended up one Sunday in 2021 was a church in Fort Worth, Texas, called Mercy Culture. Roughly 1,500 people were streaming through the doors for one of four weekend services, one of which was in Spanish. Ushers offered earplugs. A store carried books about spiritual warfare. Inside the sanctuary, the people filling the seats were white, Black, and brown; they were working-class and professionals and unemployed; they were former drug addicts and porn addicts and social-media addicts; they were young men and women who believed their homosexual tendencies to be the work of Satan. I met a young woman who told me she was going to Montana to "prophesy over the land." I met a young man contemplating a future as a missionary, who told me, "If I have any choice, I want to die like the disciples." They had the drifty air of hippies, but their counterculture was pure Kingdom.

They faced a huge video screen showing swirling stars, crashing waves, and apocalyptic images, including a mushroom cloud. A digital clock was counting down, and when it hit zero, a band--keyboard, guitars, drums--began blasting music that reminded you of some pop song you couldn't quite place, from some world you'd left behind when you came through the doors. Lights flashed. Machine-made fog drifted through the crowd. People waved colored flags, calling the Holy Spirit in for a landing. Cameras swooped around, zooming in on a grown man crying and a woman lying prostrate, praying. Eventually, the pastor, a young man in skinny jeans, came onstage and demon-mapped the whole city of Fort Worth. The west side was controlled by the principality of Greed, the north by the demonic spirit of Rebellion; the south belonged to Lust. He spoke of surrendering to God's laws. And at one point, he endorsed a Church elder running for mayor, describing the campaign as "the beginning of a righteous movement."

Walking across the bleak, hot parking lot to my rental car afterward, I could understand how people were drawn into their realm. After that, I started seeing the futuristic world of the NAR all over the place. Sprawling megachurches outside Atlanta, Phoenix, and Harrisburg with Broadway-level production values; lower-budget operations in strip malls and the husks of defunct traditional churches. Lots of screens, lots of flags. Conferences with names like Open the Heavens. A training course called Vanquish Academy where people could learn "advanced prophetic weaponry" and "dream intelligence." Schools such as Kingdom University, in Tennessee, where students can learn their "Kingdom Assignment." In a way, the movement was a world with its own language. People spoke of convergence and alignment and demon portals and whether certain businesses were Kingdom or not.

In 2023, I met a woman who believed that her Kingdom assignment was to buy an entire mountain for God, and did. It is in northwestern Pennsylvania, and she lives on top of it with her husband. They are always finding what she called "God signs," such as feathers on the porch. Like many in the movement, she didn't attend church very often. But every day, she followed online prophets and apostles such as Dutch Sheets, an acolyte of Wagner's who has hundreds of thousands of followers and is known for interpreting dreams.

Stephanie McCrummen: The woman who bought a mountain for God

In 2016, Sheets began embracing prophecies that God was using Trump, telling fellow prophets and apostles that his victory would bring "new levels of demonic desperation." In the aftermath of the 2020 election, Sheets began releasing daily prophetic updates called Give Him 15, casting Trump's attempt to steal the election as a great spiritual battle against the forces of darkness. In the days before the insurrection, Sheets described a dream in which he was charging on horseback to the U.S. Capitol to stand for the Kingdom. Although he was not in Washington, D.C., on January 6, many of his followers were, some carrying the APPEAL TO HEAVEN flag he'd popularized. Others from Wagner's old inner circle were there too. Wallnau streamed live from near the U.S. Capitol that day and, that night, from the Trump International Hotel. Cindy Jacobs conducted spiritual warfare just outside the Capitol as rioters were smashing their way inside, telling her followers that the Lord had given her a vision "that they would break through and go all the way to the top." In his most recent book, The Violent Take It by Force, the scholar Matthew Taylor details the role that major NAR leaders played that day, calling them "the principal theological architects" of the insurrection.


Faith leaders, including major figures in the New Apostolic Reformation movement, pray with Donald Trump at the White House in 2019. (Storms Media Group / Alamy)



At the Pennsylvania statehouse, I met an apostle named Abby Abildness, whom I came to understand as a kind of Kingdom diplomat. It was the spring of 2023, and she had recently returned from Iraqi Kurdistan, where she had met with Kurdish leaders she believed to be descended from King Solomon, and who she said wanted "holy governance to go forth."

I watched YouTube videos of prophets broadcasting from their basements. I watched a streaming show called FlashPoint, where apostles and prophets deliver news from God; guests have included Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, because another dimension of the NAR is that the movement is a prominent advocate of Christian Zionism.

I came to understand how the movement amounts to a sprawling political machine. The apostles and prophets, speaking for God, decide which candidates and policies advance the Kingdom. The movement's prayer networks and newsletters amount to voter lists and voter guides. A growing ecosystem of podcasts and streaming shows such as FlashPoint amounts to a Kingdom media empire. And the overall vision of the movement means that people are not engaged just during election years but, like the people at Gateway House of Prayer, 24/7.

Read: This just in from heaven

As November's election neared, I watched the whole juggernaut crank into action to return Trump to the White House. Wallnau, in partnership with the Trump-aligned America First Policy Institute, promoted an effort called Project 19, targeting voters in 19 swing counties. He also launched something called the Courage Tour, which similarly targeted swing states, and I attended one event in Eau Claire, Wisconsin. It looked like an old-fashioned tent revival, except that it was also an aggressive pro-Trump mobilization effort. Wallnau dabbed frankincense oil onto foreheads, anointing voters into God's army. Another speaker said that Kamala Harris would be a "devil in the White House." Others cast Democrats as agents of Lucifer, and human history as a struggle between the godless forces of secular humanism and God's will for humankind.

A march called "A Million Women" on the National Mall drew tens of thousands of people and culminated with the smashing of an altar representing demonic strongholds in America. With the Capitol dome as their backdrop, people took turns bashing the altar as music surged and others prayed, and when it was rubble, the prophet Lou Engle declared, "We're going to point to the north, south, and east, and west, and command America! The veil has been ripped!"

The NAR movement was a major source of the "low-propensity voters" who backed Trump. Frederick Clarkson, a senior research analyst with Political Research Associates, which tracks antidemocratic movements, has been documenting the rise of the NAR for years, and warning about its theocratic goals. He believes that a certain condescension, and perhaps failure of imagination, has kept outsiders from understanding what he has come to see as the most significant religious movement of the 21st century, and one that poses a profound threat to democracy.

"Certain segments of society have not been willing to understand where these people are coming from," Clarkson told me. "For me, it's part of the story of our times. It's a movement that has continued to rise, gathered political strength, attracted money, built institutions. And the broad center-left doesn't understand what's happening."

Which leaves the question of what happens now.

The movement certainly aligns with many goals of the Christian right: a total abortion ban, an end to gay marriage and LGBTQ rights. Traditional family is the fundamental unit of God's perfect order. In theory, affirmative action, welfare programs, and other social-justice measures would be unnecessary because in the Kingdom, as Abildness, the Pennsylvania apostle, and her husband once explained to me, there is no racism and no identity other than child of God. "Those that oppose us think we are dangerous," her husband told me, describing a vision of life governed by God's will. "But this is better for everyone. There wouldn't be homelessness. We'd be caring for each other."

Matthew Taylor told me he sees the movement merging seamlessly into "the MAGA blob," with the prophets and apostles casting whatever Trump does as part of God's plan, and rebuking any dissent. "It's the synchronization with Trump that is most alarming," he said. "The agenda now is Trump. And that's how populist authoritarianism works. It starts out as a coalition, as a shotgun marriage, and eventually the populism and authoritarianism takes over."

Read: My father, my faith, and Donald Trump

In another sense, the movement has never been about policies or changes to the law; it's always been about the larger goal of dismantling the institutions of secular government to clear the way for the Kingdom. It is about God's total victory.

"Buckle up, buttercup!" Wallnau said on his podcast shortly after the election. "Because you're going to be watching a whole new redefinition of what the reformation looks like as Christians engage every sector of society. Christ is not quarantined any longer. We're going into all the world."

On the day after the election, I went to Life Center, the NAR church where Elon Musk had spoken a couple of weeks earlier. The mood was jubilant. A pastor spoke of "years of oppression" and said that "we are at a time on the other side of a victory for our nation that God alone--that God alone--orchestrated for us."

The music pounded, and people cheered, and after that, a prominent prophet named Joseph Garlington delivered a sermon. He was a guest speaker, and he offered what sounded like the first hint of dissent I'd heard in a long time. He talked about undocumented immigrants and asked people to consider whether it might be possible that God was sending them to the U.S. so they could build the Kingdom.

"What if they are part of the harvest?" he said. "He didn't send us to them; maybe he's sending them to us."

It was a striking moment. Life Center, Mercy Culture, and many other churches in the movement have large numbers of Latinos in their congregations. In 2020, Trump kicked off his outreach to evangelical voters at a Miami megachurch called El Rey Jesus, headed by a prominent Honduran American apostle named Guillermo Maldonado. I wondered how the apostles and prophets would react to the mass deportations Trump had proposed. Garlington continued that Trump was "God's choice," but that the election was just one battle in the ultimate struggle. He told people that it's "time for war," language I kept hearing in other NAR circles even after the election. He told people to prepare to lose friends and family as the Kingdom of God marched on in the days ahead. He told them to separate from the wicked.

"You'll be happy with the changes God brings," a woman reassured me. "You'll be happy."

"If you've got a child and he says, 'Come and let us go serve other gods,' go tell on him. Tell them, 'I've got a kid who is saying we need to serve other gods. Can you help me kill him?' " Garlington said he wasn't being literal about the last part. "But you need to rebuke them," he said. "You need to say, 'Honey, if you keep on that path, there's a place reserved in hell for you.' "

This was also a theme the next day at Gateway House of Prayer, where I waited to learn my own fate, as people began praying in tongues and free-forming in English as the Holy Spirit gave them words.




"We're asking for a full overturning in the media," a man said. "We're asking for all the media to turn away from being propagandists to being truth tellers."

"Their eyes need to be opened," a woman said. "They don't know God at all. They think they know all these things because they're so educated and worldly. But they do not see God ... And that's what we need. The harvest."

"The reformation," the grandmother added.

"The reformation," the woman said.

At one point, a man questioned me: "The whole world knows The Atlantic is a left-wing, Marxist-type publication. Why would you choose to go and work there?" At another point, the group leader defended me: "I feel the Lord has called her to be a truth seeker." At another point, the grandmother spoke of a prophecy she'd heard recently about punishment for the wicked. "There are millstones being made in Heaven," she said. "Straight up. There's millstones." Another woman spoke of "God's angry judgment" for the disobedient.

"There's a lot of people that are going to change their minds," a man said.

"You'll be happy with the changes God brings," a woman reassured me. "You'll be happy."

This went on for a while. I wasn't sure where it was going until the leader of the group decided that I should leave. She could not have been nicer about it. She spoke of God's absolute love, and absolute truth, and absolute justice, and then I headed for the door.

A few women followed me into the lobby, apologizing that it had come to this. They were sorry for me, as believers in the movement were sorry for all of the people who were lost and confused by this moment in America--the doubters, the atheists, the gay people, Muslims, Buddhists, Democrats, journalists, and all the godless who had not yet submitted to what they knew to be true. The Kingdom was here, and the only question was whether you were in, or out.



This article appears in the February 2025 print edition with the headline "Army of God."
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Stop the (North Carolina) Steal

The Democratic incumbent got more votes. Now the Republican challenger is trying to throw out tens of thousands of them.

by David A. Graham




When all the votes in November's race for North Carolina's state supreme court were counted, the incumbent, Allison Riggs, had won more. The question is whether that will be enough for her to take office.

The race began as a heated yet normal battle over political control for a key judgeship. But the challenger, Jefferson Griffin, is asking the state's courts to throw out about 60,000 ballots and hand him victory. This has transformed the contest into something more fundamental: a test of democracy's basic mechanics. Now it's up to the state's Republican-led supreme court to decide whether to side with voters or with a fellow Republican judge.

Yesterday, the court issued an order staying the certification of Riggs's election while it considers Griffin's petition. (Riggs, a Democrat, recused herself; the court's other Democrat dissented.) Certification had been scheduled for Friday.

Riggs didn't win the election by much: She garnered just a few hundred votes more than Griffin, who sits on the state's court of appeals. The race was a major focus for both parties; in 2022, the GOP gained control of the state supreme court, which has been involved in many high-profile political decisions. On Election Night, Riggs trailed by thousands of votes, but as absentee and provisional ballots were counted, she ended up with a lead of 625 votes out of more than 5.5 million.

Read: We're entering an era of 'total politics'

Griffin requested a machine recount, in which ballots are run through tabulators once more. That process actually expanded Riggs's lead to 734 votes. Griffin then requested a second recount, in which officials take a random sample of ballots and examine them by hand, comparing their tally to the machine count. If clear discrepancies appear, a candidate can request a full, statewide hand recount; the state board of elections concluded no such evidence existed.

By this point, Republican attempts to keep contesting the race had started to appear desperate. In 2020, when sitting Chief Justice Cheri Beasley, a Democrat, requested recounts in a race she lost by 401 votes, Republicans ridiculed her as a sore loser wasting her dignity and everyone else's time. (Beasley eventually conceded.) Yet now Griffin was going further. He filed a request with the state board to throw out some 60,000 votes, arguing the voters were not properly registered.

The largest group of registrations that Griffin has challenged are North Carolina residents whose voter registrations don't include driver's license numbers or Social Security numbers. This is now required by law, but these voters registered using old forms that didn't include the requirement. (They were not required to re-register.) The second set is overseas residents who have not lived in North Carolina, such as the adult children of North Carolinians who live abroad. A third is overseas voters who didn't submit a photo identification with their ballot.

Read: We drew congressional maps for partisan advantage. That was the point.

The first is the most notable tranche. These voters likely understood themselves to be legally registered, and elections officials had concluded they were registered. Prior to the election, the Republican National Committee challenged 225,000 registrations on the same basis, but a federal judge dismissed the case. The state board also concluded that the registrations were valid, and said that fraud was virtually impossible. For one thing, voters are required to show photo ID before voting, in accordance with a state law that went into effect this year. (The group includes both of Riggs's parents, as well as a politics editor at WUNC, a public-radio station in Chapel Hill.)

Now that the election has been completed and the votes have been counted, Griffin wants these votes to be thrown out after the fact. It's exceedingly hard to justify this as anything other than pure partisan power politics. Doing such a thing would violate not only precedent, but any basic sense of fairness. As ProPublica's Doug Bock Clark reported, the theory that Griffin is using was considered and rejected earlier this year by election deniers who deemed it too extreme.

The state board of elections, which has a 3-2 Democratic majority, rejected all three arguments, and pointed out that they should have been made far earlier. Griffin then appealed the decision directly to the state supreme court. The state board had the move shifted to federal court, but on Monday, the federal judge Richard Myers, a Trump appointee, sent the matter back to the supreme court, deeming it a state matter. In their order yesterday, the state supreme court justices set a schedule for briefing later this month.

Read: The Supreme Court finds North Carolina's racial gerrymandering unconstitutional

North Carolina is not new to vicious election fights. (Riggs rose to prominence as a progressive attorney focused on voting-rights cases.) In 2013, after the U.S. Supreme Court demolished key elements of the Voting Rights Act, Republicans passed a sweeping law restricting voting. A federal judge eventually struck the law down as targeting "African Americans with almost surgical precision." The state has also seen decades of battles over redistricting; after previous maps were struck down as unconstitutional racial gerrymanders, the GOP instead pursued an aggressively partisan map. In the previous Congress, both Democrats and Republicans from North Carolina held seven seats; under a new GOP-drawn map, Republicans won 10 seats to Democrats' four in November.

Even so, the reaction to Griffin's attempted maneuvers has been sharp, and not only on the left. In a recent article, the conservative writer and former GOP operative Andrew Dunn wrote that while he had often criticized Democrats' "dishonest nonsense" about Republicans in the past, he could not do so now.

"If the Supreme Court sides with Griffin, the fallout will be immediate and brutal," he wrote. "This isn't just bad optics; it's potentially a credibility-shattering disaster for the court, the party, and conservatism in North Carolina. Overnight, this becomes a national story about Republicans 'stealing' a Supreme Court seat. The allegation would be impossible to defend against."

Dunn is right. If the court ultimately sides with Griffin and throws the votes out, it will be a plain message that the Republican majority is more interested in grabbing power by any means available and adding an amenable colleague than in letting voters have a say. Faith in its objectivity has already been shaken by a pair of 2023 decisions, in which the new Republican majority reversed decisions about gerrymandering and the voter-ID law that had been made by the prior court. (The GOP-led state legislature also stripped powers from incoming Democratic Governor Josh Stein late last year, passing the changes just before Democrats broke a veto-proof supermajority. Stein has challenged the moves in court.)

Read: North Carolina's deliberate disenfranchisement of black voters

What happens in the North Carolina Supreme Court race is worth watching for voters around the country for reasons other than moral outrage. For the past 15 years, the Old North State has been an early indicator for national trends, including the 2013 voting law and the battles over partisan gerrymandering. The independent state legislature theory, floated by Trump allies as a way to overturn the 2020 presidential election, first reached the U.S. Supreme Court via a North Carolina case. Republican legal challenges to the 2016 election for governor were a template for Trump's challenges to the 2020 presidential election. As goes North Carolina, so goes the nation.
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The Particular Horror of the Los Angeles Wildfires

Southern California is no stranger to fires. But the dreadful blazes that began yesterday are potentially transformative.

by Conor Friedersdorf




When wildfires began ravaging Los Angeles yesterday, the story was familiar in many respects: In dry and windy weather, a small blaze can spread so fast and so far that no one can do anything to stop it, especially in terrain dense with brush and hard for firefighters to reach.

Pacific Palisades, where the first fire began, is such a neighborhood; its roughly 24 square miles are beside rugged wilderness. The roads are winding. Homes are built on parts of a mountain range and in six major canyons. A fire-hazard map proposed by the California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection in 2022 described the area as "very high" risk--the highest possible categorization. And it has burned before, most significantly in November 1961, during a historic blaze.

Yet for all their predictability, these blazes are also outliers. Among people I spoke with who have observed Southern California wildfires for decades, several felt that these fires are unusually dramatic and dreadful, and have more potential than most to alter regional politics.

Conor Friedersdorf: The Southern California wildfire paradox

First, consider the warnings that preceded the fires. On Monday, the National Weather Service alerted Southern Californians to an imminent "LIFE-THREATENING, DESTRUCTIVE, Widespread Windstorm," language far stronger than warnings typically given just before the Santa Ana winds begin to blow, rushing down through mountain passes and canyons to sea level, heating up and drying out along the way.

Yesterday, hours before any fire began, Los Angeles Times subscribers woke up to this front-page headline "Unusually Strong Winds Carry High Risk of Winter Fires." It warned of gusts up to 100 miles per hour and quoted a fire official describing the danger to the region as "extreme." The prediction could hardly have been more emphatic.

Sure enough, by lunchtime, a fire hadn't just ignited in Pacific Palisades, threatening the Getty Villa--it had spread out of control in a visually spectacular manner. Twenty miles away, people could walk onto the beach, look north along an unobstructed coastline, and see a plume of smoke behind the Santa Monica pier. It billowed out over the bay for miles. By evening and especially after nightfall, people could see flames seeming to engulf the hillsides north of Santa Monica. A blockbuster using CGI to convey "L.A. in flames" would not have been more dramatic.

Footage shot within Pacific Palisades itself was just as shocking. News crews and residents recorded terrifying scenes amid architecturally striking custom-built homes.

Many owners of Palisades real estate are unusually wealthy and influential. And that brings us to the politics of the blaze. The real-estate developer Rick Caruso, who owns a shopping center in the neighborhood, alleged on a local news channel that fire hydrants didn't have enough water to supply firefighters with what they needed. He said that someone should ask Los Angeles Mayor Karen Bass, whom he ran against in the most recent mayoral election, what went wrong.

The entrepreneur Wes Nichols, who has lived in the neighborhood for 26 years, evacuated sometime after dark. He posted on social media that he personally saw more than 100 homes engulfed in flames, adding, "I'm mad at what I saw. Our politicians have failed us. Unprepared, unimaginative, understaffed, now overwhelmed. Heads must roll for this disaster."

Read: The wildfire risk in America's front yards

Bass wasn't able to represent herself to the public or answer her critics because when the fire began, she was in Ghana, attending the inauguration of its president.

Things may only get worse from here. The Palisades Fire, having already spread at least to Malibu, destroying homes and businesses, now threatens Santa Monica and beyond--that is to say, it could still spread from the edges of greater Los Angeles to a swath of its dense core. Weather is the biggest factor in the city's fate.

Strong, gusty winds are forecast to continue in much of the region throughout the day today. Wind is howling outside my window an hour south, in Orange County. And for many miles in every direction, a new catastrophic fire could start at any moment. I've lived through 45 years of Southern California wildfires. I can't recall having as much uncertainty about how not just one community but the region as a whole will fare in the next 24 hours.
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Judge Cannon Comes to Trump's Aid, Again

The president-elect would rather Jack Smith's report never sees the light of day. Luckily for him, he has an ally.

by David A. Graham




Judge Aileen Cannon isn't done blocking and tackling for Donald Trump--especially blocking.

In a brief order today, the federal judge in Florida temporarily barred the Justice Department from releasing Special Counsel Jack Smith's final report of his investigation into the president-elect. The order, which came after a request from Trump's co-defendants, not only prevents the public release of the report but also bans DOJ from sharing it with other areas of the government. (Trump's lawyers separately asked Attorney General Merrick Garland to block the report's release.)

Cannon, a Trump appointee, was randomly assigned one of Smith's cases in June 2023--the one involving Trump's hoarding of highly classified materials at Mar-a-Lago. Her handling of it puzzled and appalled many observers, some of whom accused her of "sabotaging" the case. In July, she threw the case out, concluding that Smith's appointment altogether was unconstitutional. DOJ appealed her ruling, but Smith moved to dismiss the matter after Trump won the presidential election.

David A. Graham: Aileen Cannon is who critics feared she was

The dismissal was a bow to reality--DOJ guidance bars the prosecution of a sitting president, and Trump had vowed to dismiss it and fire Smith anyway--but it also paved the way for Smith to release a report laying out his findings before Trump could take charge and bury it. Cannon's ruling appears to try to block the release of information related not only to the classified-documents case but also to a separate case involving Trump's attempts to subvert the 2020 election, which was in federal court in Washington, D.C. Smith moved to dismiss that case after Trump's victory as well.

Cannon's ruling is temporary and expires once the Eleventh Circuit Court, which was hearing DOJ's appeal, rules. From one perspective, Cannon's ruling is reasonable: She's just preserving the status quo while the higher court decides. But analyzing her choice outside of her repeated decisions that help Trump is impossible. Her ruling that Smith's appointment was unconstitutional conflicted with years of rulings about special counsels, and surprised legal observers who'd expected Trump's argument to be quickly dismissed.

And that was after her already dilatory handling of the case, which allowed Trump to escape a trial in what was arguably the most straightforward of the several criminal cases against him. Trump clearly took the documents, some of which involved the nation's most sensitive secrets. They were recovered at Mar-a-Lago by FBI agents, who found them stacked haphazardly in a bathroom and on a ballroom stage, even though the government had issued Trump a subpoena. But by drawing the case out and winning the election in November, Trump managed to quash it.

Now he'd like to bury any damaging information that Smith gathered--in both this and the election case. The release of a report is standard for special counsels, but Trump is once again trying to run out the clock. If he can drag the process out until January 20, when he becomes president, he may be able to permanently block any release. With any other judge, that might seem like a pipe dream. But luckily for Trump, Aileen Cannon isn't any other judge.
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The Political Logic of Trump's International Threats

Renaming the Gulf of Mexico is a lot simpler than building the wall.

by Jonathan Chait




Since winning a second presidential term, Donald Trump has made a curious pivot to a kind of performative imperialism. Immediately after November's election, he began musing about acquiring Greenland from Denmark, which has no interest whatsoever in parting with the territory. His menacing gestures began to escalate. Trump has started taunting Canada by referring to its prime minister as a "governor" and vaguely threatening annexation. He began demanding a return of the Panama Canal, which the United States ceded more than four decades ago.

Today, during a press conference, Trump announced that he would rename the Gulf of Mexico the "Gulf of America." When a reporter asked if he would disavow military and economic coercion in his efforts to seize Greenland or the Panama Canal, he declined to rule out either. "No, I can't assure you on either of those two," he mused. "I'm not going to commit to that. It might be that we will have to do something."

Robinson Meyer: Trump is thinking of buying a giant socialist island

When an authoritarian-minded leader poised to control the world's most powerful military begins overt saber-rattling against neighbors, the most obvious and important question to ask is whether he intends to follow through. That question, unfortunately, is difficult to answer. On the one hand, Trump almost certainly has no plan, or even concepts of a plan, to launch a hemispheric war. Seizing the uncontrolled edges of the North American continent makes sense in the board game Risk, but it has very little logic in any real-world scenario.

On the other hand, Trump constantly generated wild ideas during his first term, only for the traditional Republicans in his orbit to distract or foil him, with the result that the world never found out how serious he was about them. This time around, one of his highest priorities has been to make sure his incoming administration is free of officials whose professionalism or loyalty to the Constitution would put them at risk of violating their loyalty to Trump. We cannot simply assume that Trump's most harebrained schemes will fizzle.

An easier question to answer is why Trump keeps uttering these threats. One reason is that he seems to sincerely believe that strong countries have the right to bully weaker ones. Trump has long insisted that the United States should seize smaller countries' natural resources, and that American allies should be paying us protection money, as if they were shopkeepers and America were a mob boss.

A second reason is that Trump uses his international bullying as fan service for his base. The actual, concrete policy agenda of Trump's presidency consists largely of boring regulatory and tax favors to wealthy donors and business interests--priorities that most of his voters don't care about. Trump seems to grasp the need for public dramas to entertain the MAGA base.

Spectacles of domination play an important role in Trump's political style. "Build the wall" is the classic example: Trump never did build his "big, beautiful wall" along the length of the southern border, yet his fans don't hold that against him, because the physical manifestation of a barrier on the southern border was beside the point. They thrilled instead to the idea of a wall as an expression of strength and defiance. When Trump would respond to criticism by saying, "The wall just got 10 feet higher," he was performing dominance. The real wall was the threats he made along the way.

The giveaway came when, during Trump's first term, Democrats in Congress offered to fund the wall in return for minor immigration-policy concessions, at which point Trump appeared to lose interest in the project. The fact that Democrats would cooperate drained the trope of its transgressive allure.

John B. Washington: Trump's big border wall is now a pile of rusting steel

Trump's most recent gestures likewise reveal his symbolic intent. To be sure, you can construct a coherent policy rationale for some kind of international deal involving Greenland. But there is little evidence that Trump is interested in any kind of practical deal. He wants to menace allies. You don't dispatch Donald Trump Jr., whose professional expertise, to the extent he has any, is monetizing the Trump brand, to advance a real diplomatic or military strategy. You send Don Jr. to entertain the base. Meanwhile, renaming the Gulf of Mexico isn't even plausibly related to any economic or territorial objective. It's pure symbolic bluster.

Trump could very well blunder from performative imperialism into a live shooting war. (When I was a kid, my teachers banned play-fighting at recess on the sound basis that it often led to the real thing). More likely, he will antagonize allies and provoke voters in those countries to elevate nationalist leaders of their own who will stand up to the United States rather than cooperate with it.

This would be a long-term cost to American foreign policy purchased for fleeting political gain--mortgaging the interests of the country to extract immediate value for Donald Trump. That form of arbitrage is precisely the kind of deal that Trump long ago turned into an art form.
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The New Rasputins

Anti-science mysticism is enabling autocracy around the globe.

by Anne Applebaum




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


Frosty pine trees rim the edge of an icy lake. Snow is falling; spa music plays in the background. A gray-haired man with a pleasant face stands beside the lake. He begins to undress. He is going swimming, he explains, to demonstrate his faith, and his opposition to science, to technology, to modernity. "I don't need Facebook; I don't need the internet; I don't need anybody. I just need my heart," he says. As he swims across the lake, seemingly unbothered by the cold, he continues: "I trust my immune system because I have complete trust and faith in its creator, in God. My immunity is part of the sovereignty of my being."

This is Calin Georgescu, the man who shocked his countrymen when he won the first round of the Romanian presidential election on November 24, despite hardly registering in opinion polls and conducting his campaign almost entirely on TikTok, where the platform's rules, ostensibly designed to limit or regulate political messages, appear not to have constrained him. On the contrary, he used the tactics that many social-media influencers deploy to appeal to the TikTok algorithm. Sometimes he added soft, melancholic piano music, imploring people to "vote with your souls." Sometimes he used pop-up subtitles, harsh lighting, fluorescent colors, and electronic music, calling for a "national renaissance" and criticizing the secret forces that have allegedly sought to harm Romanians. "The order to destroy our jobs came from the outside," he says in one video. In another, he speaks of "subliminal messages" and thought control, his voice accompanied by images of a hand holding puppet strings. In the months leading up to the election, these videos amassed more than 1 million views.

Elsewhere, this gentle-seeming New Age mystic has praised Ion Antonescu, the Romanian wartime dictator who conspired with Hitler and was sentenced to death for war crimes, including his role in the Romanian Holocaust. He has called both Antonescu and the prewar leader of the Iron Guard, a violent anti-Semitic movement, national heroes. He twice met with Alexander Dugin, the Russian fascist ideologue, who posted on X a (subsequently deleted) statement that "Romania will be part of Russia." And at the same time, Georgescu praises the spiritual qualities of water. "We don't know what water is," he has said; "H2O means nothing." Also, "Water has a memory, and we destroy its soul through pollution," and "Water is alive and sends us messages, but we don't know how to listen to them." He believes that carbonated drinks contain nanochips that "enter into you like a laptop." His wife, Cristela, produces YouTube videos on healing, using terms such as lymphatic acidosis and calcium metabolism to make her points.

In its new incarnation, the far right began to resemble the old far left. In some places, the two began to merge.

Both of them also promote "peace," a vague goal that seems to mean that Romania, which borders Ukraine and Moldova, should stop helping Ukraine defend itself against Russian invaders. "War cannot be won by war," Cristela Georgescu wrote on Instagram a few weeks before voting began. "War destroys not only physically, it destroys HEARTS." Neither she nor her husband mentions the security threats to Romania that would grow exponentially following a Russian victory in Ukraine, nor the economic costs, refugee crisis, and political instability that would follow. It is noteworthy that although Calin Georgescu claimed to have spent no money on this campaign, the Romanian government says someone illegally paid TikTok users hundreds of thousands of dollars to promote Georgescu and that unknown outsiders coordinated the activity of tens of thousands of fake accounts, including some impersonating state institutions, that supported him. Hackers, suspected to be Russian, carried out more than 85,000 cyberattacks on Romanian election infrastructure as well. On December 6, in response to the Romanian government's findings about "aggressive" Russian attacks and violations of Romanian electoral law, Romania's Constitutional Court canceled the election and annulled the results of the first round.

Given this strange combination--Iron Guard nostalgia and Russian trolls plus the sort of wellness gibberish more commonly associated with Gwyneth Paltrow--who exactly are the Georgescus? How to classify them? Tempting though it is to describe them as "far right," this old-fashioned terminology doesn't quite capture whom or what they represent. The terms right-wing and left-wing come from the French Revolution, when the nobility, who sought to preserve the status quo, sat on the right side of the National Assembly, and the revolutionaries, who wanted democratic change, sat on the left. Those definitions began to fail us a decade ago, when a part of the right, in both Europe and North America, began advocating not caution and conservatism but the destruction of existing democratic institutions. In its new incarnation, the far right began to resemble the old far left. In some places, the two began to merge.

When conspiracy theories and nonsense cures are widely accepted, the evidence-based concepts of guilt and criminality vanish quickly too.

When I first wrote about the need for new political terminology, in 2017, I struggled to come up with better terms. But now the outlines of a popular political movement are becoming clearer, and this movement has no relation at all to the right or the left as we know them. The philosophers of the Enlightenment, whose belief in the possibility of law-based democratic states gave us both the American and French Revolutions, railed against what they called obscurantism: darkness, obfuscation, irrationality. But the prophets of what we might now call the New Obscurantism offer exactly those things: magical solutions, an aura of spirituality, superstition, and the cultivation of fear. Among their number are health quacks and influencers who have developed political ambitions; fans of the quasi-religious QAnon movement and its Pizzagate-esque spin-offs; and members of various political parties, all over Europe, that are pro-Russia and anti-vaccine and, in some cases, promoters of mystical nationalism as well. Strange overlaps are everywhere. Both the left-wing German politician Sahra Wagenknecht and the right-wing Alternative for Germany party promote vaccine and climate-change skepticism, blood-and-soil nationalism, and withdrawal of German support for Ukraine. All across Central Europe, a fascination with runes and folk magic aligns with both right-wing xenophobia and left-wing paganism. Spiritual leaders are becoming political, and political actors have veered into the occult. Tucker Carlson, the former Fox News host who has become an apologist for Russian aggression, has claimed that he was attacked by a demon that left "claw marks" on his body.

This New Obscurantism has now affected the highest levels of U.S. politics. Foreigners and Americans alike have been hard-pressed to explain the ideology represented by some of Donald Trump's initial Cabinet nominations, and for good reason. Although Trump won reelection as a Republican, there was nothing traditionally "Republican" about proposing Tulsi Gabbard as director of national intelligence. Gabbard is a former progressive Democrat with lifelong ties to the Science of Identity Foundation, a Hare Krishna breakaway sect. Like Carlson, she is also an apologist for the brutal Russian dictator Vladimir Putin and for the recently deposed dictator of Syria, Bashar al-Assad, both of whose fantastical lies she has sometimes repeated. Nor is there anything "conservative" about Kash Patel, Trump's nominee for FBI director, who has suggested that he intends to target a long list of current and former government officials, including many who served in the first Trump administration. In keeping with the spirit of the New Obscurantists, Patel has also promoted Warrior Essentials, a business selling antidotes both to COVID and to COVID vaccines. But then, no one who took seriously the philosophy of Edmund Burke or William F. Buckley Jr. would put a conspiracy theorist like Robert F. Kennedy Jr.--another Putin apologist, former Democrat (indeed, from the most famous Democratic family in America), and enemy of vaccines, as well as fluoride--in charge of American health care. No "conservative" defender of traditional family values would propose, as ambassador to France, a convicted felon who sent a prostitute to seduce his sister's husband in order to create a compromising tape--especially if that convicted felon happened to be the father of the president's son-in-law.

From the October 2024 issue: Kash Patel will do anything for Trump

Rather than conservatism as conventionally understood, this crowd and its international counterparts represent the fusion of several trends that have been coalescing for some time. The hawkers of vitamin supplements and unproven COVID cures now mingle--not by accident--with open admirers of Putin's Russia, especially those who mistakenly believe that Putin leads a "white Christian nation." (In reality, Russia is multicultural, multiracial, and generally irreligious; its trolls promote vaccine skepticism as well as lies about Ukraine.) Fans of Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban--a small-time autocrat who has impoverished his country, now one of the poorest in Europe, while enriching his family and friends--make common cause with Americans who have broken the law, gone to jail, stolen from their own charities, or harassed women. And no wonder: In a world where conspiracy theories and nonsense cures are widely accepted, the evidence-based concepts of guilt and criminality vanish quickly too.

Among the followers of this new political movement are some of the least wealthy Americans. Among its backers are some of the most wealthy. George O'Neill Jr., a Rockefeller heir who is a board member of The American Conservative magazine, turned up at Mar-a-Lago after the election; O'Neill, who was a close contact of Maria Butina, the Russian agent deported in 2019, has promoted Gabbard since at least 2017, donating to her presidential campaign in 2020, as well as to Kennedy's in 2024. Elon Musk, the billionaire inventor who has used his social-media platform, X, to give an algorithmic boost to stories he surely knows are false, has managed to carve out a government role for himself. Are O'Neill, Musk, and the cryptocurrency dealers who have flocked to Trump in this for the money? Or do they actually believe the conspiratorial and sometimes anti-American ideas they're promulgating? Maybe one, maybe the other, possibly both. Whether their motivations are cynical or sincere matters less than their impact, not just in the U.S. but around the world. For better or for worse, America sets examples that others follow. Merely by announcing his intention to nominate Kennedy to his Cabinet, Trump has ensured that skepticism of childhood vaccines will spread around the world, possibly followed by the diseases themselves. And epidemics, as we've recently learned, tend to make people frightened, and more willing to embrace magical solutions.

Other civilizations have experienced moments like this one. As their empire began to decline in the 16th century, the Venetians began turning to magic and looking for fast ways to get rich. Mysticism and occultism spread rapidly in the dying days of the Russian empire. Peasant sects promoted exotic beliefs and practices, including anti-materialism, self-flagellation, and self-castration. Aristocrats in Moscow and St. Petersburg turned to theosophy, a mishmash of world religions whose Russian-born inventor, Helena Blavatsky, brought her Hindu-Buddhist-Christian-Neoplatonic creed to the United States. The same feverish, emotional atmosphere that produced these movements eventually propelled Rasputin, a peasant holy man who claimed that he had magical healing powers, into the imperial palace. After convincing Empress Alexandra that he could cure her son's hemophilia, he eventually became a political adviser to the czar.

Rasputin's influence produced, in turn, a kind of broader hysteria. By the time the First World War broke out, many Russians were convinced that dark forces--tyomnye sily--were secretly in control of the country. "They could be different things to different people--Jews, Germans, Freemasons, Alexandra, Rasputin, and the court camarilla," writes Douglas Smith, one of Rasputin's biographers. "But it was taken on faith that they were the true masters of Russia." As one Russian theosophist put it, "Enemies really do exist who are poisoning Russia with negative emanations."

Replace dark forces with the deep state, and how different is that story from ours? Like the Russians in 1917, we live in an era of rapid, sometimes unacknowledged, change: economic, political, demographic, educational, social, and, above all, informational. We, too, exist in a permanent cacophony, where conflicting messages, right and left, true and false, flash across our screens all the time. Traditional religions are in long-term decline. Trusted institutions seem to be failing. Techno-optimism has given way to techno-pessimism, a fear that technology now controls us in ways we can't understand. And in the hands of the New Obscurantists--who actively promote fear of illness, fear of nuclear war, fear of death--dread and anxiety are powerful weapons.

Autocracy in America: The end of democracy has already begun

For Americans, the merging of pseudo-spirituality with politics represents a departure from some of our deepest principles: that logic and reason lead to good government; that fact-based debate leads to good policy; that governance prospers in sunlight; and that the political order inheres in rules and laws and processes, not mystical charisma. The supporters of the New Obscurantism have also broken with the ideals of America's Founders, all of whom considered themselves to be men of the Enlightenment. Benjamin Franklin was not only a political thinker but a scientist and a brave advocate of smallpox inoculation. George Washington was fastidious about rejecting monarchy, restricting the power of the executive, and establishing the rule of law. Later American leaders--Lincoln, Roosevelt, King--quoted the Constitution and its authors to bolster their own arguments.

By contrast, this rising international elite is creating something very different: a society in which superstition defeats reason and logic, transparency vanishes, and the nefarious actions of political leaders are obscured behind a cloud of nonsense and distraction. There are no checks and balances in a world where only charisma matters, no rule of law in a world where emotion defeats reason--only a void that anyone with a shocking and compelling story can fill.



This article appears in the February 2025 print edition with the headline "The New Rasputins."
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The Coming Assault on Birthright Citizenship

The Constitution is absolutely clear on this point, but will that matter?

by Amanda Frost




A politically powerful opponent of birthright citizenship railed that the United States cannot "give up the right" to "expel" dangerous "trespassers" who "invade [our] borders," "wander in gangs," and "infest society."

Was this Donald Trump speaking in 2024? No, the quote is from an 1866 speech on the Senate floor by Senator Edgar Cowan of Pennsylvania, a leading opponent of adding a provision to the U.S. Constitution granting citizenship based solely on birth on U.S. soil. Who were the "invaders" that Senator Cowan so feared? "I mean the Gypsies," Cowan explained, despite offering no evidence that Roma migration posed a risk to the United States.

Senator Cowan lost the fight. In 1868, the nation ratified the Fourteenth Amendment, the first sentence of which guarantees birthright citizenship. The amendment invalidated the Supreme Court's infamous 1857 decision in Dred Scott v. Sandford, which declared that no Black person could ever be a U.S. citizen. Equally important, the Constitution now guaranteed citizenship to the children of immigrants born on U.S. soil, "no matter from what quarter of the globe he or his ancestors may have come," as one senator later put it in a speech to his constituents.

Martha S. Jones: Birthright citizenship was won by freed slaves

More than 150 years later, Trump has vowed to end birthright citizenship on "day one" of his new administration for children without at least one parent who is a citizen or green-card holder. He made that announcement in a three-minute video prominently posted on his campaign website, which he repeated in an interview with NBC's Meet the Press last month.

In 2025, the end of birthright citizenship is more than just an applause line at the Conservative Political Action Conference. It has a genuine, if slim, chance of making its way into law. If it does, it will upend the lives of millions, and create a caste system in which a new set of people--native-born non-Americans--can never work or live in the open.

This prospect ought to be taken seriously. How would President Trump implement such a plan? Is it constitutional? And would the U.S. Supreme Court back him up?

The first question is easy, because Trump has told us exactly how he intends to proceed. In the video, the president-elect commits to issuing an executive order on January 20, 2025, that would deny citizenship not only to the children of undocumented immigrants but also to those born to parents who both are legally in the United States on a temporary visa for study or work. (Trump's order as proposed would apply only to children born after it is issued.)

The consequences would be immediate. Trump says he will order government officials to deny these children passports and Social Security numbers. They will be prohibited from enrolling in federal programs such as Medicaid, the Children's Health Insurance Program, and the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, and likely state benefits as well.

As adults, if all goes according to Trump's plan, they will be barred from voting, holding elected office, and serving on juries. States could deny them a driver's license and block them from attending state universities. They would be prohibited from working in the United States, and any U.S. citizen who employs them could be fined or even jailed under federal immigration laws. Many would be rendered stateless. Perhaps worst of all, they would live in perpetual fear of being deported from the only country in which they have ever lived.

Read: Trump's murky plan to end birthright citizenship

Ending birthright citizenship for these children would affect everyone in America. Everyone would now have to provide proof of their parents' citizenship or immigration status on the date of their birth to qualify for the rights and benefits of citizenship. The new law would necessitate an expanded government bureaucracy to scrutinize hospital records, birth certificates, naturalization oaths, and green-card applications.

Lawsuits are sure to follow, which leads to the second question: Will Trump have the constitutional authority to end birthright citizenship for the children of undocumented immigrants?

Per the text of the Constitution, the answer is a hard no. Some constitutional provisions are fuzzy, but the citizenship clause is not one of them. It states: "All persons born or naturalized in the United States, and subject to the jurisdiction thereof, are citizens of the United States and of the State wherein they reside."

Even the deeply racist Supreme Court back in 1898 couldn't find any wiggle room in that language. Just two years before, in 1896, the Court had somehow read the Constitution's equal-protection clause to permit "separate but equal" in Plessy v. Ferguson, ushering in the Jim Crow era. But when the U.S. government argued in United States v. Wong Kim Ark that the children of Chinese immigrants were not birthright citizens, the justices balked. The language granting citizenship to "all persons born" in the United States was "universal," the Court explained, restricted "only by place and jurisdiction." More recently, the Supreme Court reaffirmed that point, stating as an aside in a 1982 opinion addressing the rights of undocumented children to attend school: "No plausible distinction with respect to Fourteenth Amendment 'jurisdiction' can be drawn between resident aliens whose entry into the United States was lawful, and resident aliens whose entry was unlawful."

Despite the clear text and long-standing judicial precedent, Trump claims that undocumented immigrants and their children are not "subject to the jurisdiction" of the United States, and so fall within the exception to universal birthright citizenship.

That is nonsense. Undocumented immigrants must follow all federal and state laws. When they violate criminal laws, they are jailed. If they park illegally, they are ticketed. They are required to pay their taxes and renew their driver's license, just like everyone else. Trump certainly agrees that undocumented parents of native-born children can be deported for violating immigration laws at any time. So in what way are these immigrants and their children not subject to U.S. jurisdiction?

The citizenship clause's exception for those not "subject to the jurisdiction" of the United States applies only to children born to members of American Indian tribes and the children of diplomats, as Congress explained when drafting that language in 1866. In contrast with undocumented immigrants, both groups owe allegiance to a separate sovereign, and both are immune from certain state and federal laws. (Native Americans were granted birthright citizenship by federal statute in 1924.)

As nonsensical as they are in an American context, Trump's ideas didn't come out of nowhere. In 1985, the law professor Peter Schuck and the political scientist Rogers Smith wrote an influential book, Citizenship Without Consent, arguing that the Fourteenth Amendment's citizenship clause did not apply to the children of undocumented immigrants. These scholars asserted that "immigration to the United States was entirely unregulated" before the 1870s, and so there was no such thing as an "illegal immigrant" and likewise no intent to grant birthright citizenship to their children. Many scholars and commentators, including some members of Congress, have repeated that same claim. In 2015, the law professor Lino Graglia testified before the House Judiciary Committee that "there were no illegal aliens in 1868 because there were no restrictions on immigration." Then-Representative Raul Labrador repeated the same point at that hearing, asserting as fact that there was "no illegal immigration when the Fourteenth Amendment came into being." In an op-ed in June 2023, a former Department of Homeland Security policy adviser declared, "There were no immigrant parents living unlawfully in the United States" in the 19th century.

These critics have their facts wrong. In a recent law-review article, the legal scholars Gabriel Chin and Paul Finkelman explained that for decades, Africans were illegally brought to the United States as slaves even after Congress outlawed the international slave trade in 1808, making them the "illegal aliens" of their day. The nation was well aware of that problem. Government efforts to shut down the slave trade and deport illegally imported enslaved people were widely reported throughout the years leading up to the Civil War. Yet no one credible, then or now, would argue that the children of those slaves were to be excluded from the citizenship clause--a constitutional provision intended to overrule Dred Scott v. Sandford by giving U.S. citizenship to the 4.5 million Black people then living in the United States.

Read: Birthright citizenship wasn't born in America

Even so, these ideas have gained traction in the right-wing legal community--a group that will be empowered in Trump's next term. The Fifth Circuit judge James C. Ho, who is regularly floated as a potential nominee to the Supreme Court, recently said in an interview that children of "invading aliens" are not citizens, because "birthright citizenship obviously doesn't apply in case of war or invasion"--a reversal of his previous position on this issue. (This is the judicial equivalent of shouting, "Pick me! Pick me!") Never mind that undocumented immigrants--a majority of whom entered the United States legally and then overstayed their visa--don't qualify as invaders under any definition of the word. And never mind that there is no support for that idea in either the Constitution's text or its history. In 1866, Senator Cowan opposed granting citizenship to the children of the "flood" of Chinese immigrants into California, as well as to Gypsy "invaders" of his own state. His colleagues pointed out that the only invasion of Pennsylvania was by Confederate soldiers a few years before. Birthright citizenship, they explained, would ensure that the United States would never revert back to the slave society that the Confederates invaded Pennsylvania to preserve.

In truth, all of these baseless arguments are window dressing for the real goal. The Fourteenth Amendment's overarching purpose was to end a caste system in which some people had more rights under the law than others. To be sure, that ideal has always been a work in progress. But many opponents of birthright citizenship don't even hold out that ideal as a goal; they would rather bring caste back, and enshrine it in our laws.

If birthright citizenship were to end tomorrow for children without at least one parent who was a citizen or lawful permanent resident, it would bar from citizenship hundreds of thousands of people each year. These people wouldn't be eligible to participate in our democracy, and they would be forced to live and work in the shadows, as would their children and their children's children. The end of birthright citizenship would create a caste of millions of un-Americans, locked in perpetuity into an inferior, exploitable status. Ironically, if Trump were to succeed in ending birthright citizenship, he would preside over the most dramatic increase of undocumented immigrants in U.S. history.

That brings us to the third question: Would five members of the Supreme Court uphold Trump's proposed executive order?

No sitting justice has addressed this question directly. At his confirmation hearing in 2006, Justice Samuel Alito was asked whether he thought the children of undocumented immigrants qualified for birthright citizenship under the Fourteenth Amendment. He refused to answer on the grounds that a future case might come before him, but he also observed: "It may turn out to be a very simple question. It may turn out to be a complicated question. Without studying the question, I don't know." Justice Amy Coney Barrett declined to respond to the same question for the same reason. (These two justices also dodged questions about whether they would overturn Roe v. Wade on those grounds.)

The Georgetown law professor Steve Vladeck, an expert on the Supreme Court, believes that, at most, "two" or "maybe ... even three justices" on the current Court would vote to end birthright citizenship. But all it takes is five, and the Court's composition may well change. Trump appointed three justices during his first term in office, and he could appoint a few more before the end of his second. It is they who will have the last word.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/01/birthright-citizenship-trump/681219/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Bad News for Trump's Legislative Agenda

The Republicans barely elected Mike Johnson as speaker of the House.

by Russell Berman




The success of President-Elect Donald Trump's legislative agenda will depend on whether Republicans can close ranks in Congress. They nearly failed on their very first vote.

Mike Johnson won reelection as House speaker by the narrowest of margins this afternoon, and only after two Republican holdouts changed their votes at the last minute. Johnson won on the first ballot with exactly the 218 votes he needed to secure the required majority. The effort he expended to keep the speaker's gavel portends a tough slog for Trump, who endorsed Johnson's bid.

Johnson was well short of a majority after an initial tally in the House, which elects a speaker in a long, televised roll call during which every member's name is called. Three Republicans--Representatives Thomas Massie of Kentucky, Ralph Norman of South Carolina, and Keith Self of Texas--voted for other candidates, and another six refused to vote at all in a protest of Johnson's leadership. The six who initially sat out the roll call cast their votes for Johnson when their names were called a second time. But it took nearly an hour for Johnson to flip Norman and Self. After huddling with Johnson on and off the House floor, the three men walked together to the front of the House chamber, where Norman and Self changed their votes to put Johnson over the top.

The tense vote marked the second Congress in a row in which the formal, usually ceremonial opening of the House became highly dramatic. Two years ago, conservative holdouts forced Kevin McCarthy to endure 15 rounds of voting and days of horse-trading before allowing him to become speaker. With help from Democrats, the same group ousted him nine months later, leading to Johnson's election as his replacement.

McCarthy's chief nemesis was then-Representative Matt Gaetz, who resigned his seat during his brief bid to become Trump's attorney general (and ahead of a bombshell report from the House Ethics Committee alleging that he had sex with a 17-year-old, among other claims). The Republican playing Gaetz's role this time was Massie, a seven-term Kentuckian with a libertarian streak who vowed to oppose Johnson even under threat of digital amputation. ("You can start cutting off my fingers," Massie told Gaetz on Thursday night in his former colleague's new capacity as a host on One America News Network.)

Read: Not the life Matt Gaetz was planning on

Yet the members opposing Johnson were not as numerous or dug-in as McCarthy's adversaries. And although Trump backed McCarthy two years ago, he was more politically invested in Johnson's success today. A drawn-out fight for the speakership could have threatened his legislative agenda and even delayed the certification of his election. (The House cannot function without a speaker, so it would not have been able to formally open and count the Electoral College ballots as required by the Constitution on January 6.)

Even with today's relatively swift resolution, Johnson's struggle to remain speaker is an ominous sign for the GOP's ability to enact Trump's priorities in the first few months of his term. The majority that narrowly elected Johnson will temporarily become slimmer once the Senate confirms two Republican lawmakers to Trump's Cabinet, creating vacancies pending special elections to replace them. And GOP divisions have already emerged over whether the party should launch its governing trifecta with a push to bolster the southern border or combine that effort with legislation extending Trump's 2017 tax cuts.

Republicans have a bigger buffer in the Senate, where they control 53 seats. But in the House, the GOP edge is two seats smaller than it was at the beginning of the last Congress, and just one or two members will have the power to defeat party-line votes without support from Democrats. Johnson's main critics, including Massie, Norman, and Self, support Trump's agenda in the abstract, but they are not loyalists of the president-elect. (Neither Massie nor Roy backed him in the GOP primary last year.) They are far more hawkish on spending than Trump, who showed little concern for deficits in his first term and has pushed Republicans to raise or even eliminate the debt ceiling before he takes office--a move that could smooth the passage of costly tax cuts.

Minutes before the vote today, Johnson posted on X a list of commitments apparently aimed at mollifying a few of the GOP holdouts. He pledged to create a pair of working groups to audit federal spending and work with Trump's new Department of Government Efficiency to implement "recommended government and spending reforms." Johnson did not specify any cuts or identify how much money he'd propose trimming from the budget.

Elaina Plott Calabro: The accidental speaker

His pledges weren't enough, and Johnson reportedly needed Trump's help to secure the final votes. Afterward, the speaker's critics made clear that the divisions on display today hadn't been fully resolved. Leaders of the conservative House Freedom Caucus released a statement saying they had backed Johnson "despite our sincere reservations" only because they wanted  to support Trump's agenda. One of those members, Representative Chip Roy of Texas, who initially withheld his vote for Johnson, warned the speaker that "there are many members beyond the three who voted for someone else who have reservations."

Johnson's opponents complained that he has been too quick to strike deals with Democrats--a perennial gripe that House conservatives have with Republican leaders. But their brief revolt today offered a reminder of how much leverage Democrats might retain in Trump's Washington. Over the past two years. Republicans who nominally controlled the House couldn't pass any significant legislation without help from Democrats. Their majority is even smaller now.

When Johnson addressed the House after accepting the speaker's gavel this afternoon, he noted that the Democratic minority leader, Representative Hakeem Jeffries of New York, had offered to work with Republicans on one of Trump's top priorities--securing the border. "I'm counting on it," Johnson said. If today's struggle was any indication, the reelected Republican speaker, along with the reelected Republican president, might be relying on Democrats more than they'd like.
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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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Not the Life Matt Gaetz Was Planning On

The disgraced former Florida representative now faces the blunt reality of his own political irrelevance.

by Elaine Godfrey




The normal rules of public disgrace may no longer apply to Donald Trump. But at least some expectation of good behavior remains, it seems, for a politician in Trump's orbit.

After a multiyear investigation, the House Ethics Committee reported today that former Representative Matt Gaetz paid "tens of thousands of dollars" to various women, including one 17-year-old girl, "for sex and/or drugs" on at least 20 occasions. Many such allegations had been reported before but specific details are always more shocking to the senses, and the report was heavy on those.

"The Committee received testimony that Victim A and Representative Gaetz had sex twice during the party, including at least once in the presence of other party attendees," the panel said. "Victim A recalled receiving $400 in cash from Representative Gaetz that evening, which she understood to be payment for sex. At the time, she had just completed her junior year of high school."

In its conclusion, the committee said it had found evidence that Gaetz violated several House rules "prohibiting prostitution, statutory rape, illicit drug use, impermissible gifts, special favors or privileges, and obstruction of Congress."

I reached out to Gaetz's former congressional aides for his comment on the report, and they pointed to his long denial on X, now pinned to the top of his profile, which is full of all-caps disclaimers. "I was charged with nothing: FULLY EXONERATED," he wrote. "It's embarrassing, though not criminal, that I probably partied, womanized, drank and smoked more than I should have earlier in life. I live a different life now."

That life is already different from the one he'd carefully planned. A week after the November election, the 42-year-old Florida Republican was named as President-Elect Trump's choice to lead the Justice Department. Gaetz quickly gave up his seat in Congress--to forestall, it was widely assumed, publication of the ethics committee's report. But the maneuver seemed to have failed when, a month ago, he pulled out of the running for attorney general and announced the launch of a show on the relatively marginal One America News Network. As one former Republican lawmaker from Florida who'd collaborated with Gaetz in the House (and who asked for anonymity to speak candidly) described his former colleague's future: "It's oblivion."

A man who reportedly dreams of being Florida governor is now facing the blunt reality of his own political irrelevance. "He is farther from the governor's mansion now than ever," Peter Schorsch, a Florida publisher and former political consultant who previously worked with Gaetz, told me. "GOP voters are not going to go with the P. Diddy of Florida politics."

Read: The potential backlash to Trump unbound

"Matt Gaetz is winning," I wrote in my profile of the congressman back in April. "He has emerged as the heir of Trumpism. And he's poised to run for governor in a state of nearly 23 million people."

Until very recently, Gaetz was winning. He had, in the past few years, become a MAGA folk hero for his commitment to posture and provocation--as well as a trusted confidant of Trump. He was able to exact revenge over his arch-nemesis, former House Speaker Kevin McCarthy. More than anything, though, Gaetz seemed relieved: He'd been released from a set of ruinous claims after the Justice Department, which had been investigating sex-crimes allegations against him, dropped its probe in 2023, reportedly because of witness-credibility problems.

Already personally rich, Gaetz has only ever wanted one thing: relevance. And his path forward seemed obvious to anyone who'd ever known him. At the end of 2025, he would run for governor of his home state--and, given his relationship with Trump, he seemed likely to win the GOP primary. Serving two years at the helm of Trump's Justice Department could help Gaetz in that quest; even if his nomination were to be blocked, he could campaign as a victim of the "deep state" and the GOP establishment.

Yet all of Gaetz's planning fell apart. After initially voting not to release the report, the ethics panel took a second, secret vote earlier this month in which all five Democrats on the panel, plus two of its Republicans, chose to make their findings public. This morning, Gaetz filed for a restraining order against the House panel to halt the official release, accusing the committee of an "unconstitutional" attempt "to exercise jurisdiction over a private citizen." That last-ditch effort failed.

After standing down from consideration as attorney general, Gaetz was being wooed by Newsmax, a TV network owned by the Trump ally Christopher Ruddy, where Gaetz has previously guest-hosted. But with the unreleased ethics report still hanging over his head, Gaetz instead accepted a role anchoring a show on OANN, a significantly smaller and less influential network. "If it gets much worse, he's gonna be on public access," Schorsch said. Some observers I spoke with expect Gaetz to relocate to San Diego, where OANN is based, which is nearly 3,000 miles from the Trump White House--far enough that it might as well be Mars.

Some in MAGA world have come to Gaetz's defense: Steve Bannon, the former White House chief strategist, said today on his War Room podcast that the ethics report is "a big nothingburger" and encouraged Gaetz to "go full Harper Valley PTA" by returning to Congress on January 3 to take the oath of office--which Gaetz could technically do, given that he was reelected to his seat in November. Bannon called OANN a "great little channel," but said Gaetz could do better than being a talk-show host: "You've got enough crazy people like Tucker Carlson and myself yelling in microphones," he said. "We need a man in the arena."

Gaetz has already mused about a plan for revenge that would force other House members to disclose their sexual-harassment settlements. "He's lashing out because he knows it's over," the former Republican lawmaker from Florida told me.

Trump has not seemed eager to jump to Gaetz's defense. After Gaetz withdrew from the AG race, the president-elect posted on Truth Social the kind of message you might read in your high-school yearbook from a loose acquaintance: "Matt has a wonderful future, and I look forward to watching all of the great things he will do!"

In two years' time, Gaetz might still run for Florida governor. But his chances of success have dwindled, allegation by toxic allegation. "Who knows" whether Gaetz will try to run, the former Republican legislator texted me. "This isn't being MAGA or America first. This is being a disgrace." Gaetz's implosion has probably made it easier for Trump and his allies to begin consolidating their support behind a candidate in a crowded field. "I know the bar has been lowered for what is acceptable behavior out of our politicians, but Florida voters know a creep when they see one," Schorsch said.

Gaetz's superpower has always been his ability to find the spotlight and stay stubbornly in it. Yet he will have a hard time accepting his ouster from the white-hot center of MAGA world during a new Trump administration and adjusting to a new perch far outside the perimeter. At OANN, Gaetz could engineer a way to make himself relevant once again--transforming himself into a media personality with influence and reach. But for now at least, Gaetz's winning streak is over.
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        Trump Is Facing a Catastrophic Defeat in Ukraine
        Robert Kagan

        Vice-president Elect J. D. Vance once said that he doesn't care what happens to Ukraine. We will soon find out whether the American people share his indifference, because if there is not soon a large new infusion of aid from the United States, Ukraine will likely lose the war within the next 12 to 18 months. Ukraine will not lose in a nice, negotiated way, with vital territories sacrificed but an independent Ukraine kept alive, sovereign, and protected by Western security guarantees. It faces ins...

      

      
        The New Rasputins
        Anne Applebaum

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Frosty pine trees rim the edge of an icy lake. Snow is falling; spa music plays in the background. A gray-haired man with a pleasant face stands beside the lake. He begins to undress. He is going swimming, he explains, to demonstrate his faith, and his opposition to science, to technology, to modernity. "I don't need Facebook; I don't need the internet; I don't need anybody. I just need my heart," he says. As...

      

      
        The Global Outrage Machine Skips the Uyghurs
        Michael Schuman

        Updated at 11:03 a.m. ET on January 7, 2025China has exploited the crisis in Gaza to present itself as a defender of the Palestinians and a champion of the oppressed. That posture appears to be benefiting China in its geopolitical competition with the United States--even though Beijing is guilty of human-rights abuses against a Muslim community within its own territory. The Uyghurs of China suffer mass detention, population suppression, and cultural assimilation under a brutal authoritarian regime...
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        Why Liberals Struggle to Cope With Epochal Change
        Ivan Krastev

        As I witnessed the despair and incomprehension of liberals worldwide after Donald Trump's victory in November's U.S. presidential election, I had a sinking feeling that I had been through this before. The moment took me back to 1989, when the Berlin Wall came down, signaling the beginning of the end of Soviet Communism and the lifting of the Iron Curtain that had divided Europe since the end of World War II. The difference was that the world that collapsed in 1989 was theirs, the Communists'. Now...

      

      
        The Rise of John Ratcliffe
        Shane Harris

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.In September 2016, the CIA sent a classified memo to the FBI, which was investigating Russian interference in the presidential election. According to Russian intelligence sources, Hillary Clinton had approved a plan to publicly tie Donald Trump to the country's hack of the Democratic National Committee. The Russians reportedly said that Clinton wanted to distract the public from the scandal over her use of a ...

      

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

        Updated at 3:10 p.m. ET on January 6, 2025On 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...

      

      
        The Hawaiians Who Want Their Nation Back
        Adrienne LaFrance

        Photographs by Brendan George KoUpdated at 5:04 p.m. ET on January 4, 2025.

Read this article in Hawaiian.At the edge of a forest on the island of O'ahu, through two massive metal gates--if you can convince someone to let you in--you will find yourself inside the compound of the self-appointed president of the Nation of Hawai'i.Dennis Pu'uhonua Kanahele came to possess this particular 45-acre plot only after a prolonged and extremely controversial occupation, which he led, and which put him in pri...
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Trump Is Facing a Catastrophic Defeat in Ukraine

If Ukraine falls, it will be hard to spin as anything but a debacle for the United States, and for its president.

by Robert Kagan


Karlivka, Donetsk. 2023. Doctors of the 59th Brigade try to inject and stabilize injured soldiers from the frontlines. (Chien-Chi Chang / Magnum)



Vice-president Elect J. D. Vance once said that he doesn't care what happens to Ukraine. We will soon find out whether the American people share his indifference, because if there is not soon a large new infusion of aid from the United States, Ukraine will likely lose the war within the next 12 to 18 months. Ukraine will not lose in a nice, negotiated way, with vital territories sacrificed but an independent Ukraine kept alive, sovereign, and protected by Western security guarantees. It faces instead a complete defeat, a loss of sovereignty, and full Russian control.

This poses an immediate problem for Donald Trump. He promised to settle the war quickly upon taking office, but now faces the hard reality that Vladimir Putin has no interest in a negotiated settlement that leaves Ukraine intact as a sovereign nation. Putin also sees an opportunity to strike a damaging blow at American global power. Trump must now choose between accepting a humiliating strategic defeat on the global stage and immediately redoubling American support for Ukraine while there's still time. The choice he makes in the next few weeks will determine not only the fate of Ukraine but also the success of his presidency.

The end of an independent Ukraine is and always has been Putin's goal. While foreign-policy commentators spin theories about what kind of deal Putin might accept, how much territory he might demand, and what kind of security guarantees, demilitarized zones, and foreign assistance he might permit, Putin himself has never shown interest in anything short of Ukraine's complete capitulation. Before Russia's invasion, many people couldn't believe that Putin really wanted all of Ukraine. His original aim was to decapitate the government in Kyiv, replace it with a government subservient to Moscow, and through that government control the entire country. Shortly after the invasion was launched, as Russian forces were still driving on Ukraine, Putin could have agreed to a Ukrainian offer to cede territory to Russia, but even then he rejected any guarantees for Ukrainian security. Today, after almost three years of fighting, Putin's goals have not changed: He wants it all.

Read: The abandonment of Ukraine

Putin's stated terms for a settlement have been consistent throughout the war: a change of government in Kyiv in favor of a pro-Russian regime; "de-Nazification," his favored euphemism for extinguishing Ukrainian nationalism; demilitarization, or leaving Ukraine without combat power sufficient to defend against another Russian attack; and "neutrality," meaning no ties with Western organizations such as NATO or the EU, and no Western aid programs aimed at shoring up Ukrainian independence. Western experts filling the op-ed pages and journals with ideas for securing a post-settlement Ukraine have been negotiating with themselves. Putin has never agreed to the establishment of a demilitarized zone, foreign troops on Ukrainian soil, a continuing Ukrainian military relationship with the West of any kind, or the survival of Volodymyr Zelensky's government or any pro-Western government in Kyiv.

Some hopeful souls argue that Putin will be more flexible once talks begin. But this is based on the mistaken assumption that Putin believes he needs a respite from the fighting. He doesn't. Yes, the Russian economy is suffering. Yes, Russian losses at the front remain staggeringly high. Yes, Putin lacks the manpower both to fight and to produce vital weaponry and is reluctant to risk political upheaval by instituting a full-scale draft. If the war were going to drag on for another two years or more, these problems might eventually force Putin to seek some kind of truce, perhaps even the kind of agreement Americans muse about. But Putin thinks he's going to win sooner than that, and he believes that Russians can sustain their present hardships long enough to achieve victory.


The frontline city Bakhmut faces shelling day and night.(Chien-Chi Chang / Magnum)



Are we so sure he's wrong? Have American predictions about Russia's inability to withstand "crippling" sanctions proved correct so far? Western sanctions have forced Russians to adapt and adjust, to find work-arounds on trade, oil, and financing, but although those adjustments have been painful, they have been largely successful. Russia's GDP grew by more than 3 percent in 2023 and is expected to have grown by more than 3 percent again in 2024, driven by heavy military spending. The IMF's projections for 2025 are lower, but still anticipate positive growth. Putin has been re-Sovietizing the economy: imposing market and price controls, expropriating private assets, and turning the focus toward military production and away from consumers' needs. This may not be a successful long-term economic strategy, but in the long term, we are all dead. Putin believes Russia can hold on long enough to win this war.

It is not at all clear that Putin even seeks the return to normalcy that peace in Ukraine would bring. In December, he increased defense spending to a record $126 billion, 32.5 percent of all government spending, to meet the needs of the Ukraine war. Next year, defense spending is projected to reach 40 percent of the Russian budget. (By comparison, the world's strongest military power, the U.S., spends 16 percent of its total budget on defense.) Putin has revamped the Russian education system to instill military values from grade school to university. He has appointed military veterans to high-profile positions in government as part of an effort to forge a new Russian elite, made up, as Putin says, exclusively of "those who serve Russia, hard workers and [the] military." He has resurrected Stalin as a hero. Today, Russia looks outwardly like the Russia of the Great Patriotic War, with exuberant nationalism stimulated and the smallest dissent brutally repressed.

Read: What makes Russia's economy so sanctions-resistant?

Is all of this just a temporary response to the war, or is it also the direction Putin wants to steer Russian society? He talks about preparing Russia for the global struggles ahead. Continuing conflict justifies continuing sacrifice and continuing repression. Turning such transformations of society on and off and on again like a light switch--as would be necessary if Putin agreed to a truce and then, a couple of years later, resumed his attack--is not so easy. Could he demand the same level of sacrifice during the long, peaceful interlude? For Putin, making Russians press ahead through the pain to seek victory on the battlefield may be the easier path. The Russian people have historically shown remarkable capacity for sacrifice under the twin stimuli of patriotism and terror. To assume that Russia can't sustain this war economy long enough to outlast the Ukrainians would be foolish. One more year may be all it takes. Russia faces problems, even serious problems, but Putin believes that without substantial new aid Ukraine's problems are going to bring it down sooner than Russia.

That is the key point: Putin sees the timelines working in his favor. Russian forces may begin to run low on military equipment in the fall of 2025, but by that time Ukraine may already be close to collapse. Ukraine can't sustain the war another year without a new aid package from the United States. Ukrainian forces are already suffering from shortages of soldiers, national exhaustion, and collapsing morale. Russia's casualty rate is higher than Ukraine's, but there are more Russians than Ukrainians, and Putin has found a way to keep filling the ranks, including with foreign fighters. As one of Ukraine's top generals recently observed, "the number of Russian troops is constantly increasing." This year, he estimates, has brought 100,000 additional Russian troops to Ukrainian soil. Meanwhile, lack of equipment prevents Ukraine from outfitting reserve units.

Ukrainian morale is already sagging under Russian missile and drone attacks and the prolonged uncertainty about whether the United States' vital and irreplaceable support will continue. What happens if that uncertainty becomes certainty, if the next couple of months make clear that the United States is not going to provide a new aid package? That alone could be enough to cause a complete collapse of Ukrainian morale on the military and the home front. But Ukraine has another problem, too. Its defensive lines are now so shallow that if Russian troops break through, they may be able to race west toward Kyiv.

Putin believes he is winning. "The situation is changing dramatically," he observed in a recent press conference. "We're moving along the entire front line every day." His foreign-intelligence chief, Sergei Naryshkin, recently declared, "We are close to achieving our goals, while the armed forces of Ukraine are on the verge of collapse." That may be an exaggeration for now, but what matters is that Putin believes it. As Naryshkin's comments affirm, Putin today sees victory within his grasp, more than at any other time since the invasion began.

Read: The only way the Ukraine war can end

Things may be tough for Putin now, but Russia has come a long way since the war's first year. The disastrous failure of his initial invasion left his troops trapped and immobilized, their supply lines exposed and vulnerable, as the West acted in unison to oppose him and provide aid to a stunningly effective Ukrainian counterattack. That first year of the war marked a peak moment of American leadership and alliance solidarity and a low point for Putin. For many months, he effectively fought the entire world with little help from anyone else. There must have been moments when he thought he was going to lose, although even then he would not give up on his maximalist goals.

But he clawed his way back, and circumstances today are far more favorable for Russia, both in Ukraine and internationally. His forces on the ground are making steady progress--at horrific cost, but Putin is willing to pay it so long as Russians tolerate it and he believes that victory is in sight.

Meanwhile, Ukraine's lifeline to the U.S. and the West has never been more imperiled. After three years of dealing with an American administration trying to help Ukraine defend itself, Putin will soon have an American president and a foreign-policy team who have consistently opposed further aid to Ukraine. The transatlantic alliance, once so unified, is in disarray, with America's European allies in a panic that Trump will pull out of NATO or weaken their economies with tariffs, or both. Europe itself is at a low point; political turmoil in Germany and France has left a leadership vacuum that will not be filled for months, at best. If Trump cuts off or reduces aid to Ukraine, as he has recently suggested he would, then not only will Ukraine collapse but the divisions between the U.S. and its allies, and among the Europeans themselves, will deepen and multiply. Putin is closer to his aim of splintering the West than at any other time in the quarter century since he took power.

Read: Helping Ukraine is Europe's job now

Is this a moment at which to expect Putin to negotiate a peace deal? A truce would give Ukrainians time to breathe and restore their damaged infrastructure as well as their damaged psyches. It would allow them to re-arm without expending the weapons they already have. It would reduce the divisions between the Trump administration and its European allies. It would spare Trump the need to decide whether to seek an aid package for Ukraine and allow him to focus on parts of the world where Russia is more vulnerable, such as the post-Assad Middle East. Today Putin has momentum on his side in what he regards, correctly, as the decisive main theater. If he wins in Ukraine, his loss in Syria will look trivial by comparison. If he hasn't blinked after almost three years of misery, hardship, and near defeat, why would he blink now when he believes, with reason, that he is on the precipice of such a massive victory?


Avdiivka, Donetsk. 2023. Avdiivka was the site of an extended battle, falling to Russian forces in February, 2024. (Chien-Chi Chang / Magnum)



A Russian victory means the end of Ukraine. Putin's aim is not an independent albeit smaller Ukraine, a neutral Ukraine, or even an autonomous Ukraine within a Russian sphere of influence. His goal is no Ukraine. "Modern Ukraine," he has said, "is entirely the product of the Soviet era." Putin does not just want to sever Ukraine's relationships with the West. He aims to stamp out the very idea of Ukraine, to erase it as a political and cultural entity.

This is not a new Russian goal. Like his pre-Soviet predecessors, Putin regards Ukrainian nationalism itself as a historic threat that predates the "color revolutions" of the early 2000s and NATO enlargement in the 1990s--that even predates the American Revolution. In Putin's mind, the threat posed by Ukrainian nationalism goes back to the exploitation of Ukrainians by the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth in the 15th and 16th centuries, to the machinations of the Austrian empire in the 18th and 19th centuries, and to the leveraging of Ukrainian nationalist hatred of Russia during World War II by the Germans. So Putin's call for "de-Nazification" is not just about removing the Zelensky government, but an effort to stamp out all traces of an independent Ukrainian political and cultural identity.

Read: Putin isn't fighting for land in Ukraine

The vigorous Russification that Putin's forces have been imposing in Crimea and the Donbas and other conquered Ukrainian territories is evidence of the deadly seriousness of his intent. International human-rights organizations and journalists, writing in The New York Times, have documented the creation in occupied Ukraine of "a highly institutionalized, bureaucratic and frequently brutal system of repression run by Moscow" comprising "a gulag of more than 100 prisons, detention facilities, informal camps and basements" across an area roughly the size of Ohio. According to a June 2023 report by the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, nearly all Ukrainians released from this gulag reported being subjected to systematic torture and abuse by Russian authorities. Tortures ranged from "punching and cutting detainees, putting sharp objects under fingernails, hitting with batons and rifle butts, strangling, waterboarding, electrocution, stress positions for long periods, exposure to cold temperatures or to a hot box, deprivation of water and food, and mock executions or threats." Much of the abuse has been sexual, with women and men raped or threatened with rape. Hundreds of summary executions have been documented, and more are likely--many of the civilians detained by Russia have yet to be seen again. Escapees from Russian-occupied Ukraine speak of a "prison society" in which anyone with pro-Ukrainian views risks being sent "to the basement," where torture and possible death await.

This oppression has gone well beyond the military rationale of identifying potential threats to Russian occupying forces. "The majority of victims," according to the State Department, have been "active or former local public officials, human rights defenders, civil society activists, journalists, and media workers." According to the OHCHR, "Russia's military and their proxies often detained civilians over suspicions regarding their political views, particularly related to pro-Ukrainian sentiments."

Putin has decreed that all people in the occupied territories must renounce their Ukrainian citizenship and become Russian citizens or face deportation. Russian citizenship is required to send children to school, to register a vehicle, to get medical treatment, and to receive pensions. People without Russian passports cannot own farmland, vote, run for office, or register a religious congregation. In schools throughout the Russian-occupied territories, students learn a Russian curriculum and complete a Russian "patriotic education program" and early military training, all taught by teachers sent from the Russian Federation. Parents who object to this Russification risk having their children taken away and sent to boarding schools in Russia or occupied Crimea, where, Putin has decreed, they can be adopted by Russian citizens. By the end of 2023, Ukrainian officials had verified the names of 19,000 children relocated to schools and camps in Russia or to Russian-occupied territory. As former British Foreign Secretary James Cleverly put it in 2023, "Russia's forcible deportation of innocent Ukrainian children is a systematic attempt to erase Ukraine's future."

Read: The children Russia kidnapped

So is the Russian effort to do away with any distinctively Ukrainian religion. In Crimea, Russian authorities have systematically attacked the Ukrainian Orthodox Church, harassed its members, and forced the Church to give up its lands. The largest Ukrainian Orthodox congregation in Crimea closed in 2019, following a decree by occupation authorities that its cathedral in Simferopol be "returned to the state."

These horrors await the rest of Ukraine if Putin wins. Imagine what that will look like. More than 1 million Ukrainians have taken up arms against Russia since February 2022. What happens to them if, when the fighting stops, Russia has gained control of the entire country? What happens to the politicians, journalists, NGO workers, and human-rights activists who helped in innumerable ways to fight the Russian invaders? What happens to the millions of Ukrainians who, in response to Russia's attack, have embraced their Ukrainian identity, adopted the Ukrainian language, revived Ukrainian (and invariably anti-Russian) historical narratives, and produced a nascent revival of Ukrainian culture? Russian-occupation authorities will seek to stamp out this resurgence of Ukrainian nationalism across the whole country. Hundreds of thousands of Ukrainians will flee, putting enormous strain on Ukraine's neighbors to the west. But thousands more will wind up in prison, facing torture or murder. Some commentators argue that it would be better to let Ukraine lose quickly because that, at least, would end the suffering. Yet for many millions of Ukrainians, defeat would be just the beginning of their suffering.

This is where Ukraine is headed unless something changes, and soon. Putin at this moment has no incentive to make any deal that leaves even part of Ukraine intact and independent. Only the prospect of a dramatic, near-term change in his military fortunes could force Putin to take a more accommodating course. He would have to believe that time is not on his side, that Ukraine will not fall within 12 months: that it will instead be supplied and equipped to fight as long as necessary, and that it can count on steady support from the United States and its allies. It's hard to see why anything short of that would force Putin to veer from his determined drive toward victory.


April 2022. An Orthodox priest presides over a burial for a woman whose husband disappeared in early March in Bucha, which was occupied by Russian troops. His body was not discovered until a month later. (Chien-Chi Chang / Magnum)



Which brings us to President-Elect Donald Trump, who now finds himself in a trap only partly of his own devising. When Trump said during his campaign that he could end the war in 24 hours, he presumably believed what most observers believed: that Putin needed a respite, that he was prepared to offer peace in exchange for territory, and that a deal would include some kind of security guarantee for whatever remained of Ukraine. Because Trump's peace proposal at the time was regarded as such a bad deal for Kyiv, most assumed Putin would welcome it. Little did they know that the deal was not remotely bad enough for Putin to accept. So now Trump is in the position of having promised a peace deal that he cannot possibly get without forcing Putin to recalculate.

Compounding Trump's basic miscalculation is the mythology of Trump as strongman. It has been no small part of Trump's aura and political success that many expect other world leaders to do his bidding. When he recently summoned the beleaguered Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau to Mar-a-Lago and proceeded to humiliate him as "governor" of America's "51st state," Trump boosters in the media rejoiced at his ability to "project strength as the leader of the U.S. while making Trudeau look weak." Many people, and not just Trump's supporters, similarly assumed that the mere election of Trump would be enough to force Putin to agree to a peace deal. Trump's tough-guy image and dealmaking prowess supposedly gave him, in the view of one former Defense official, "the power and the credibility with Putin to tell him he must make a just, lasting peace."

Read: The real reason Trump loves Putin

It's dangerous to believe your own shtick. Trump himself seemed to think that his election alone would be enough to convince Putin that it was time to cut a deal. In his debate with Kamala Harris, Trump said he would have the war "settled" before he even became president, that as president-elect he would get Putin and Zelensky together to make an agreement. He could do this because "they respect me; they don't respect Biden." Trump's first moves following November 5 exuded confidence that Putin would accommodate the new sheriff in town. Two days after the election, in a phone call with Putin that Trump's staff leaked to the press, Trump reportedly "advised the Russian president not to escalate the war in Ukraine and reminded him of Washington's sizable military presence in Europe." Beyond these veiled threats, Trump seems to think that something like friendship, high regard, or loyalty will facilitate dealmaking.

That Trump, the most transactional of men, could really believe that Putin would be moved by such sentiments is hard to credit. Days after the phone call in which Trump "advised" him not to escalate, Putin fired a hypersonic, nuclear-capable intermediate-range ballistic missile at Ukraine, and he's been escalating ever since. He also had his spokesmen deny that any phone call had taken place. Even today, Putin insists that he and Trump have not spoken since the election.

Putin has also made clear that he is not interested in peace. As he observed in the days before the missile launch, "Throughout centuries of history, humanity has grown accustomed to resolving disputes by force. Yes, that happens too. Might makes right, and this principle also works." In a message clearly aimed at Trump's pretensions of power, Putin suggested that the West make a "rational assessment of events and its own capabilities." His spokesmen have stated repeatedly that Putin has no interest in "freezing the conflict," and that anyone who believes Moscow is ready to make concessions at all has either "a short memory or not enough knowledge of the subject." They have also warned that U.S.-Russian relations are "teetering on the verge of rupture," with the clear implication that it is up to Trump to repair the damage. Putin is particularly furious at President Joe Biden for finally lifting some of the restrictions on the Ukrainian use of the American long-range ATACMS missiles against Russian targets, threatening to fire intermediate-range ballistic missiles at U.S. and allied targets in response.

Trump has since backed off. When asked about the phone call, Trump these days won't confirm that it ever happened--"I don't want to say anything about that, because I don't want to do anything that could impede the negotiation." More significantly, he has begun making preemptive concessions in the hope of getting Putin to begin talks. He has declared that Ukraine will not be allowed to join NATO. He has suggested that Ukraine will receive less aid than it has been getting from the United States. And he has criticized Biden's decision to allow Ukraine to use American-made ATACMS to strike Russian territory. Putin has simply pocketed all these concessions and offered nothing in return except a willingness to talk "without preconditions." Now begin the negotiations about beginning the negotiations, while the clock ticks on Kyiv's ability to endure.

Read: Trump to Russia's rescue

So much for the idea that Putin would simply fold and accept a peace deal once he saw Donald Trump in charge. But what can Trump do now?

Quite a bit, actually. Putin can be forced to accept less than his maximal goals, especially by an American president willing to play genuine hardball. Trump's reference in his phone call to the superiority of American power and its many troops and facilities in Europe was obviously designed to get Putin's attention, and it might have if Putin thought Trump was actually prepared to bring all that power into the equation. The thing that Putin has most feared, and has bent over backwards to avoid provoking, is the United States and NATO's direct involvement in the conflict. He must have been in a panic when his troops were bogged down and losing in Ukraine, vulnerable to NATO air and missile strikes. But the Biden administration refused to even threaten direct involvement, both when it knew Putin's war plans months in advance, and after the initial invasion, when Putin's troops were vulnerable. Trump's supporters like to boast that one of his strengths in dealing with adversaries is his dangerous unpredictability. Hinting at U.S. forces becoming directly involved, as Trump reportedly did in his call with Putin, would certainly have confirmed that reputation. But Putin, one suspects, is not inclined to take such threats seriously without seeing real action to back them. After all, he knows all about bluffs--he paralyzed the Biden administration with them for the better part of three years.

Trump has a credibility problem, partly due to the Biden administration's failures, but partly of his own making. Putin knows what we all know: that Trump wants out of Ukraine. He does not want to own the war, does not want to spend his first months in a confrontation with Russia, does not want the close cooperation with NATO and other allies that continuing support for Ukraine will require, and, above all, does not want to spend the first months of his new term pushing a Ukraine aid package through Congress after running against that aid. Putin also knows that even if Trump eventually changes his mind, perhaps out of frustration with Putin's stalling, it will be too late. Months would pass before an aid bill made it through both houses and weaponry began arriving on the battlefield. Putin watched that process grind on last year, and he used the time well. He can afford to wait. After all, if eight months from now Putin feels the tide about to turn against him in the war, he can make the same deal then that Trump would like him to make now. In the meantime, he can continue pummeling the demoralized Ukrainians, taking down what remains of their energy grid, and shrinking the territory under Kyiv's control.

Read: How Biden made a mess of Ukraine

No, in order to change Putin's calculations, Trump would have to do exactly what he has not wanted to do so far: He would have to renew aid to the Ukrainians immediately, and in sufficient quantity and quality to change the trajectory on the battlefield. He would also have to indicate convincingly that he was prepared to continue providing aid until Putin either acquiesced to a reasonable deal or faced the collapse of his army. Such actions by Trump would change the timelines sufficiently to give Putin cause for concern. Short of that, the Russian president has no reason to talk about peace terms. He need only wait for Ukraine's collapse.

Putin doesn't care who the president of the United States is. His goal for more than two decades has been to weaken the U.S. and break its global hegemony and its leadership of the "liberal world order" so that Russia may resume what he sees as its rightful place as a European great power and an empire with global influence. Putin has many immediate reasons to want to subjugate Ukraine, but he also believes that victory will begin the unraveling of eight decades of American global primacy and the oppressive, American-led liberal world order. Think of what he can accomplish by proving through the conquest of Ukraine that even America's No. 1 tough guy, the man who would "make America great again," who garnered the support of the majority of American male voters, is helpless to stop him and to prevent a significant blow to American power and influence. In other words, think of what it will mean for Donald Trump's America to lose. Far from wanting to help Trump, Putin benefits by humiliating him. It wouldn't be personal. It would be strictly business in this "harsh" and "cynical" world.


Kurakhove, Donetsk. 2023. A 59th Brigade artillery unit fires a rocket. (Chien-Chi Chang / Magnum)



Trump faces a paradox. He and many of his most articulate advisers and supporters share Putin's hostility to the American order, of which NATO is a central pillar. Some even share his view that the American role in upholding that order is a form of imperialism, as well as a sucker's bet for the average American. The old America First movement of the early 1940s tried to prevent the United States from becoming a global power with global responsibilities. The thrust of the new America First is to get the United States out of the global-responsibilities business. This is where the Trumpian right and some parts of the American left converge and why some on the left prefer Trump to his "neoliberal" and "neoconservative" opponents. Trump himself is no ideologist, but his sympathies clearly lie with those around the world who share a hatred of what they perceive to be the oppressive and bullying liberal world order, people such as Viktor Orban, Nigel Farage, Benjamin Netanyahu, and Vladimir Putin.

Trump's problem, however, is that unlike his fellow travelers in anti-liberalism, he will shortly be the president of the United States. The liberal world order is inseparable from American power, and not just because it depends on American power. America itself would not be so powerful without the alliances and the open international economic and political system that it built after World War II to protect its long-term interests. Trump can't stop defending the liberal world order without ceding significantly greater influence to Russia and China. Like Putin, Xi Jinping, Kim Jong Un, and Ali Khamenei see the weakening of America as essential to their own ambitions. Trump may share their hostility to the liberal order, but does he also share their desire to weaken America and, by extension, himself?

Unfortunately for Trump, Ukraine is where this titanic struggle is being waged. Today, not only Putin but Xi, Kim, Khamenei, and others whom the American people generally regard as adversaries believe that a Russian victory in Ukraine will do grave damage to American strength everywhere. That is why they are pouring money, weaponry, and, in the case of North Korea, even their own soldiers into the battle. Whatever short-term benefits they may be deriving from assisting Russia, the big payoff they seek is a deadly blow to the American power and influence that has constrained them for decades.

Read: How Trump can win the peace in Ukraine

What's more, America's allies around the world agree. They, too, believe that a Russian victory in Ukraine, in addition to threatening the immediate security of European states, will undo the American-led security system they depend on. That is why even Asian allies far from the scene of the war have been making their own contributions to the fight.

If Trump fails to support Ukraine, he faces the unpalatable prospect of presiding over a major strategic defeat. Historically, that has never been good for a leader's political standing. Jimmy Carter looked weak when the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan, which was of far less strategic significance than Ukraine. Henry Kissinger, despite his Nobel Prize, was drummed out of the Republican Party in the mid-1970s in no small part because of America's failure in Vietnam and the perception that the Soviet Union was on the march during his time in office. Joe Biden ended an unpopular war in Afghanistan, only to pay a political price for doing so. Barack Obama, who moved to increase American forces in Afghanistan, never paid a political price for extending the war. Biden paid that price in part because the exit from Afghanistan was, to say the least, messy. The fall of Ukraine will be far messier--and better televised. Trump has created and cherished an aura of power and toughness, but that can quickly vanish. When the fall of Ukraine comes, it will be hard to spin as anything but a defeat for the United States, and for its president.

This was not what Trump had in mind when he said he could get a peace deal in Ukraine. He no doubt envisioned being lauded as the statesman who persuaded Putin to make a deal, saving the world from the horrors of another endless war. His power and prestige would be enhanced. He would be a winner. His plans do not include being rebuffed, rolled over, and by most of the world's judgment, defeated.

Whether Trump can figure out where the path he is presently following will lead him is a test of his instincts. He is not on the path to glory. And unless he switches quickly, his choice will determine much more than the future of Ukraine.
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The New Rasputins

Anti-science mysticism is enabling autocracy around the globe.

by Anne Applebaum




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


Frosty pine trees rim the edge of an icy lake. Snow is falling; spa music plays in the background. A gray-haired man with a pleasant face stands beside the lake. He begins to undress. He is going swimming, he explains, to demonstrate his faith, and his opposition to science, to technology, to modernity. "I don't need Facebook; I don't need the internet; I don't need anybody. I just need my heart," he says. As he swims across the lake, seemingly unbothered by the cold, he continues: "I trust my immune system because I have complete trust and faith in its creator, in God. My immunity is part of the sovereignty of my being."

This is Calin Georgescu, the man who shocked his countrymen when he won the first round of the Romanian presidential election on November 24, despite hardly registering in opinion polls and conducting his campaign almost entirely on TikTok, where the platform's rules, ostensibly designed to limit or regulate political messages, appear not to have constrained him. On the contrary, he used the tactics that many social-media influencers deploy to appeal to the TikTok algorithm. Sometimes he added soft, melancholic piano music, imploring people to "vote with your souls." Sometimes he used pop-up subtitles, harsh lighting, fluorescent colors, and electronic music, calling for a "national renaissance" and criticizing the secret forces that have allegedly sought to harm Romanians. "The order to destroy our jobs came from the outside," he says in one video. In another, he speaks of "subliminal messages" and thought control, his voice accompanied by images of a hand holding puppet strings. In the months leading up to the election, these videos amassed more than 1 million views.

Elsewhere, this gentle-seeming New Age mystic has praised Ion Antonescu, the Romanian wartime dictator who conspired with Hitler and was sentenced to death for war crimes, including his role in the Romanian Holocaust. He has called both Antonescu and the prewar leader of the Iron Guard, a violent anti-Semitic movement, national heroes. He twice met with Alexander Dugin, the Russian fascist ideologue, who posted on X a (subsequently deleted) statement that "Romania will be part of Russia." And at the same time, Georgescu praises the spiritual qualities of water. "We don't know what water is," he has said; "H2O means nothing." Also, "Water has a memory, and we destroy its soul through pollution," and "Water is alive and sends us messages, but we don't know how to listen to them." He believes that carbonated drinks contain nanochips that "enter into you like a laptop." His wife, Cristela, produces YouTube videos on healing, using terms such as lymphatic acidosis and calcium metabolism to make her points.

In its new incarnation, the far right began to resemble the old far left. In some places, the two began to merge.

Both of them also promote "peace," a vague goal that seems to mean that Romania, which borders Ukraine and Moldova, should stop helping Ukraine defend itself against Russian invaders. "War cannot be won by war," Cristela Georgescu wrote on Instagram a few weeks before voting began. "War destroys not only physically, it destroys HEARTS." Neither she nor her husband mentions the security threats to Romania that would grow exponentially following a Russian victory in Ukraine, nor the economic costs, refugee crisis, and political instability that would follow. It is noteworthy that although Calin Georgescu claimed to have spent no money on this campaign, the Romanian government says someone illegally paid TikTok users hundreds of thousands of dollars to promote Georgescu and that unknown outsiders coordinated the activity of tens of thousands of fake accounts, including some impersonating state institutions, that supported him. Hackers, suspected to be Russian, carried out more than 85,000 cyberattacks on Romanian election infrastructure as well. On December 6, in response to the Romanian government's findings about "aggressive" Russian attacks and violations of Romanian electoral law, Romania's Constitutional Court canceled the election and annulled the results of the first round.

Given this strange combination--Iron Guard nostalgia and Russian trolls plus the sort of wellness gibberish more commonly associated with Gwyneth Paltrow--who exactly are the Georgescus? How to classify them? Tempting though it is to describe them as "far right," this old-fashioned terminology doesn't quite capture whom or what they represent. The terms right-wing and left-wing come from the French Revolution, when the nobility, who sought to preserve the status quo, sat on the right side of the National Assembly, and the revolutionaries, who wanted democratic change, sat on the left. Those definitions began to fail us a decade ago, when a part of the right, in both Europe and North America, began advocating not caution and conservatism but the destruction of existing democratic institutions. In its new incarnation, the far right began to resemble the old far left. In some places, the two began to merge.

When conspiracy theories and nonsense cures are widely accepted, the evidence-based concepts of guilt and criminality vanish quickly too.

When I first wrote about the need for new political terminology, in 2017, I struggled to come up with better terms. But now the outlines of a popular political movement are becoming clearer, and this movement has no relation at all to the right or the left as we know them. The philosophers of the Enlightenment, whose belief in the possibility of law-based democratic states gave us both the American and French Revolutions, railed against what they called obscurantism: darkness, obfuscation, irrationality. But the prophets of what we might now call the New Obscurantism offer exactly those things: magical solutions, an aura of spirituality, superstition, and the cultivation of fear. Among their number are health quacks and influencers who have developed political ambitions; fans of the quasi-religious QAnon movement and its Pizzagate-esque spin-offs; and members of various political parties, all over Europe, that are pro-Russia and anti-vaccine and, in some cases, promoters of mystical nationalism as well. Strange overlaps are everywhere. Both the left-wing German politician Sahra Wagenknecht and the right-wing Alternative for Germany party promote vaccine and climate-change skepticism, blood-and-soil nationalism, and withdrawal of German support for Ukraine. All across Central Europe, a fascination with runes and folk magic aligns with both right-wing xenophobia and left-wing paganism. Spiritual leaders are becoming political, and political actors have veered into the occult. Tucker Carlson, the former Fox News host who has become an apologist for Russian aggression, has claimed that he was attacked by a demon that left "claw marks" on his body.

This New Obscurantism has now affected the highest levels of U.S. politics. Foreigners and Americans alike have been hard-pressed to explain the ideology represented by some of Donald Trump's initial Cabinet nominations, and for good reason. Although Trump won reelection as a Republican, there was nothing traditionally "Republican" about proposing Tulsi Gabbard as director of national intelligence. Gabbard is a former progressive Democrat with lifelong ties to the Science of Identity Foundation, a Hare Krishna breakaway sect. Like Carlson, she is also an apologist for the brutal Russian dictator Vladimir Putin and for the recently deposed dictator of Syria, Bashar al-Assad, both of whose fantastical lies she has sometimes repeated. Nor is there anything "conservative" about Kash Patel, Trump's nominee for FBI director, who has suggested that he intends to target a long list of current and former government officials, including many who served in the first Trump administration. In keeping with the spirit of the New Obscurantists, Patel has also promoted Warrior Essentials, a business selling antidotes both to COVID and to COVID vaccines. But then, no one who took seriously the philosophy of Edmund Burke or William F. Buckley Jr. would put a conspiracy theorist like Robert F. Kennedy Jr.--another Putin apologist, former Democrat (indeed, from the most famous Democratic family in America), and enemy of vaccines, as well as fluoride--in charge of American health care. No "conservative" defender of traditional family values would propose, as ambassador to France, a convicted felon who sent a prostitute to seduce his sister's husband in order to create a compromising tape--especially if that convicted felon happened to be the father of the president's son-in-law.

From the October 2024 issue: Kash Patel will do anything for Trump

Rather than conservatism as conventionally understood, this crowd and its international counterparts represent the fusion of several trends that have been coalescing for some time. The hawkers of vitamin supplements and unproven COVID cures now mingle--not by accident--with open admirers of Putin's Russia, especially those who mistakenly believe that Putin leads a "white Christian nation." (In reality, Russia is multicultural, multiracial, and generally irreligious; its trolls promote vaccine skepticism as well as lies about Ukraine.) Fans of Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban--a small-time autocrat who has impoverished his country, now one of the poorest in Europe, while enriching his family and friends--make common cause with Americans who have broken the law, gone to jail, stolen from their own charities, or harassed women. And no wonder: In a world where conspiracy theories and nonsense cures are widely accepted, the evidence-based concepts of guilt and criminality vanish quickly too.

Among the followers of this new political movement are some of the least wealthy Americans. Among its backers are some of the most wealthy. George O'Neill Jr., a Rockefeller heir who is a board member of The American Conservative magazine, turned up at Mar-a-Lago after the election; O'Neill, who was a close contact of Maria Butina, the Russian agent deported in 2019, has promoted Gabbard since at least 2017, donating to her presidential campaign in 2020, as well as to Kennedy's in 2024. Elon Musk, the billionaire inventor who has used his social-media platform, X, to give an algorithmic boost to stories he surely knows are false, has managed to carve out a government role for himself. Are O'Neill, Musk, and the cryptocurrency dealers who have flocked to Trump in this for the money? Or do they actually believe the conspiratorial and sometimes anti-American ideas they're promulgating? Maybe one, maybe the other, possibly both. Whether their motivations are cynical or sincere matters less than their impact, not just in the U.S. but around the world. For better or for worse, America sets examples that others follow. Merely by announcing his intention to nominate Kennedy to his Cabinet, Trump has ensured that skepticism of childhood vaccines will spread around the world, possibly followed by the diseases themselves. And epidemics, as we've recently learned, tend to make people frightened, and more willing to embrace magical solutions.

Other civilizations have experienced moments like this one. As their empire began to decline in the 16th century, the Venetians began turning to magic and looking for fast ways to get rich. Mysticism and occultism spread rapidly in the dying days of the Russian empire. Peasant sects promoted exotic beliefs and practices, including anti-materialism, self-flagellation, and self-castration. Aristocrats in Moscow and St. Petersburg turned to theosophy, a mishmash of world religions whose Russian-born inventor, Helena Blavatsky, brought her Hindu-Buddhist-Christian-Neoplatonic creed to the United States. The same feverish, emotional atmosphere that produced these movements eventually propelled Rasputin, a peasant holy man who claimed that he had magical healing powers, into the imperial palace. After convincing Empress Alexandra that he could cure her son's hemophilia, he eventually became a political adviser to the czar.

Rasputin's influence produced, in turn, a kind of broader hysteria. By the time the First World War broke out, many Russians were convinced that dark forces--tyomnye sily--were secretly in control of the country. "They could be different things to different people--Jews, Germans, Freemasons, Alexandra, Rasputin, and the court camarilla," writes Douglas Smith, one of Rasputin's biographers. "But it was taken on faith that they were the true masters of Russia." As one Russian theosophist put it, "Enemies really do exist who are poisoning Russia with negative emanations."

Replace dark forces with the deep state, and how different is that story from ours? Like the Russians in 1917, we live in an era of rapid, sometimes unacknowledged, change: economic, political, demographic, educational, social, and, above all, informational. We, too, exist in a permanent cacophony, where conflicting messages, right and left, true and false, flash across our screens all the time. Traditional religions are in long-term decline. Trusted institutions seem to be failing. Techno-optimism has given way to techno-pessimism, a fear that technology now controls us in ways we can't understand. And in the hands of the New Obscurantists--who actively promote fear of illness, fear of nuclear war, fear of death--dread and anxiety are powerful weapons.

Autocracy in America: The end of democracy has already begun

For Americans, the merging of pseudo-spirituality with politics represents a departure from some of our deepest principles: that logic and reason lead to good government; that fact-based debate leads to good policy; that governance prospers in sunlight; and that the political order inheres in rules and laws and processes, not mystical charisma. The supporters of the New Obscurantism have also broken with the ideals of America's Founders, all of whom considered themselves to be men of the Enlightenment. Benjamin Franklin was not only a political thinker but a scientist and a brave advocate of smallpox inoculation. George Washington was fastidious about rejecting monarchy, restricting the power of the executive, and establishing the rule of law. Later American leaders--Lincoln, Roosevelt, King--quoted the Constitution and its authors to bolster their own arguments.

By contrast, this rising international elite is creating something very different: a society in which superstition defeats reason and logic, transparency vanishes, and the nefarious actions of political leaders are obscured behind a cloud of nonsense and distraction. There are no checks and balances in a world where only charisma matters, no rule of law in a world where emotion defeats reason--only a void that anyone with a shocking and compelling story can fill.



This article appears in the February 2025 print edition with the headline "The New Rasputins."
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The Global Outrage Machine Skips the Uyghurs

China grandstands about Gaza while repressing a Muslim community within its own borders. Hardly anyone seems to notice.

by Michael Schuman




Updated at 11:03 a.m. ET on January 7, 2025

China has exploited the crisis in Gaza to present itself as a defender of the Palestinians and a champion of the oppressed. That posture appears to be benefiting China in its geopolitical competition with the United States--even though Beijing is guilty of human-rights abuses against a Muslim community within its own territory. The Uyghurs of China suffer mass detention, population suppression, and cultural assimilation under a brutal authoritarian regime. Yet few protests on university campuses demand their freedom, nor do major diplomatic efforts seek to alleviate their misery.

How does China get away with it? The widespread indifference to the Uyghurs' predicament exposes double standards, not only among today's prevailing political ideologies, but also within the international politics of human rights. And it flags the danger that China presents to the very principle of universal values.

The issue is not a matter of which group--Palestinians or Uyghurs--is more worthy of the world's concern. Both suffer, and their suffering is awful. The Palestinian cause is important and deserves the attention it receives. Yet the Uyghurs could use some outrage too. Isolated in remote Xinjiang, their historical homeland in China's far west, the Uyghurs have no hope of defending themselves against Beijing's repression without support from the international community.

Read: One by one, my friends were sent to the camps

The United States has tried to pressure China's leadership to end the Uyghurs' mistreatment--for instance, by barring companies from importing products that originate in Xinjiang into the U.S. But most world leaders have ignored the Uyghurs' plight. Many of the same diplomats who oppose Israel at the United Nations then vote in favor of China when the Uyghurs come up for debate. Even Mahmoud Abbas, the leader of the Palestinian Authority, took Beijing's position on Xinjiang during a visit to China in 2023. In a joint statement he issued with China's leader, Xi Jinping, Abbas asserted that Beijing's policies toward Muslims in Xinjiang have "nothing to do with human rights and are aimed at excising extremism and opposing terrorism and separatism."

Some advocates of the Uyghurs have tried to get attention by drawing parallels between Gaza and Xinjiang. "The suffering of Palestinians reverberates with a familiar pain," Rayhan Asat, a Uyghur human-rights lawyer, recently wrote on the website of Dawn, an organization dedicated to human rights in the Middle East. "The dehumanization of the Palestinian people and the collective punishment they endure from Israel's war have shattered the very fabric of their society, much like what China has inflicted upon my people." The Georgetown scholars Nader Hashemi and James Millward, in a recent essay on the same site, weave a parallel narrative of colonization, repression, (sometimes violent) resistance, and more repression. That world leaders deny the true brutality of one group's repression or the other--depending on their geopolitical perspective--"reveals the hole at the heart of the supposedly rules-based international order," they wrote.

This viewpoint overlooks some fundamental differences. Israel was formed by Jews who saw the region as their historical homeland and who were fleeing persecution, pogroms, and the Holocaust in Europe, and persecution throughout the Middle East and North Africa. The map of the area today has been drawn by a convoluted history of interstate wars, outside interference, contentious politics within both the Israeli and Palestinian communities, and aborted attempts at a peaceful resolution. By contrast, Xinjiang was conquered in the mid-18th century by the Qing dynasty (around the same time the British were marching on India) and then claimed by the current People's Republic of China after its formation in 1949. Now the Communist Party insists that Xinjiang is an integral part of China. Beijing has imposed its political system and Chinese language and culture on the Uyghurs, who are a Central Asian people and speak a language related to Turkish. The community of less than 12 million is also under pressure from an influx of migrants (you could call them "settlers") from the dominant Han Chinese ethnic group. Official census data from 2020 show that the Han population in Xinjiang expanded by 25 percent over the preceding decade, while the number of Uyghurs grew by only 16 percent.

At the moment, the most obvious difference between the Palestinians and the Uyghurs is that Xinjiang is not at war. But there is also no Hamas in Xinjiang to start a war. Rather, Xi has greatly intensified repression of the Uyghurs in recent years in an effort to tighten his control of the region. A million or more Uyghurs were arbitrarily detained in "reeducation camps" and then imprisoned or pressed into a system of forced labor. The Israelis keep the Palestinians something of a people apart; Xi seeks to assimilate the Uyghurs into a broader "Chinese" identity by suppressing their language, history, and religious life. The Australian Strategic Policy Institute described the strategy as a "systematic and intentional campaign to rewrite the cultural heritage" of the community. Perhaps the most chilling element of Beijing's program is a concerted effort to curtail the growth of the Uyghur population through forced sterilization and other means. The pressure has contributed to a sharp reduction in the number of Uyghur births. The goal of these policies, as one Chinese official put it, is to "break their lineage, break their roots."

Listen: A Uyghur teen's life after escaping genocide

The Chinese government denies that it commits these human-rights abuses in Xinjiang and insists that it is merely rooting out terrorism. A concerted propaganda campaign on state-owned media platforms presents Xinjiang as a model of peaceful economic development. Meanwhile, Beijing has erected a police state that has effectively sealed off the region from international scrutiny. With journalists, activists, and officials from international agencies unable to freely investigate or monitor conditions, the stream of stories and images that might fuel anger is limited, and the Uyghurs' plight is kept largely out of sight. Beijing's "slow, horrifying obliteration of cultures and peoples," Hannah Theaker, a historian of Xinjiang at the University of Plymouth, explained to me, "does not produce images of destruction that are likely to seize attention in a crowded news environment." By contrast, she said, "the horror of Gaza is unfolding in real time to the international public eye."

Still, the evidence of Chinese abuses is substantial, and the reasons for ignoring it run deep into ideologies about the injustices of a postcolonial world, at least among some elements of the political left. Israel, from this viewpoint, is an outgrowth of European colonialism; it represses and displaces a local people, with the backing of the United States, which is seen as the successor to the empires of the West. China doesn't fit neatly into this narrative. As a socialist state (or so many believe) also victimized by Western imperialism, China is perceived by elements of the left as less malign than Israel, however terrible its human-rights abuses might be.

In this view, China's "ethnic policy may be misguided at some points, it may be imperfect, it may be worth improving," but it "cannot be worse than what the former Western colonial powers have done or are doing," Adrian Zenz, the director of China studies at the Victims of Communism Memorial Foundation and a leading expert on the Uyghurs, told me. Gaining greater empathy for the Uyghurs "would require a total reversal of ideological categories that would crumble the left-wing ideological world."

In this respect, the Uyghurs are treated differently from another oppressed people of China, the Tibetans. The appeal of Buddhism, and admiration for the Dalai Lama, once helped make "Free Tibet" a rallying cry that Richard Gere, the Beastie Boys, and other Western celebrities could embrace. Some parts of the far left did adopt Beijing's line that China had "liberated" the Tibetans from feudal "serfdom." But for the most part, Tibetans have enjoyed a sympathy that the Muslim Uyghurs, who lack a charismatic, internationally recognized leader--or a comparably long history of activism, given the recency of the campaign against them--do not.

The Uyghurs do receive attention from some members of the political right, including President-Elect Donald Trump's nominee for secretary of state, Marco Rubio. But such conservative backing may hurt the Uyghur cause in the eyes of activists on the left, who view U.S.-government support with particular suspicion. Within certain activist circles on the far left, "there is a hesitancy to want to recognize that what's happening to the Uyghurs is a type of genocide," Sang Hea Kil, a justice-studies professor at San Jose State University, told me. She surmised that some activists believe that "what's happening to the Uyghurs might be overblown," based on "suspicions that the U.S. media is just trying to kind of knock down China as a Communist country."

Read: 'I never thought China could ever be this dark'

The Uyghur cause is also hampered by the hard realities of Chinese global wealth and power. Unlike Israel, which is largely diplomatically isolated beyond a handful of major supporters, China is a growing force in international diplomacy. Many world leaders' silence about Xinjiang has, in effect, been purchased. These governments know that China could cut off the gravy train of aid, investment, and financing if they publicly criticized Beijing's mistreatment of the Uyghurs. Imran Khan, the former prime minister of Pakistan, admitted as much in a 2021 interview. Asked why he criticizes the West's attitude toward Muslims but not China's abuse of the Uyghurs, he responded, "Whatever issues we have with the Chinese, we speak to them behind closed doors. China has been one of the greatest friends to us in our most difficult times. When we were really struggling, our economy was struggling, China came to our rescue."

For its part, China has aimed to capitalize on the turmoil in Gaza in order to win international support in its geopolitical competition with the United States, especially in the global South. Beijing's diplomats have vociferously supported the Palestinians throughout the Gaza conflict and carefully avoided criticism of Hamas and its October 7 atrocities against Israeli civilians, in sharp contrast to Washington's backing of Israel, which is widely unpopular around the world. The strategy has succeeded in bolstering China's image. A survey of public views in the Middle East by Arab Barometer found that China's standing in the region has risen since the Gaza crisis began, while the U.S. is seen less favorably. (China's boost seems to be more a reaction to U.S. policy than a response to anything Beijing has actually done. At most, 14 percent of respondents in the Arab Barometer survey believed China was committed to defending Palestinian rights.)

The fact that China's leaders even attempt to champion the Palestinians while treating Muslims in their own country as enemies of the state is an indication of how steep the Uyghurs' climb will be to win international support and sympathy. For now, advocates for the Uyghurs will find it hard to overcome this combination of ideological certainties and raw Chinese political and economic power. The Uyghurs will remain outsiders to the global outrage machine, and some injustices will be considered less unjust than others.



This article originally misspelled Sang Hea Kil's name.
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        Photos of the Week: Flaming Barrels, Flour Battles, Debutante Kisses

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	January 3, 2025

            	28 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            A Christmas carnival in Nigeria, New Year's Eve fireworks around the world, a Polar Bear Plunge in New York, a terror attack in New Orleans, a parade of people wearing bread in Peru, a snowy day in Germany, a photogenic archway in California, and much more


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A group of swimmers in party hats drink champagne together.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revelers take part in a New Year's Day swim in a cold Lake Geneva on January 1, 2025.
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                [image: Two people wearing horned costume helmets run into the surf.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revelers in costume run into cold water during the annual Polar Bear Plunge on New Year's Day, January 1, 2025, in New York.
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                [image: Several people watch fireworks across a body of water at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People watch fireworks as they celebrate the new year at Ancol Beach, in Jakarta, on January 1, 2025.
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                [image: Illuminated drones form an image of a solar system above a pagoda at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Illuminated drones form an image of a solar system above a pagoda during a New Year's Eve celebration in Nanjing city in east China's Jiangsu province on December 31, 2024.
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                [image: People walk past two large-scale lanterns shaped like the head and shoulders of sci-fi characters.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Multicolored lantern installations are illuminated during the 2025 Beijing Megalights Wonderland at Wenyuhe Park in Beijing, China, on December 28, 2024.
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                [image: Two women in traditional dress punch each other in a public fight, as others look on.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Women in traditional dress face each other at the annual Takanakuy festival, which means to "hit each other" in Quechua. The festival is celebrated to resolve conflicts and strengthen relationships, in Llique, Chumbivilcas province, Peru, on December 26, 2024.
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                [image: Several people wearing helmets and heavy coats playfully fight, covered in flour.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revelers dressed in mock military garb take part in the Els Enfarinats flour battle in the Spanish town of Ibi on December 28, 2024. In this 200-year-old traditional winter festival, participants--known as Els Enfarinats ("those covered in flour")--dress in military clothes and stage a mock coup d'etat, battling with flour, eggs, and firecrackers outside the town hall as part of the celebrations of the Day of the Innocents, a traditional day in Spain for pulling pranks.
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                [image: A woman lies still as others apply heavy colorful makeup all over her face and neck.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Bulgarian Pomak bride Selve Kiselova has traditional makeup applied to her face ahead of her wedding ceremony in the village of Ribnovo, on December 29, 2024. The people of this Bulgarian mountain village are famous for performing their unique wedding ceremonies in the winter only.
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                [image: Half a dozen young women wearing white gloves blow kisses for cameras.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Debutantes blow kisses during a photo op at the 70th International Debutante Ball at the Plaza Hotel in New York City, on December 28, 2024.
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                [image: About a dozen people march in a parade, each wearing many small pieces of bread and other food hanging across their bodies.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Aymara Indigenous people celebrate the Roscasiri in Pomata, in the Puno Region of Peru, on January 1, 2025. People decorate themselves during this ancient Aymara event with breads and fruits that represent abundance in the new year.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Connie France / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: People ride on a frozen lake, using chairs with skis, and a modified bicycle with two skis in place of its front wheel.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists enjoy ice cycling at the Harbin Songhua River Ice and Snow Carnival in Harbin, Heilongjiang province, China, on December 30, 2024.
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                [image: A man takes a picture as he crosses a bridge after snowfall in a park.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man takes a picture as he crosses a bridge after snowfall in a park along the Main River in Frankfurt am Main, Germany, on December 29, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a mostly destroyed neighborhood in Syria, including a shattered mosque]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This aerial view shows a destroyed mosque in a neighborhood devastated by the Syrian civil war, in Daraya, a suburb of Damascus, on December 26, 2024.
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                [image: Flames rise from a Tesla Cybertruck after an explosion outside a Trump-branded hotel entrance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Flames rise from a Tesla Cybertruck after an explosion outside the Trump International Hotel Las Vegas, in Las Vegas, Nevada, on January 1, 2025, in this screengrab taken from a social media video. At least seven people were injured in the incident. The driver reportedly shot himself prior to the explosion, which remains under investigation.
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                [image: A person kneels on a sidewalk, praying, near a crime scene.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Matthias Hauswirth of New Orleans prays on the street near the scene where a vehicle was driven into a crowd on New Orleans' Canal and Bourbon Streets, killing at least 14 people in an apparent terrorist attack on January 1, 2025.
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                [image: Many people gather and place candles on a beach, near an illuminated sign that reads "Tsunami."]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mourners place candles on the beach at the Ban Nam Khem Tsunami Memorial Park in the southern Thai province of Phang Nga on December 26, 2024. Emotional ceremonies began across Asia on December 26 to remember the 220,000 people who died two decades ago when a tsunami devastated coastal areas around the Indian Ocean, in one of the worst natural disasters in human history.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Lillian Suwanrumpha / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two men stand in shoulder-deep water, praying, near a temple.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sikh devotees pray while standing in the pond surrounding the Golden Temple, Sikhs' holiest shrine, on New Year's Day in Amritsar, India, on January 1, 2025.
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                [image: A group of people stand on a beach, taking photographs of sunlight streaming through an arch in a stone outcrop.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The sun's rays pass through Keyhole Arch as people try to capture the image at sunset, on Pfeiffer Beach in Big Sur, California, on December 30, 2024.
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                [image: A ski jumper mid-jump, with clumps of snow in the foreground]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Bulgaria's Vladimir Zografski jumps in a qualification ski-jumping round during the Four Hills Tournament in Oberstdorf, Germany, on December 28, 2024.
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                [image: A bird of prey grasps a fish in its talons as if flies above a lake.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A black kite hunts for fish on a cold winter morning at Kalkere Lake in Bengaluru, India, on January 1, 2025.
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                [image: A person celebrates, knee-deep in the gentle surf, as they watch fireworks from the water at Copacabana Beach.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person celebrates as they watch the traditional New Year's Eve fireworks from the water at Copacabana Beach in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, early on January 1, 2025.
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                [image: An aerial view of the Christ the Redeemer statue at night, with fireworks exploding far below]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This aerial view shows the Christ the Redeemer statue as fireworks explode all over Rio de Janeiro during New Year's Eve celebrations early on January 1, 2025.
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                [image: Revelers carry the flaming bottoms of barrels on their heads, while parading down a narrow street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People take part in the annual Allendale Tar Barrel Festival, in Allendale, England, on December 31, 2024.
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                [image: Fireworks erupt behind the clock tower of the Palace of Westminster in London.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fireworks light up the London skyline just after midnight on January 1, 2025, in London, England.
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                [image: People wear colorful costumes while taking part in a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants parade during the annual Calabar Carnival in Calabar, Nigeria, on December 28, 2024.
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                [image: A person in a Dracula costume poses for a photo with a person holding an apparently distressed young child.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man dressed in a Dracula costume poses with others to take a selfie during New Year's Eve celebrations in Bandung, West Java, on December 31, 2024.
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                [image: Members of a college drill team wearing bright costumes march in a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Kilgore College Rangerettes perform in front of spectators during London's New Year's Day Parade on January 1, 2025. The annual parade attracts 500,000 spectators along the streets of central London and includes performances by 10,000 participants from the U.S., the U.K., and Europe.
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                [image: A person in a striped long-sleeved bathing costume stands in chest-deep water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A participant wearing a striped bathing costume takes part in the traditional last swim of the year, off the beach at Cabourg, France, on December 31, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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Why Liberals Struggle to Cope With Epochal Change

The error of their mythology about 1989 matters because we face another such moment of historical rupture today.

by Ivan Krastev




As I witnessed the despair and incomprehension of liberals worldwide after Donald Trump's victory in November's U.S. presidential election, I had a sinking feeling that I had been through this before. The moment took me back to 1989, when the Berlin Wall came down, signaling the beginning of the end of Soviet Communism and the lifting of the Iron Curtain that had divided Europe since the end of World War II. The difference was that the world that collapsed in 1989 was theirs, the Communists'. Now it is ours, the liberals'.

In 1989, I was living within a Warsaw Pact nation, in my final year of studying philosophy at Bulgaria's Sofia University, when the world turned upside down. The whole experience felt like an extended course in French existentialism. To see the sudden end of something that we had been told would last forever was bewildering--liberating and alarming in equal measure. My fellow students and I were overwhelmed by the new sense of freedom, but we were also acutely conscious of the fragility of all things political. That radical rupture turned out to be a defining experience for my generation.

But the rupture was even broader--on a greater global scale--than many of us realized at the time. The year 1989 was indeed an annus mirabilis, but one very different from the way Western liberals have framed it for the past three decades. The resilience that the Chinese Communist Party demonstrated in suppressing the pro-democracy movement in Tiananmen Square turned out to be more consequential than the fall of the Berlin Wall. For Russians, the most important aspect of 1989 was not the end of Communism, but the end of the Soviet empire, with the withdrawal of its troops from Afghanistan. It was thus the year that Osama bin Laden proclaimed the jihadists' victory over the godless U.S.S.R. And 1989 was also when nationalism began to reclaim its political primacy in the former Yugoslavia.

The return of Trump to power in the United States may prove another such instance in a period of enormous political rupture. If liberals are to respond effectively to the challenge of a new Trump administration, they will need to reflect critically on what happened in 1989, and discard the story they've always told themselves about it. The means of overcoming despair is to be found in better comprehension.

Tom Nichols: Stalin's revenge

From a liberal point of view, comparing the anti-Soviet revolutions of 1989 with the illiberal revolutions today might seem scandalous. In Francis Fukuyama's famous phrase, 1989 was "the end of history," whereas Trump's victory, many liberals assert, may portend the end of democracy. The year the Berlin Wall fell was viewed as the triumph of the West; now the decline of the West dominates the conversation. The collapse of Communism was marked by a vision for a democratic, capitalist future; that future is now riddled with uncertainty. The mood in 1989 was internationalist and optimistic; today, it has soured into nationalism, at times even nihilism.

But to insist on those differences between then and now is to miss the point about their similarities. Living through such moments in history teaches one many things, but the most important is the sheer speed of change: People can totally alter their views and political identity overnight; what only yesterday was considered unthinkable seems self-evident today. The shift is so profound that people soon find their old assumptions and choices unfathomable.

Translated to this moment: How, just six months ago, could any sane person have believed that an aging and unpopular Joe Biden could be reelected?

Trump captured the public imagination not because he had a better plan for how to win the war in Ukraine or manage globalization, but because he understood that the world of yesterday could be no more. The United States' postwar political identity has vanished into the abyss of the ballot box. This Trump administration may succeed or fail on its own terms, but the old world will not return. Even most liberals do not want it back. Few Americans today are comfortable with the notion of American exceptionalism.

In the aftermath of Trump's victory, some political commentators grimly looked back to the 1930s, when fascism stalked the world. The problem is that the 1930s are beyond living memory, whereas the 1990s are still vivid to many of us. What I learned from that decade is that a radical political rupture gives the winners a blank check. Understanding why people voted for Trump will be little help in apprehending what he will do in office.

Political ruptures are achieved by previously unimaginable coalitions, united more by their intensity than a common program. Politicians who belong to these coalitions typically have a chameleonlike ability to suit themselves to the moment--none more so, in our time, than Trump. American liberals who are gobsmacked that people can treat a billionaire playboy as the leader of an anti-establishment movement might recall that Boris Yeltsin, the hero of Russia's 1990s anti-Communist revolution, had been one of the leaders of the Communist Party just a few short years earlier.

Read: How China made the Tiananmen Square massacre irrelevant

Like the end of the Soviet era, Trump's reelection victory will have global dimensions. It marks the passing of the United States as a liberal empire. America remains the world's preeminent power, yes, and will remain an empire of sorts, but it won't be a liberal one. As Biden's spotty record of mobilizing support to defend the "liberal international order" in the face of Russia's invasion of Ukraine has demonstrated, the very idea of such an order was for many critics always a Western fiction. It existed as long as the U.S. had the power and political will to impose it.

This is not what Trump will do. In foreign policy, Trump is neither a realist nor an isolationist; he is a revisionist. Trump is convinced that the U.S. is the biggest loser in the world it has made. Over the past three decades, in his view, America has become a hostage, rather than a hegemon, of the liberal international order. In the postwar world, the U.S. successfully integrated its defeated adversaries Germany and Japan into democratic governance, international trade, and economic prosperity. This did not apply to China: In Trump's view, Beijing has been the real winner of the post-1989 changes.

Trump's second coming will clearly be different from the first. In 2016, Trump's encounter with American power was like a blind date. He didn't know exactly what he wanted, and American power didn't know exactly who he was. Not this time. America may remain a democracy, but it will become a more feral one. Under new management, its institutions will likely depart from the safety of consensual politics and go wild. In times of rapid change, political leaders seek not to administer the state, but to defeat it. They see the state and the "deep state" as synonymous. Illiberal leaders select their cabinet members in the same way that emperors used to choose the governors of rebellious provinces: What matters most is the appointee's loyalty and capacity to resist being suborned or co-opted by others.

In Trump's first administration, chaos reigned; his second administration will reign by wielding chaos as a weapon. This White House will overwhelm its opponents by "flooding the zone" with executive orders and proclamations. He will leave many adversaries guessing about why he is making the decisions he does, and disorient others with their rapidity and quantity.

George Packer: The end of Democratic delusions

In 2020, Biden defeated Trump by promising normalcy. Normalcy will no longer help the Democrats. In the most recent example of an antipopulist victory, Donald Tusk triumphed in Poland's 2023 parliamentary elections and returned to be prime minister, not because he promised business as usual but because his party, Civic Platform, was able to forge a compelling new political identity. Tusk's party adopted more progressive positions on such controversial issues as abortion rights and workers' protections, but it also wrapped itself in the flag and embraced patriotism. Tusk offered Poles a new grand narrative, not simply a different electoral strategy. Civic Platform's success still depended on forming a coalition with other parties, a potentially fragile basis for governing, but it offers a template, at least, for how the liberal center can reinvent itself and check the advance of illiberal populism.

The risk for the United States is high: The next few years could easily see American politics descend into cruel, petty vengefulness, or worse. But for liberals to respond to this moment by acting as defenders of a disappearing status quo would be unwise. To do so would entail merely reacting to whatever Trump does. The mindset of resistance may be the best way to understand tyranny, but it is not the best way to handle a moment of radical political rupture, in which tyranny is possible but not inevitable.

Back in 1989, the political scientist Ken Jowitt, the author of a great study of Communist upheaval in that period, New World Disorder, observed that a rupture of this type forces political leaders to devise a new vocabulary. At such moments, formerly magic words do not work anymore. The slogan "Democracy is under threat" did not benefit the Democrats during the election, because many voters simply did not see Trump himself as that threat.

As the writer George Orwell observed, "To see what is in front of one's nose needs a constant struggle." The challenge of apprehending the new, even when the fact of its arrival is undeniable, means that it may come as a shock to liberal sensibilities how few tears will be shed for the passing of the old order. Contrary to what seemed the correct response in 2016, the task of Trump opponents today is not to resist the political change that he has unleashed but to embrace it--and use this moment to fashion a new coalition for a better society.
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The Rise of John Ratcliffe

A partisan loyalist with a history of politicizing intelligence will soon be running the CIA.

by Shane Harris


John Ratcliffe testifies before the Senate Intelligence Committee at a nomination hearing, May 5, 2020. (Gabriella Demczuk / Reuters)



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


In September 2016, the CIA sent a classified memo to the FBI, which was investigating Russian interference in the presidential election. According to Russian intelligence sources, Hillary Clinton had approved a plan to publicly tie Donald Trump to the country's hack of the Democratic National Committee. The Russians reportedly said that Clinton wanted to distract the public from the scandal over her use of a private email server while she was secretary of state.

As secret tips from spies go, this one was not earth-shattering. FBI agents didn't need the CIA to tell them that Clinton was painting Trump as an ally of the Kremlin--her campaign chair was on CNN saying just that. Trump was also making Clinton's case for her: In late July, he had publicly encouraged the Russians to hack her email, which they then tried to do.

The CIA memo may have been obvious and not particularly useful. But it did contain "sensitive information that could be source revealing," its authors cautioned, so the information was limited to those with a "need-to-know" status and "should not be released in any form." Exposing human sources--spies--compromises intelligence gathering and can sometimes get them killed. For four years, the document's stewards complied and kept it secret. Then it caught the attention of John Ratcliffe, President Trump's director of national intelligence.

Read: Clinton: Just trust me on this one

Ratcliffe had been a divisive pick for the nation's top intelligence adviser, made late in Trump's term. His critics said he lacked sufficient national-security experience and was a partisan warrior. As a freshman Republican representative from Texas, he had risen to national prominence by suggesting a theory, during committee hearings and television appearances, that Clinton had engineered the FBI's investigation into the Trump campaign's possible connections to Russian interference. (Ratcliffe surely knew that she had not, because this had been exhaustively established by multiple investigations, including one led by Senate Republicans.)

In late September 2020, weeks before voters would choose between Trump and Joe Biden, Ratcliffe declassified and released the CIA memo, along with some notes from an intelligence briefing given to President Barack Obama. He claimed that he was responding to requests from Congress to shed light on the FBI's Russia investigation, but the documents didn't provide much new information.

Intelligence officials were appalled. History had repeatedly, painfully, shown that politics and intelligence were a dangerous mix, and as the DNI, Ratcliffe was expected to avoid partisan behavior and safeguard sources and methods. Also, officials warned, the Russians might have wanted that memo to be released; even four years on, anything mentioning Clinton, Russia, and Trump was politically combustible and potentially disruptive to the election. Gina Haspel, then the director of the CIA (a Trump appointment), opposed the document's release. So did officials at the National Security Agency.

But to Trump and some of his advisers, the memo had a certain expedience. The president seized on it as new evidence of Clinton's hidden hand in the "Russia hoax," a subject that reliably caused him to rage against his supposed enemies inside the intelligence agencies.

Read: Trump vs. the spies

"It is imperative that the American people now learn what then-Vice President Joe Biden knew about this conspiracy and when he knew it," the Trump campaign's communications director said in a statement at the time. "Biden must give a full accounting of his knowledge and his conversations about Clinton's scheme, which was known to the highest reaches of his administration."

Trump himself made passing reference to the intelligence in his first debate with Biden, accusing Clinton of "a whole big con job" and the intelligence community of "spying on my campaign."

Ratcliffe had cherry-picked just the thing to feed Trump's fixation on "deep state" chicanery and malfeasance. The act was nakedly political. And it surprised no one.

Ratcliffe's appeal to Trump has always been clear: He's a political operator willing to push the boundaries of a historically apolitical position in a manner that serves the president's interests. In November, Trump nominated Ratcliffe for an even more important job than the previous one: CIA director. The question likely to hang over his tenure is how much further he will go to enable Trump's attacks on the intelligence community.

When Trump nominated Ratcliffe as the DNI in 2019, he gave him marching orders to "rein in" the forces that the president believed were undermining him. "As I think you've all learned, the intelligence agencies have run amok," Trump told reporters. Ratcliffe would get them back in line. But lawmakers were wary of appointing such a staunch partisan, and amid concerns about his experience, Democrats and key Republicans questioned whether he had exaggerated his credentials, something Ratcliffe denied. After only five days, Ratcliffe (who declined to be interviewed for this article) withdrew his candidacy. Trump nominated him again in 2020, and he was narrowly confirmed along party lines, 49-44. He received more votes in opposition than any DNI in the office's 15-year history.

Read: Ratcliffe's withdrawal reveals Trump still doesn't understand appointments

When Trump named Ratcliffe as his pick for CIA director, he again made his expectations clear: He praised Ratcliffe for exposing alleged abuses by the FBI and former intelligence officials, and for showing "fake Russian collusion to be a Clinton campaign operation." But this time, the response in Washington has been muted.

Having served as the DNI for eight months, Ratcliffe is now better qualified to run an intelligence agency. He also benefits from comparison with Trump's other choices for top national-security positions: at the Pentagon, Pete Hegseth, who has been accused of sexual assault and alcohol abuse (he has denied the allegations); at the FBI, Kash Patel, a fervent Trump supporter who has threatened to investigate the president's critics, including journalists; and for the DNI, Tulsi Gabbard, a former representative who has expressed sympathy for some of the world's most notorious anti-American dictators, including Vladimir Putin and Bashar al-Assad.

Compared with these selections, Ratcliffe looks like an elder statesman, and he has essentially been anointed: The Senate will almost certainly confirm him, which will make Ratcliffe the only person ever to have served as both the DNI and the director of the CIA. Several U.S. and allied intelligence officials told me that they would welcome this development, given the alternatives. Patel had been on Trump's shortlist to run the CIA, some reminded me.

Read: Trump's 'deep state' revenge

But the question of where Ratcliffe's limits lie is even more salient in Trump's second term. Though the DNI technically ranks higher than the director of the CIA, the latter is the more powerful post. The DNI is largely a managerial job; the CIA director is operational. From Langley, Ratcliffe would control covert intelligence activity. He could learn the locations and identities of spies. The CIA is also the primary interlocutor for foreign intelligence services, which share information that could implicate their sources if exposed. Several foreign intelligence officials have recently told me that they are taking steps to limit how much sensitive intelligence they share with the Trump administration, for fear that it might be leaked or used for political ends.

Some U.S. officials fear that Trump could direct the CIA to undertake illegal activities, such as aiding paramilitary forces inside the United States to secure the border, or clandestinely spying on Americans, knowing that the president would enjoy criminal immunity for official acts thanks to a recent Supreme Court opinion. These are extreme examples, and Trump would surely face internal resistance. But Ratcliffe has demonstrated that he's willing to break norms and traditions. How would he respond if the president asked--or ordered--him to do something more drastic than declassify documents?

Though Trump has turned to Ratcliffe twice to "rein in" the deep state, his political origin story is actually rooted in the security state's expansion. After graduating from Notre Dame in 1986, when he was only 20, Ratcliffe went to law school and then into private practice in Texas. "But something was missing," he told senators at his DNI confirmation hearing. On September 11, 2001, Ratcliffe said, he was at work in a high-rise office building in Dallas that "looked a whole lot like the ones in New York that were under attack"--and he wondered, in the months that followed, how he might devote his time to more meaningful work.

Ratcliffe had gotten to know Matt Orwig, the U.S. attorney for the Eastern District of Texas and a George W. Bush appointee. Orwig needed someone to run a joint terrorism task force, one of the dozens set up after the attacks to coordinate federal and regional security efforts. The goal was not only to prosecute terrorism crimes but to prevent them from happening. Ratcliffe took the job in 2004.

"The whole law-enforcement structure was being remade," Orwig told me. "There was a lot of information flooding in from different authorities. It was a really big job." In 2007, Orwig stepped down, and Ratcliffe became U.S. attorney for 11 months. Afterward, he returned to private practice, running the Dallas office of a firm he co-founded with John Ashcroft, Bush's first attorney general.

Ashcroft became Ratcliffe's political mentor, an association that seems ironic in retrospect. Ashcroft was in many ways an architect of the powerful national-security bureaucracy that Trump and Ratcliffe now rail against. After 9/11, the attorney general oversaw and approved controversial applications of the PATRIOT Act and other new authorities, including secret wiretapping of phone calls involving Americans. Such counterterrorism measures enhanced the powers of the Justice Department and the intelligence community, and occasionally encroached on civil liberties that Americans had long taken for granted.

Ratcliffe and Ashcroft shared a deeply conservative political outlook, and Ashcroft admired the younger attorney's commitment to community service. Ratcliffe was also serving as the mayor of Heath, Texas, a bedroom community where he lived with his wife and two children. Ashcroft thought Ratcliffe was suited for national leadership. "We decided he should run for Congress," Ashcroft told me, and in 2014, Ratcliffe did.


Ratcliffe at his congressional-campaign headquarters in Heath, Texas, March 19, 2014 (Kim Leeson / The Washington Post / Getty)



Read: The case of John Ashcroft

Getting to Washington would test Ratcliffe's budding political skills. Ralph Hall, a conservative Democrat who switched to the GOP in 2004, had reliably represented the fourth congressional district, where Ratcliffe lived, since 1981. At 91, Hall was the oldest-ever member of the House of Representatives, and his voters seemed in no mood to replace him with a young upstart. But the Tea Party was elevating a new generation of conservatives who were suspicious of entrenched power, and in a bid for change that avoided taking aim at Hall's age, Ratcliffe promised to bring "energetic leadership" to the district. "It'll be up to the voters to decide whether or not a candidate is too old," Ratcliffe, who was 42 years younger than Hall, told reporters at the time.

Ratcliffe picked up endorsements from conservative groups, including the Club for Growth, and eventually defeated Hall in a runoff. He was the first primary challenger to beat a Republican incumbent in Texas in 20 years. His political acumen was now beyond dispute, according to Todd Gillman, a reporter for The Dallas Morning News. "Affable. Discreet. Knife fighter," Gillman wrote in a recent column for The Washington Post. "All of it was there to see when Ratcliffe took down the oldest member of Congress ever without coming off like a jerk."

In Washington, Ratcliffe discovered the full extent of his talents, which included a lawyerly facility for constructing political narratives that appealed to Republicans. He fell in with fellow conservatives who were also new to Congress. Trey Gowdy, another former federal prosecutor, introduced him to his fellow South Carolinian Tim Scott. The three spent many evenings together, eating dinner and talking about their lives and political ideas.

Gowdy helped Ratcliffe raise his national profile and get Trump's attention. At a hearing in September 2016, the representative grilled James Comey, the FBI director, about the investigation of Hillary Clinton's private email server, questioning whether officials had already decided that there was no prosecutable crime when they sat down to interview the presidential candidate. Ratcliffe was aggressive but not hectoring. His questions were clearly prepared, but his delivery seemed unrehearsed. He corrected Comey's account of a chain of events in the FBI's investigation, prompting the director to admit that he might have been misremembering. It wasn't exactly a gotcha moment, but Ratcliffe showed that he could confuse an adversary with a blizzard of facts.

After Ratcliffe finished with Comey, Gowdy passed him a handwritten note: "100 percent A+."

"That was really a moment for me where I thought, You know, I'm really where I'm supposed to be," Ratcliffe recalled in 2021 on a podcast that Gowdy hosts.

Ratcliffe credited Gowdy with steering his career. "You said to me, 'Johnny, focus on what you do well, get better at it, and shut up about the rest.' And I literally followed that advice. In other words, only go on TV to talk about things that you know about. Don't try and be a master of all trades. Do the things that you do really well and people will notice, and it will serve you well. And it did."

Gowdy helped make Ratcliffe a go-to interrogator when congressional committees wanted to quiz the FBI or poke holes in the Russia investigation. Ratcliffe stuck to a theme of pernicious bias against Trump. He suggested that political animus, not genuine concern about foreign-intelligence threats, was the impetus behind the Russia probe. He also suggested that the CIA--the agency he is about to lead--may have kicked off the investigation. (It did not, and this is among the fringiest views that Ratcliffe has flirted with.)

Read: Don't let the Russia probe become the new Benghazi

Ratcliffe's performances impressed Trump. But although he, Gowdy, and Scott are deeply conservative, they are not MAGA Republicans. They seem to share Trump's antipathy toward the federal bureaucracy. But their political ideas were shaped by forces that gave rise to Trump, not by the man himself. Gowdy, who left Congress in 2019, got on Trump's bad side for not embracing his conspiracy theories about Democrats spying on his campaign, and Scott competed against Trump in the GOP's 2024 presidential primary.

As for Ratcliffe, he has more fiercely defended Trump as a victim of an unfair system than championed him as a hero sent to fix it. In one of the most-watched hearings of the Trump era, Ratcliffe lit into Special Counsel Robert Mueller and the language of his final report, which stated that although the investigation "does not conclude that the President committed a crime, it also does not exonerate him." That was an unfair standard no American should face, Ratcliffe insisted. "Donald Trump is not above the law," he thundered. "But he damn sure shouldn't be below the law."

It was a principled position, and perhaps a reflection of sincere disquiet about the politicization of law enforcement and the intelligence community. Ashcroft told me that he shares such concerns and speaks with Ratcliffe four or five times a year about reforming the system. But when Ratcliffe takes these stances, he also gives credence to Trump's refrains about "Crooked Hillary" and the deep state. And he makes little effort to distinguish Trump's critique from his own.


Jim Jordan speaks to Ratcliffe during a House Judiciary Committee hearing, December 9, 2019. (Zach Gibson / Getty)



Read: Republicans take their shot at Mueller--and narrowly miss

Ratcliffe probably wouldn't have become the director of national intelligence if not for another pro-Trump partisan, Richard Grenell. The then-ambassador to Germany was also serving as the acting intelligence director when Trump nominated Ratcliffe for the second time, in 2020. The president essentially forced the Senate to choose between the two. Grenell had long been loathed and even feared in some quarters of Congress for his heated rhetoric and vicious social-media attacks. Suddenly, Ratcliffe seemed like the less political option.

Ratcliffe took office less than six months before the 2020 election. The intelligence agencies he now led were on guard against foreign governments trying to skew political contests with misleading social-media posts and divisive propaganda. Russia, once again, was a top concern.

Nothing angered Trump like talk of Russia trying to help him win an election. His aides had learned to avoid the subject. The president had identified China as the biggest strategic threat to the United States, an assessment that many Democrats and Republicans shared, Ratcliffe among them. But career intelligence analysts doubted that China intended to disrupt the election. What Beijing really wanted was stability in its relationship with Washington, they argued. Trying to help one candidate win, as Russia had in 2016, could backfire.

Read: Trump's intelligence war is also an election story

In August 2020, the intelligence community produced a classified assessment of election threats. Then Ratcliffe intervened, analysts have said, and inserted a warning about China that was an "outrageous misrepresentation of their analysis," according to a later report by an intelligence ombudsman.

The DNI typically does not help write intelligence assessments, because he is a political appointee, and so his involvement could present a conflict of interest. But Ratcliffe argued that although his intervention was unusual, it was not unprecedented, nor was it inappropriate. He maintained that the analysts were thinking too narrowly: China's well-documented efforts to lobby state and local officials, and to steal corporate intellectual property and classified government information, were aimed at achieving political outcomes. That made them, in effect, a kind of election interference. The ombudsman also found that the analysts working on China and the ones working on Russia used different definitions for influence and interference. Ratcliffe argued that such discrepancies could create the false impression that Russia was trying to affect the U.S. election but China was not.

"I know my conclusions are right, based on the intelligence that I see," he said, according to the ombudsman. "Many analysts think I am going off the script. They don't realize that I did it based on the intelligence."

Ratcliffe's defenders say that his role as the DNI obligated him to speak up, even if that meant straying into red-hot political topics. "What I saw was him reflecting a value of transparency and informing the public," said one U.S. intelligence official who worked for Ratcliffe when he was the DNI and asked not to be identified by name. "Sometimes he would challenge assessments and assumptions, I think in the interest of seeing if they would hold. He is an attorney by trade. You kind of have to keep that in mind when you brief him."

Ratcliffe wasn't the only one to gauge the threat from China more broadly: Two senior intelligence officers also expressed views on China's interference activities that were in line with Ratcliffe's assessment. But Ratcliffe didn't raise the same level of concern about Russia, which many analysts thought posed the more direct threat to the election. He framed the issue, not for the first time, in a way that lent support to Trump's political argument. And because the DNI was making that case, the ostensibly objective work of intelligence now had a partisan gloss.


Ratcliffe leaving a meeting with Senate Minority Whip John Thune after being nominated to be the CIA director, December 4, 2024 (Andrew Harnik / Getty)



Read: Trump calls out election meddling--by China

When announcing Ratcliffe's nomination for CIA director, Trump indicated what he valued most in his pick: From "exposing" the Russia investigation as the alleged handiwork of the Clinton campaign to "catching the FBI's abuse of Civil Liberties at the FISA Court, John Ratcliffe has always been a warrior for Truth and Honesty with the American public," Trump wrote in a social-media post. The reference to the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Court was shorthand for one of Trump's elastic theories about how Democrats had spied on his 2016 campaign.

He also lauded Ratcliffe for publicly refuting 51 former intelligence officers who had claimed in a letter that the 2020 discovery of emails on a laptop purporting to belong to Joe Biden's son Hunter had "all the classic earmarks of a Russian information operation." Ratcliffe was right about that one: No evidence linked Hunter Biden's laptop to a Russian plot to harm his father. But the letter by the former officials was an act of free speech and an expression of opinion by former officials and experts--not something that the DNI traditionally makes his business.

In the four years he has been out of government, Ratcliffe has remained an enthusiastic critic of the intelligence community. He co-authored a September 2023 op-ed in The Wall Street Journal with a former aide, reflecting on "a dangerous trend inside the CIA to politicize intelligence on China, and to suppress dissenting views that stray from the company line." He was particularly worried about resistance to investigating the origins of the coronavirus pandemic. The once-fringe view that the virus likely originated in a laboratory in China, which Ratcliffe believes, has gained more respectability thanks in part to U.S. intelligence.

Read: The coronavirus conspiracy boom

Tim Scott told me that Ratcliffe's controversial positions have aged well. "Some of the time he stood alone or in the minority and took a scathing rebuke from the intellectuals in our country," the senator said. "I think the truth of the matter is, he was right--about the origins of COVID, the Biden laptop, and Russiagate."

In other scenarios, however--the memo about the Clinton campaign and Russian hacking comes to mind--Ratcliffe conducted himself less like an intelligence adviser, who is supposed to help the president make a decision, and more like a litigator doing his best to help his client win an argument, or a political pugilist eager to score points.

Still, unlike some others in Trump's orbit--most notably Kash Patel--Ratcliffe has shown that he does have limits. Shortly after the 2020 election, Trump offered Ratcliffe the job that he had long wanted, and that his friend Trey Gowdy had said he was perfect for: attorney general. The president was prepared to fire Bill Barr, who'd rejected Trump's baseless notions of widespread voter fraud. According to an account in Michael Bender's book, Frankly, We Did Win This Election: The Inside Story of How Trump Lost, Ratcliffe had privately told Trump that no intelligence suggested that foreign governments had hacked voting machines or changed the outcome of the election. If he became attorney general, he'd be expected to advocate for an idea he knew wasn't true. Ratcliffe declined Trump's offer.

In this respect, Ratcliffe might seem like one of the so-called adults in the room during the first Trump administration--the officials who slow-rolled orders or even tried to block them as a check against what they considered to be the president's worst impulses. But people who know Ratcliffe told me that this was not his profile. He is on board with Trump's policies and doesn't believe that regulating the president is his job. He won't cross his boss, either. To this day, nearly eight years after the CIA, FBI, and NSA reached a unanimous, unclassified assessment on Russian election interference in 2016, Ratcliffe has never said publicly whether he agrees with one of its key findings: that the Russians were trying to help Trump win.

Read: The U.S. needs to face up to its long history of election meddling

If he disagrees with that position, he surely would have said so, just as he has disputed other intelligence judgments he finds lacking or wrong. But his silence is telling. If he does agree, and says so publicly, he will not be the next director of the CIA.

At his confirmation hearing, senators are likely to ask Ratcliffe whether he plans to further Trump's interests. Not the president's policies--all CIA directors do that--but his political preferences, prejudices, and vendettas. Only Ratcliffe knows the answer to this question. But alone among Trump's picks to head the national-security agencies, he comes with a clear track record in the role.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2025/01/ratcliffe-dni-cia-trump/681197/?utm_source=feed
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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




Updated at 3:10 p.m. ET on January 6, 2025

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 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 chief minister 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 chief minister, 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 originally misstated Narendra Modi's title in the Gujarat government. 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 Hawaiians Who Want Their Nation Back

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

by Adrienne LaFrance




Updated at 5:04 p.m. ET on January 4, 2025.
 
 Read this article in Hawaiian.



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

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

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

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

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

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


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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

From the December 1958 issue: Hawaii and statehood

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Adrienne LaFrance: Hawaii is a warning

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


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



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

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

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

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

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

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

From the October 1938 issue: Hawaii's economy

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Kanahele and Maka'awa'awa aren't trying to bring back the monarchy. They aren't even trying to build a democracy. Their way of government, outlined in a constitution that Kanahele drafted in 1994, is based on a family structure, including a council of kupuna (Hawaiian elders) and kanaka (Hawaiian) and non-kanaka (non-Hawaiian) legislative branches. (The constitution was adopted by kupuna, who also formally selected Kanahele as their leader, in the mid-1990s.) "It's a Hawaiian way of thinking of government," Maka'awa'awa said. "It's not democracy or communism or socialism or any of that. It's our own form of government."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

From the December 1890 issue: The United States looking outward

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

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

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





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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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



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

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

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

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

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

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

Read: How to save a dying language

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

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



This article appears in the January 2025 print edition with the headline "What Happens When You Lose Your Country?" It was updated to include additional context about the process by which the Nation of Hawai'i adopted its constitution and selected Dennis Pu'uhonua Kanahele as its leader. 




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2025/01/hawaii-monarchy-overthrow-independence/680759/?utm_source=feed
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A Virtual Cell Is a 'Holy Grail' of Science. It's Getting Closer.

Large language models may unlock a new and valuable type of research.

by Matteo Wong




The human cell is a miserable thing to study. Tens of trillions of them exist in the body, forming an enormous and intricate network that governs every disease and metabolic process. Each cell in that circuit is itself the product of an equally dense and complex interplay among genes, proteins, and other bits of profoundly small biological machinery.



Our understanding of this world is hazy and constantly in flux. As recently as a few years ago, scientists thought there were only a few hundred distinct cell types, but new technologies have revealed thousands (and that's just the start). Experimenting in this microscopic realm can be a kind of guesswork; even success is frequently confounding. Ozempic-style drugs were thought to act on the gut, for example, but might turn out to be brain drugs, and Viagra was initially developed to treat cardiovascular disease.



Speeding up cellular research could yield tremendous things for humanity--new medicines and vaccines, cancer treatments, even just a deeper understanding of the elemental processes that shape our lives. And it's beginning to happen. Scientists are now designing computer programs that may unlock the ability to simulate human cells, giving researchers the ability to predict the effect of a drug, mutation, virus, or any other change in the body, and in turn making physical experiments more targeted and likelier to succeed. Inspired by large language models such as ChatGPT, the hope is that generative AI can "decode the language of biology and then speak the language of biology," Eric Xing, a computer scientist at Carnegie Mellon University and the president of Mohamed bin Zayed University of Artificial Intelligence, in the United Arab Emirates, told me.



Much as a chatbot can discern style and perhaps even meaning from huge volumes of written language, which it then uses to construct humanlike prose, AI could in theory be trained on huge quantities of biological data to extract key information about cells or even entire organisms. This would allow researchers to create virtual models of the many, many cells within the body--and act upon them. "It's the holy grail of biology," Emma Lundberg, a cell biologist at Stanford, told me. "People have been dreaming about it for years and years and years."



These grandiose claims--about so ambiguous and controversial a technology as generative AI, no less--may sound awfully similar to self-serving prophesies from tech executives: OpenAI's Sam Altman, Google DeepMind's Demis Hassabis, and Anthropic's Dario Amodei have all declared that their AI products will soon revolutionize medicine.



If generative AI does make good on such visions, however, the result may look something like the virtual cell that Xing, Lundberg, and others have been working toward. (Last month, they published a perspective in Cell on the subject. Xing has taken the idea a step further, co-authoring several papers about the possibility that such virtual cells could be combined into an "AI-driven digital organism"--a simulation of an entire being.) Even in these early days--scientists told me that this approach, if it proves workable, may take 10 or 100 years to fully realize--it's a demonstration that the technology's ultimate good may come not from chatbots, but from something much more ambitious.



Efforts to create a virtual cell did not begin with the arrival of large language models. The first modern attempts, back in the 1990s, involved writing equations and code to describe every molecule and interaction. This approach yielded some success, and the first whole-cell model, of a bacteria species, was eventually published in 2012. But it hasn't worked for human cells, which are more complicated--scientists lack a deep enough understanding to imagine or write all of the necessary equations, Lundberg said.



The issue is not that there isn't any relevant information. Over the past 20 years, new technologies have produced a trove of genetic-sequence and microscope data related to human cells. The problem is that the corpus is so large and complex that no human could possibly make total sense of it. But generative AI, which works by extracting patterns from huge amounts of data with minimal human instructions, just might. "We're at this tipping point" for AI in biology, Eran Segal, a computational biologist at the Weizmann Institute of Science and a collaborator of Xing's, told me. "All the stars aligned, and we have all the different components: the data, the compute, the modeling."



Scientists have already begun using generative AI in a growing number of disciplines. For instance, by analyzing years of meteorological records or quantum-physics measurements, an AI model might reliably predict the approach of major storms or how subatomic particles behave, even if scientists can't say why the predictions are accurate. The ability to explain is being replaced by the ability to predict, human discovery supplanted by algorithmic faith. This may seem counterintuitive (if scientists can't explain something, do they really understand it?) and even terrifying (what if a black-box algorithm trusted to predict floods misses one?). But so far, the approach has yielded significant results.



Read: Science is becoming less human



"The big turning point in the space was six years ago," Ziv Bar-Joseph, a computational biologist at Carnegie Mellon University and the head of research and development and computational sciences at Sanofi, told me. In 2018--before the generative-AI boom--Google DeepMind released AlphaFold, an AI algorithm that functionally "solved" a long-standing problem in molecular biology: how to discern the three-dimensional structure of a protein from the list of amino acids it is made of. Doing so for a single protein used to take a human years of experimenting, but in 2022, just four years after its initial release, AlphaFold predicted the structure of 200 million of them, nearly every protein known to science. The program is already advancing drug discovery and fundamental biological research, which won its creators a Nobel Prize this past fall.



The program's success inspired researchers to design so-called foundation models for other building blocks of biology, such as DNA and RNA. Inspired by how chatbots predict the next word in a sentence, many of these foundation models are trained to predict what comes next in a biological sequence, such as the next set of As, Ts, Gs, and Cs that make up a strand of DNA, or the next amino acid in a protein. Generative AI's value extends beyond straightforward prediction, however. As they analyze text, chatbots develop abstract mathematical maps of language based on the relationships between words. They assign words and sentences coordinates on those maps, known as "embeddings": In one famous example, the distance between the embeddings of queen and king is the same as that between woman and man, suggesting that the program developed some internal notion of gender roles and royalty. Basic, if flawed, capacities for mathematics, logical reasoning, and persuasion seem to emerge from this word prediction.



Many AI researchers believe that the basic understanding reflected in these embeddings is what allows chatbots to effectively predict words in a sentence. This same idea could be of use in biological foundation models as well. For instance, to accurately predict a sequence of nucleotides or amino acids, an algorithm might need to develop internal, statistical approximations of how those nucleotides or amino acids interact with one another, and even how they function in a cell or an organism.



Although these biological embeddings--essentially a long list of numbers--are on their own meaningless to people, the numbers can be fed into other, simpler algorithms that extract latent "meaning" from them. The embeddings from a model designed to understand the structure of DNA, for instance, could be fed into another program that predicts DNA function, cell type, or the effect of genetic mutations. Instead of having a separate program for every DNA- or protein-related task, a foundation model can address many at once, and several such programs have been published over the past two years.



Take scGPT, for example. This program was designed to predict bits of RNA in a cell, but it has succeeded in predicting cell type, the effects of genetic alterations, and more. "It turns out by just predicting next gene tokens, scGPT is able to really understand the basic concept of what is a cell," Bo Wang, one of the programs' creators and a biologist at the University of Toronto, told me. The latest version of AlphaFold, published last year, has exhibited far more general capabilities--it can predict the structure of biological molecules other than proteins as well as how they interact. Ideally, the technology will make experiments more efficient and targeted by systematically exploring hypotheses, allowing scientists to physically test only the most promising or curiosity-inducing. Wang, a co-author on the Cell perspective, hopes to build even more general foundation models for cellular biology.



The language of biology, if such a thing exists, is far more complicated than any human tongue. All the components and layers of a cell affect one another, and scientists hope that composing various foundation models creates something greater than the sum of their parts--like combining an engine, a hull, landing gear, and other parts into an airplane. "Eventually it's going to all come together into one big model," Stephen Quake, the head of science at the Chan Zuckerberg Initiative (CZI) and a lead author of the virtual-cell perspective, told me. (CZI--a philanthropic organization focused on scientific advancement that was co-founded by Priscilla Chan and her husband, Mark Zuckerberg--has been central in many of these recent efforts; in March, it held a workshop focused on AI in cellular biology that led to the publication of the perspective in Cell, and last month, the group announced a new set of resources dedicated to virtual-cell research, which includes several AI models focused on cell biology.)



In other words, the idea is that algorithms designed for DNA, RNA, gene expression, protein interactions, cellular organization, and so on might constitute a virtual cell if put together in the right way. "How we get there is a little unclear right now, but I'm confident it will," Quake said. But not everyone shares his enthusiasm.



Across contexts, generative AI has a persistent problem: Researchers and enthusiasts see a lot of potential that may not always work out in practice. The LLM-inspired approach of predicting genes, amino acids, or other such biological elements in a sequence, as if human cells and bodies were sentences and libraries, is in its "very early days," Quake said. Xing likened his and similar virtual-cell research to having a "GPT-1" moment, referencing an early proof-of-concept program that eventually led to ChatGPT.



Although using deep-learning algorithms to analyze huge amounts of data is promising, the quest for more and more universal solutions struck some researchers I spoke with as well-intentioned but unrealistic. The foundation-model approach in Xing's AI-driven digital organisms, for instance, suggests "a little too much faith in the AI methods," Steven Salzberg, a biomedical engineer at Johns Hopkins University, told me. He's skeptical that such generalist programs will be more useful than bespoke AI models such as AlphaFold, which are tailored to concrete, well-defined biological problems such as protein folding. Predicting genes in a sequence didn't strike Salzberg as an obviously useful biological goal. In other words, perhaps there is no unifying language of biology--in which case no embedding can capture every relevant bit of biological information.

Read: We're entering uncharted territory for math

More important than AlphaFold's approach, perhaps, was that it reliably and resoundingly beat other, state-of-the-art protein-folding algorithms. But for now, "the jury is still out on these cell-based models," Bar-Joseph, the CMU biologist, said. Researchers have to prove how well their simulations work. "Experiment is the ultimate arbiter of truth," Quake told me--if a foundation model predicts the shape of a protein, the degree of a gene's expression, or the effects of a mutation, but actual experiments produce confounding results, the model needs reworking.



Even with working foundation models, the jump from individual programs to combining them into full-fledged cells is a big one. Scientists haven't figured out all of the necessary models, let alone how to assemble them. "I haven't seen a good application where all these different models come together," Bar-Joseph said, though he is optimistic. And although there are a lot of data for researchers to begin with, they will need to collect far more moving forward. "The key challenge is still data," Wang said. For example, many of today's premier cellular data sets don't capture change over time, which is a part of every biological process, and might not be applicable to specific scientific problems, such as predicting the effects of a new drug on a rare disease. Right now, the field isn't entirely sure which data to collect next. "We have sequence data; we have image data," Lundberg said. "But do we really know which data to generate to reach the virtual cell? I don't really think we do."



In the near term, the way forward might not be foundation models that "understand" DNA or cells in the abstract, but instead programs tailored to specific queries. Just as there isn't one human language, there may not be a unified language of biology, either. "More than a universal system, the first step will be in developing a large number of AI systems that solve specific problems," Andrea Califano, a computational biologist at Columbia and the president of the Chan Zuckerberg Biohub New York, and another co-author of the Cell perspective, told me. Even if such a language of biology exists, aiming for something so universal could also be so difficult as to waste resources when simpler, targeted programs would more immediately advance research and improve patients' lives.



Scientists are trying anyway. Every level of ambition in the quest to bring the AI revolution to cell biology--whether modeling of entire organisms, single cells, or single processes within a cell--emerges from the same hope: to let virtual simulations, rather than physical experiments, lead the way. Experiments may always be the arbiters of truth, but computer programs will determine which experiments to carry out, and inform how to set them up. At some point, humans may no longer be making discoveries so much as verifying the work of algorithms--constructing biological laboratories to confirm the prophecies of silicon.
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Fact-Checking Was Too Good for Facebook

The social network has given up on verifying facts. That's a good thing.

by Ian Bogost




Yesterday, Meta CEO Mark Zuckerberg announced that Facebook would end fact-checking on its platform. In the process, a partnership with the network of third parties that has provided review and ratings of viral misinformation since 2016 will be terminated. To some observers, this news suggested that the company was abandoning the very idea of truth, and opening its gates to lies, perversions, and deception. But this is wrong: Those gates were never really closed.

The idea that something called "fact-checking" could be (or could have been) reasonably applied to social-media posts, in aggregate, is absurd. Social-media posts can be wrong, of course, even dangerously so. And single claims from single posts can sometimes be adjudicated as being true or false. But the formulation of those distinctions and decisions is not fact-checking, per se.

That's because fact-checking is, specifically, a component part of doing journalism. It is a way of creating knowledge invented by one particular profession. I don't mean that journalists have any special power to discern the truth of given statements. Naturally, people attempt to validate the facts they see, news-related or otherwise, all the time. But fact-checking, as a professional practice linked to the publication of news stories and nonfiction books, refers to something more--something that no social-media platform would ever try to do.

Read: This is how much fact-checking is worth to Facebook

Here at The Atlantic, every story we put out goes through a fact-checking process. That usually takes place after the story has been reported, written, and edited. Some of that process is pretty straightforward: A quote from a source might be verified against an interview recording or transcript; dates, locations, or statistics might be compared to the sources from which they were drawn.

Other aspects of the process are more discursive. Is the writer's sentence fairly paraphrasing someone's statement? Does it--and the publication--mean to present that person's statement as informative, dubious, or something else? Sometimes additional research, follow-up interviews, and internal negotiations will be required. In some cases, fact-checking has more to do with evaluation, judgment, and wordsmithing than getting any single line "right" or "wrong." The process can be very strange. It's often time-consuming.

Outside of newsrooms, though, fact-checking has come to have a different meaning, and a smaller scope. It may describe the surface-level checks of claims made by politicians in live debates--or of assertions appearing in a dashed-off post on social media. Small-bore inspections like these can help reduce the spread of certain glaring fabrications, a potential benefit that is now excluded from Meta's platforms by design. But that's a whack-a-mole project, not a trust-building exercise that is woven into the conception, research, authorship, and publication of a piece of media.

Fact-checking, in this broader sense, assumes its practitioners' good-faith effort to find or construct truth, and then to participate in the interactive process of verification. When done seriously and deliberately, it imbues a published work with an ethos of care. Journalists retain detailed records of their reporting, annotate them, and submit them with the stories they file. They may be asked to provide additional support or to consider possible objections. The scope of each claim undergoes consideration. Scene-setting--writing that describes a situation or environment--will be subjected to the fact-check, too. "Even the bathroom wallpaper had a bovine theme," I wrote about a filling-station bathroom in a profile of the children's author Sandra Boynton, who puts lots of cows in her books. The fact-checker asked if I could prove it. Having anticipated the question, I had taken a photo in the filling-station restroom. Would we have printed the line had I not done so? That's not the point. Rather, such evidentiary concern suffused the entire effort, not just the part where someone made sure I wasn't lying.

This process sometimes fails. It may be foiled by sloppiness or haste. But many posts on social media lack even the aspiration to be true. Some people posting may intend to mislead, coerce, or delude their audiences into believing, buying, or simply clicking. Others are less malicious, but still, as a rule, they are not engaged in journalism and do not necessarily share its values. That makes their content not lesser, but different in kind. On social media, people share their feelings, the things they saw, the images they made of the activities they performed (or pretended to perform). They comment, like, and share posts that spark delight or fear, and they may do so without too much concern for their effects on other people's choices or opinions.

As I've written before, giving everyone with a smartphone the ability to say anything they want, as often as they want, to billions of people, is a terrible idea. In the deluge that results, verification is impossible. Sure, one might take the time to affirm or reject the truth of a tiny subset of the claims posted to a platform, but even modest efforts run afoul of the fact that different people post for different reasons, with different goals.

The effort Facebook attempted under the name fact-checking was doomed. You can't nitpick every post from every random person, every hobby website, every brand, school, restaurant, militia lunatic, aunt, or dogwalker as if they were all the same. Along the way, Facebook's effort also tarnished the idea that fact-checking could be something more. The platform's mass deployment of surface-level checks gave the sense that sorting facts from falsehoods is not a subtle art but a simple and repeating task, one that can be algorithmically applied to any content. The profession of journalism, which has done a terrible job of explaining its work to the public, bears some responsibility for allowing--even encouraging--this false impression to circulate. But Facebook was the king of ersatz checking. Good riddance.
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He's No Elon Musk

But Mark Zuckerberg sure is trying to be.

by Matteo Wong




Yesterday morning, donning his new signature fit--gold chain, oversize T-shirt, surfer hair--Mark Zuckerberg announced that his social-media platforms are getting a makeover. His aggrievement was palpable: For years, Zuckerberg said, "governments and legacy media have pushed to censor more and more." No longer. Meta is abolishing its third-party fact-checking program, starting in the U.S.; loosening its content filters; and bringing political content back to Facebook, Instagram, and Threads. "It's time to get back to our roots around free expression," Meta's chief executive declared.



In the announcement, Zuckerberg identified "the recent elections," in which Donald Trump won the presidency and Republicans claimed both houses of Congress, as a "cultural tipping point towards once again prioritizing speech." He said Meta will take direct inspiration from X's "Community Notes" feature, which allows users to annotate posts--and surfaces the annotations based on how other users rate them--rather than granting professional fact-checkers authority to remove or label posts. Among the notable changes is permitting users to describe gay and transgender people as having "mental illness."



The dog-whistling around legacy media, censorship, and free-speech sounded uncannily like one of Zuckerberg's greatest rivals: Elon Musk, the world's richest person and a defender of the most noxious speech--at least when he agrees with it. Over the past several years, Musk has become a far-right icon, railing against major publications and liberal politicians for what he deems a "censorship government-industrial complex." After buying Twitter, he renamed it X and has turned the platform into a bastion for hate speech, personally spread misinformation, and become a Trump confidant and trusted adviser. Zuckerberg has been feuding with Musk for years over their respective social-media dominance and masculinity--the pair even publicly challenged each other to a cage match in 2023.


 Read: X is a white-supremacist site



This week's policy changes might be understood as another throwdown between the two men. Although Facebook and Instagram are both considerably more popular than X--not to mention extremely profitable--they lack the political relevance that Musk has cultivated on his platform. That asset has helped bring Trump back for occasional posting there (he is still much more active on his own platform, Truth Social) and, more important, has put X and its owner in favorable positions ahead of Trump's ascension to the presidency. Musk will even co-lead a new federal commission advising his administration. Their close relationship will likely benefit Musk's AI, space, and satellite companies, too. Zuckerberg, meanwhile, has not been viewed favorably by Trump or his allies: The president-elect has stated that Zuckerberg steered Facebook against him during the 2020 election, and threatened to put the Meta CEO in jail for "the rest of his life," while Republicans such as Ohio Representative Jim Jordan have complained about alleged censorship on the platform. Currying favor with the right wing, as Musk has done so successfully, may well be mission critical for Meta, which is currently facing an antitrust suit from the Federal Trade Commission that it would surely rather settle.



These shifts are occurring against a longer transformation for the company and its chief executive. Zuckerberg has gone from a deferential, awkward, almost robotic nerd to a flashy mixed-martial-arts enthusiast who posts photos of his fights and has public beef with other tech executives. Meta, after years of waning influence, has been attempting a cultural and technological revival as well--pivoting hard toward generative AI by widely promoting its flagship Llama models and launching its own X competitor, Threads. These personal and corporate changes are one and the same: Zuckerberg has recently shared a photo of himself reading his infant a picture book titled Llama; posted AI-enhanced videos of himself sporting his new martial-arts physique, leg-pressing gold chains, or dressed as a Roman centurion; and showcased an AI-generated illustration of himself in a boy band. Also this week, the company announced that Dana White, the CEO and president of UFC (and a notable Trump backer), joined Meta's board of directors. The blog post outlining Meta's new "more speech" policies was written by Joel Kaplan, a Republican lobbyist at Meta who just replaced the company's long-standing head of global policy, who was considered center-left. Jordan, the once adversarial congressperson, said he is pleased with Meta's new approach to content moderation and will meet with Zuckerberg in the coming weeks.



Read: New Mark Zuckerberg dropped



But for all the effort and bravado, Zuckerberg and Meta have been consistently outdone by Musk. The latter has already overhauled X into a "free speech" haven for the right. If Meta is responding to the recent election by seeking favor with the incoming Trump administration, Musk helped bring Republicans victory and will advise that administration. Musk helped get OpenAI off the ground, and his newer and smaller AI company, xAI, rapidly developed a model, Grok, that has matched and by some metrics surpassed Meta's own. Zuckerberg might boast about Meta's AI infrastructure, but xAI partnered with Nvidia to build the world's largest AI supercomputer in a shockingly fast 122 days. Musk has touted Grok as fulfilling the need for an anti-"woke" AI--the software has been shown to readily sexualize female celebrities and illustrate racist caricatures. It's easy to imagine Meta lowering its AI guardrails next in a bid to better emulate Musk's own offensive showboating.



Even if he catches up, Zuckerberg still lacks the confidence of his rival. He presents as both rehearsed and ostentatious; he announced the end of independent fact-checking while wearing a $900,000 watch. Musk is many things, but he is not a poser: His speech is rambling, off-the-cuff, and perceived as visionary by his followers and much of Silicon Valley. He shows up to Trump rallies wearing T-shirts and talks business while streaming video games. "This is cool," Musk wrote of Meta's "free speech" pivot, on X, as if commending a younger sibling.



Becoming a martial-arts enthusiast, pivoting to AI, bringing Republicans into Meta's leadership, decrying "legacy media" and "censorship," and permitting homophobia are Zuckerberg's attempts at defiance and renewal. But in no respect is he leading the conversation--rather than upending the technological landscape with the "metaverse," he is following his competitors in both AI and social media. He may not be capitulating to the Democratic establishment, as he believes his company did in the past, but he is still capitulating to the establishment. It's just that this time, he is apologizing to the ascendant far-right. "They've come a long way," the president-elect said of Meta's changes at a press conference yesterday. (Did he think the changes were in response to threats he had made toward Zuckerberg in the past? "Probably," Trump responded.)



It is worth recalling that Facebook did not strengthen its approach to content moderation and limit political content, changes that Zuckerberg now says amount to "censorship," just because a few Democratic senators asked. Russian-interference campaigns, various domestic far-right militias, and all manner of misinformation were rampant on the platform for years, wreaking havoc on multiple presidential-election cycles. Facebook exposed users' private data, was used to plan the Capitol insurrection in the U.S., and fueled ethnic genocide abroad. The platform, prior to those policy changes, was viewed by some as a legitimate threat to democracy; "we have made a lot of mistakes," Zuckerberg told Congress in 2018. He has had a change of heart--yesterday, Zuckerberg again promised to make "fewer mistakes," this time referencing the supposed policing of conservative speech. For one of Silicon Valley's self-appointed kings, perhaps abetting the unraveling of democracy and civil society is, in the end, nothing to apologize for.
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We're All Trying to Find the Guy Who Did This

Mark Zuckerberg is at war with himself.

by Charlie Warzel




Mark Zuckerberg is sick of the woke politics governing his social feeds. He's tired of the censorship and social-media referees meddling in free speech. We're in a "new era" now, he said in a video today, announcing that he plans to replace Facebook and Instagram fact-checkers with a system of community notes similar to the one on X, the rival platform owned by Elon Musk. Meta will also now prioritize "civic content," a.k.a. political content, not hide from it.



The social-media hall monitors have been so restrictive on "topics of immigration and gender that they're out of touch with mainstream discourse," Zuckerberg said with the zeal of an activist. He spoke about "a cultural tipping point towards once again prioritizing speech" following "nonstop" concerns about misinformation from the "legacy media" and four years of the United States government "pushing for censorship." It is clear from Zuckerberg's announcement that he views establishment powers as having tried and failed to solve political problems by suppressing his users. That message is sure to delight Donald Trump and the incoming administration. But there's one tiny hitch. Zuckerberg is talking about himself and his own policies. The establishment? That's him.



The changes to Meta's properties, including Facebook, Instagram, and Threads, are being framed by the CEO as a return "to our roots around free expression." This bit of framing is key, painting him as having been right all along. It also conveniently elides nearly a decade of decisions made by Zuckerberg, who not only is Meta's founder but also holds a majority of voting power in the company, meaning the board cannot vote him out. He is Meta's unimpeachable king.



From the March 2024 issue: The rise of techno-authoritarianism



I don't have access to Zuckerberg's brain, so I can't know the precise reasons for his reversal. Has he been genuinely red-pilled by UFC founder (and new Meta board member) Dana White and his jiu-jitsu friends? Is he jealous of Musk, who seems to be having a good time palling around with Trump and turning X into 4chan? Is he simply an opportunist cozying up to the incoming administration? Or is he terrified that Trump--who not long ago threatened to send him to jail--will follow through on his promises of retribution against tech executives who don't bend to his whims? Is this indeed just an opportunity for Meta to get back to its relatively unmoderated roots? My money is that Zuckerberg's new posture--visiting Mar-a-Lago, donating $1 million to Trump's inaugural fund, and elevating Joel Kaplan, a longtime Republican insider, to the top policy job at Meta--is motivated by all of the above.



Zuckerberg's personal politics have always been inextricably linked to his company's political and financial interests. Above all else, the Facebook founder seems compelled by any ideology that allows the company to grow rapidly and make money without having to take too much responsibility for what happens on its platforms. Zuckerberg knows which way the political wind is blowing and appears to be trying to ride it while, simultaneously, being at least a little bit afraid of it. When a reporter today asked Trump if he thought Meta's policy changes were driven by his previous threats, he replied, "Probably."



Zuckerberg's motives are less important than his actions, which, at least right now, are inarguably MAGA-coded. (He said that he's moving the content-review teams away from the biased, blue shores of California to the supposedly neutral land of Texas, for one.) They are also deeply cynical. After years of arguing that its users don't want to see political content (unless they explicitly follow political accounts or pages), Meta is now arguing that it is time to promote "civic" material. The company is pandering to the right and a skewed definition of free speech after having spent the past few months actively restricting teens from seeing LGBTQ-related content on its platforms, as User Mag reported earlier this week. Just this morning, 404 Media reported that Meta's human-resources team has been deleting criticism of White from Facebook Workplace, the internal platform where Meta employees communicate.



Such hypocrisy ought to be expected from Zuckerberg, whose announcement carries the energy of a guy complaining about a problem he's responsible for. Zuckerberg has a rich history of making editorial decisions for Meta's platforms, watching them play out, and then reacting to them as if they were the result of some outside force. In 2013, I watched as Facebook flooded publishers with traffic, thanks to a deliberate algorithmic change to prioritize news. I watched the company build a news division and product and hire a big name to run it. And after the 2016 election, when the company came under intense scrutiny from many of the same outlets that had previously benefited from its platform, I watched the company argue that it was reducing visibility of publishers in favor of posts from "friends and family."



Meta's history is littered with similar about-faces. In 2017, Zuckerberg gave a speech extolling Facebook's groups and pages. The company changed its mission statement from "Making the world more open and connected" to "Give people the power to build community and bring the world closer together." The company prioritized groups over other content. As usual, Zuckerberg said he was reacting to the desires of his users (that this was also a way to increase engagement across the company's platforms was surely a happy coincidence). But then, in 2021, after QAnon and Stop the Steal groups were found to operate unchecked on the platform, Zuckerberg announced that the company would stop recommending political groups to users, citing a need to "turn down the temperature" of the national conversation after the January 6 insurrection.



One way to look at this is that Meta has always been deeply, if begrudgingly, reactive in its moderation decisions. The company is hands-off until it ends up in a public-relations crisis and dragged in front of Congress. The company has argued that it is a neutral actor, that it has no interest in presiding over what people can and cannot say. And yet, this is the same company that, in 2020, declared that it was taking "new steps to protect the U.S. elections." The contradictions abound. Facebook is averse to being an editorial entity, but it hired fact-checkers. It does not wish to be political, but it has an election war room (but please, don't call it a war room). Zuckerberg is done with politics, but he's flying down to Mar-a-Lago. You get the gist.



The end result of being so deeply reactive is that Zuckerberg ends up rather awkwardly at war with his own company. Currently, Meta's new Trump-administration content free-for-all seems to be motivated by a sense of shame or sheepishness for how Meta responded to world events from March 2020 to January 7, 2021, the day Facebook banned Trump from its platforms for his role in inciting the rioters the day before. Despite speaking with clarity and conviction at the time, Zuckerberg seems to be letting the revisionist narratives of COVID and January 6 influence his thinking. As I wrote last year, "Decisions that seemed rational in 2020 and 2021 may seem irrational to him today--the product of a kind of pandemic anxiety."



Read: Mark Zuckerberg will never win



I take Zuckerberg at his word that he feels the discourse has changed, especially when it's consumed on platforms like X. That discourse is profoundly anti-institutional--less mainstream media, more Joe Rogan. (Rogan, of course, is now as mainstream as they come.) Zuckerberg may even be right that fact-checkers ultimately eroded trust among the skeptical more than they preserved the truth. But Meta is not an insurgent force--it's a global behemoth with lobbyists and corporate interests. Zuckerberg is himself one of the world's richest men. The sclerotic, slop-ridden wasteland of stale memes on its Facebook product, bloodless posts on Threads--a blatant clone of X--and hot people linking out to their OnlyFans profiles on Instagram are all products of a legacy institution that he presides over. That Zuckerberg should look out over his kingdom and see it as "out of touch" isn't a criticism of "woke" Democrats or a regulation-crazy government: It's a criticism of the way he himself capitulates.



Maybe this is Zuckerberg's final pivot. Perhaps he's wanted these changes all along and this moment will bring about a Muskian renaissance that is, at last, true to his own internal politics. But if one is searching for truisms to better understand Zuckerberg, I'm not sure there's a more apt one than this quote, from a Facebook employee interviewed by BuzzFeed News in 2020. "He seems truly incapable of taking personal responsibility for decisions and actions at Facebook," the employee said. The employee offered the quote in response to political violence in Kenosha, Wisconsin, during the George Floyd protests, a conflict that Facebook groups played a role in inflaming. But the quote speaks to something more fundamental about the CEO. For as long as he's been running his company, Zuckerberg has been anxiously gazing in the rearview mirror, unaware or unwilling to recognize the Mark Zuckerberg-size blind spot over his shoulder.
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The Agony of Texting With Men

Many guys are bad at messaging their friends back--and it might be making them more lonely.

by Matthew Schnipper




My friend's boyfriend, Joe Mullen, is a warm and sweet guy, a considerate person who loves dogs and babies. When I see him in person, once every month or two, he makes a point to ask me what I've been up to, how my life is going. Joe is a big music fan, and we share a love of music made by weird British people. I once got excited for him to check out an artist I thought he'd like. So I asked him for his number, and later I sent him a Spotify link to an album. "Hi :) It's Schnipper," I wrote. "I think u would dig this guy's stuff." I figured this might be the first step into a portal of greater closeness, a relationship of our own. Man to man. Except it wasn't, because Joe did not text me back.

Maybe asking someone to spend 45 minutes listening to an album and to then synthesize their thoughts is too much pressure. Or maybe Joe listened and he didn't like the music and didn't want to disappoint me. Maybe he doesn't actually like me. There are a lot of potential reasons he didn't respond; I imagined them all. Months later, I finally asked why he'd left me on read. "I don't know," Joe said. "It's a good question."

Then he told me a story: One of his colleagues had recently left her job, but she hoped the two of them could remain friends. One day, she texted Joe a joke. "I felt like I had to come up with a good response to it," he said. Then enough time went by that he simply gave up. This was hardly the only other time he'd found himself at a loss. Responding to messages becomes "this looming thing that I have to do," he said. "It turns into a source of anxiety, honestly, that I'll always be like, I'm in text debt." So these friendships, untended, don't blossom. Because Joe, like many men, is bad at texting.

The stereotype that men struggle to communicate is an old one. But modern friendship's reliance on texting illuminates how grim the problem is. Many of the places where in-person relationships previously formed--offices, bars, churches--are no longer mandatory stops. Now "texting is our social experience," Nick Brody, a communication-studies professor at the University of Puget Sound, told me. The medium, he said, can disadvantage men, who typically socialize in a "side by side" manner--playing or watching sports, for instance. Women, by contrast, tend to socialize via conversation, which texting closely mimics. If the way we spend time with friends moves to our phones, Brody said, the "preferences that many men have for maintaining their relationships don't necessarily translate very well."

Exceptions exist, obviously. I myself am a man, but I am a text enthusiast. And plenty of women might be considered "bad texters." Yet the male texting troubles are real. One guy told me he left a sports-themed group chat after his friends failed to acknowledge his mother's death. Another said that he texts constantly with two other dads, but that it took 10 years for them to figure out how to hang out on their own, without their families. Even the mere suggestion of moving the conversation offline can be tricky. When I got asked out to dinner via text with a group of guys, I responded with two available dates. Another guy responded too, but he said he wasn't good at planning. A few others didn't reply at all. The dinner never happened.

This sort of breakdown is a problem--and not only because it's irritating. The fact that many men are bad at texting might actually be making them more lonely, experts told me. Something needs to change if men want to forge meaningful, intimate friendships: They're going to have to get more comfortable with texting.



Emotionally clueless men are culturally ubiquitous. In any given week, Saturday Night Live might have a sketch on the topic: "Man Park," a dog park-style space where men are forced to socialize; dads who use football and car repair as veiled metaphors for their own morbid fears. Movies about lonely men who have trouble communicating their emotions make it to the Oscars (Manchester by the Sea) and endure as cult favorites (I Love You, Man). Self-effacing stand-up about the subject litters TikTok. "When men text something, it's just a couple of words," the comedian Tim Hawkins said in one set. "That's all I had to say. I have nothing left ... Right now, just a couple of crickets playing racquetball up there." Then he reads an exchange he had with his wife, leaning hard into the Mars-Venus dichotomy. "Hello my darling, how are you doing today?" he asks her. He then takes a deep breath and speed-reads her response, continuing to the point of absurdity. Hawkins makes this seem like a monumental spew of words rather than benign chitchat. Is she not, I thought, simply answering his question?

It's not as if men are incapable of communicating via the written word; it depends on the context. Evan Schleutter, a soft-spoken Iowan I found after he wrote online about his texting issues, told me that he was a frequent texter in high school and college, when he felt that there were certain social incentives to respond--like dating, or establishing a new friend group. Now 29, Schleutter finds that texting is more of a burden. "It kind of takes a lot of social energy out of me," he said.

Read: Do yourself a favor and go find a 'third place'

For some men, texting is less onerous if it's in a group chat, a format that can stand in for real-life socializing. But these are frequently a trash heap of fleeting thoughts. My buddy Joe, for instance, described his most active group chat with two old friends as a place for free-form spouting of nonsense, a diaristic brain dump best used while waiting in line at the bagel place. (Its onetime name: "Poop Lords.") The chat style has less in common with talking on the phone than it does with social media such as Reddit and X, both platforms where the majority of users are men.

If what men really need is emotional connection, though, this sort of communication can amount to empty calories. The psychologist Niobe Way, the author of Rebels With a Cause: Reimagining Boys, Ourselves, and Our Culture and a longtime researcher of boys and young men, describes the conversation style typical of group forums as "parallel play." "What technology has done is exacerbated a culture that is a me-me-me culture," Way told me. "We think a friend is someone who self-reveals and who likes your post. It's never a dialogue." The attitude extends to texts, which have borrowed the "like" model--no need to meaningfully engage.

When someone in a group chat does have a genuine problem, the dynamic typically doesn't allow for its discussion. An inverse effect of the group chat's casual, forgettable dialogue is that switching into a more earnest mode can be difficult. On the rare occasions when Joe's group chat turns serious, such as when one of his friends needs comfort, Joe told me that he'll sometimes "  wince at it." He'll respond with some empathy, then wait a requisite amount of time before going back to spewing nonsense. The chat, he said, is not the arena for talking about real things.



A text can be a catalyst--a conversation-starter, an invitation to hang out. It can also be, apparently, too much pressure for many men to even engage with.

Schleutter told me that he regularly gets overwhelmed by texts from friends. Like Joe, he wants to take time to say something worthwhile, so he puts off the task. "Then later turns into tomorrow, and then tomorrow turns into the next day, and then I forget about it, because something else pops up in my life that's more important," he told me. "So that's the type of spiraling I got into." Often, in the end, he says nothing.

Way told me that she has seen lots of this kind of behavior in men: a mental stalemate when faced with the need to communicate. The assumption that only men struggle with vulnerability, a core emotion needed to establish lasting friendships, isn't true, she said. Everyone finds it difficult. Men, though, have an extra hurdle to overcome: the cultural "cliche of the guy who articulates his needs and then comes off as needy and pathetic and overly sensitive," she said. The human desire to connect gets beaten back by the social norm that tells them their desire "is lame, is weird, it makes them less of a man," Way said. In response, men don't reach out or respond. And knowing that they've been silent creates "a depression," Way told me.

Read: The trouble with boys and men

I asked Way where texting fits in. Are men typically bad at it? Is it contributing to their loneliness? Her answers were pretty simple: yes and yes. It's likely that many men are bad at texting, she said, because they're bad at anything that prioritizes connection.

Technology and modern life have made the problem worse. The ease of texting gives the false sense that friends are always available to talk, that you can take just one more day to craft a response, just one more day to make plans. But always can easily translate into never. In making life frictionless, we have also made it more siloed--we possess the ability to instantly reach anybody we've ever met, from anywhere in the world, and yet none of the courage or skills to do it. I could have asked Joe to hang out, but it was nice to imagine a casual conversation over text creating an on-ramp to friendship. Maybe I was naive to imagine that it would be so easy.

Way's research has consistently found that young boys profess great need and love for their friends until they get to adolescence, when societal pressure compels many of them to renounce their close friendships. The same is not necessarily true for girls. The basic act of talking with friends has often been gendered as female, affirmed in the culture by activities such as Girl Talk, a board game popular in the 1980s and '90s, in which success hinged on "telling your innermost secrets." As girls become women, those who enter into heterosexual partnerships often end up doing the heavy lifting of maintaining the couple's social ties. "Our culture has built a world where women do a lot of that invisible social labor in relationships," Brody told me. "Those are the norms and expectations." In society at large, "men are kind of just let off the hook, so they don't have to learn the skills."

Read: The strength of the 'soft daddy'

The stakes are high for the culture to shift. Research has repeatedly found that the fewer friends you have, the worse your mental health is. Studies have seen connections between loneliness and self-harm, including suicide--and men, Way pointed out, have higher rates of suicide than women. Changing the tech wouldn't help: Texts happen to be the current venue for the same old problems that have confounded men for decades. What the culture needs instead, Way suggested, is to teach the value of empathy, of being vulnerable, of being curious about other people. That means dads and uncles, teachers and political leaders, Hollywood scriptwriters and podcast hosts--all could stand to get in on the game. Otherwise, expect men to be bad at intimacy when mediated through virtual reality, telepathy, and whatever else comes next.



Generally, I consider myself to be a thoughtful person, attuned to my own needs and open to others'. So I was surprised recently to find myself falling into the cultural trap of discomfort with vulnerability that Way had described.

I have a friend I see infrequently with whom I wish I were closer. Though I've known him for nearly two decades, we've probably socialized with just the two of us no more than half a dozen times. His father died several months ago; we texted about it briefly, but we never discussed in person how he felt. After talking with Way, I felt empowered to be vulnerable and finally invited him over. He agreed, and we set a date.

Shortly after, I realized that a mutual friend from out of town would be visiting. It would be nice to invite him too, I thought. But it would change the dynamic. A catch-up is different from a heart-to-heart, which is really what I was craving with the first friend, and what I was hoping to offer. I did not say this to him, however, because I was embarrassed.

Read: My deepest condolences. Signed, ChatGPT.

Instead, I put the onus on him. "I don't know if you want solo time, or whatever" was about the closest I could get to admitting that I did. I could hear myself discounting my own desire for intimacy. And so, in a short flurry of messages, I explained to him this story, how I'd been thinking about the challenge of being open, the notion that it "would be lame to suggest that two men might benefit from each other's company." In response, he made fun of me. I said we could hang with our friend and then, soon, see each other one-on-one. He agreed.

The three of us had a great time. I texted him the next day to say so, and then I asked if he wanted to go to a concert with me next month. He has yet to text me back. I'm sure he got busy. I should probably follow up.



  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 Internet Is Worse Than a Brainwashing Machine

A rationale is always just a scroll or a click away.

by Charlie Warzel, Mike Caulfield




Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring coverage of the 2024 race and what comes next.


Try to remember for a moment how you felt on January 6, 2021. Recall the makeshift gallows erected on the Capitol grounds, the tear gas, and the sound of the riot shields colliding with hurled flagpoles. If you rewatch the video footage, you might remember the man in the Camp Auschwitz sweatshirt idling among the intruders, or the image of the Confederate flag flying in the Capitol Rotunda. The events of that day are so documented, so memed, so firmly enmeshed in our recent political history that accessing the shock and rage so many felt while the footage streamed in can be difficult. But all of it happened: men and women smashing windows, charging Capitol police, climbing the marbled edifice of one of America's most recognizable national monuments in an attempt to overturn the results of the 2020 election.



It is also hard to remember that--for at least a moment--it seemed that reason might prevail, that those in power would reach a consensus against Donald Trump, whose baseless claims of voter fraud incited the attack. Senator Lindsey Graham, a longtime Trump ally, was unequivocal as he voted to certify President Joe Biden's victory that night: "All I can say is count me out. Enough is enough." The New York Post, usually a pro-Trump paper, described the mob as "rightists who went berserk in Washington." Tech platforms such as Facebook and Twitter, which had generally allowed Trump to post whatever he wanted throughout his presidency, temporarily suspended his accounts from their service. "We believe the risks of allowing the President to continue to use our service during this period are simply too great," Facebook CEO Mark Zuckerberg wrote then.



Yet the alignment would not last. On January 7, The Atlantic's David A. Graham offered a warning that proved prescient: "Remember what yesterday's attempted coup at the U.S. Capitol was like," he wrote. "Very soon, someone might try to convince you that it was different." Because even before the rioters were out of the building, a fringe movement was building a world of purported evidence online--a network of lies and dense theories to justify the attack and rewrite what really happened that day. By spring, the narrative among lawmakers began to change. The violent insurrection became, in the words of Republican Representative Andrew Clyde of Georgia, a "normal tourist visit."



David A. Graham: Don't let them pretend this didn't happen



The revision of January 6 among many Republicans is alarming. It is also a powerful example of how the internet has warped our political reality. In recent years, this phenomenon has been attributed to the crisis of "misinformation." But that term doesn't begin to describe what's really happening.



Think back to the original "fake news" panic, surrounding the 2016 election and its aftermath, when a mixture of partisans and enterprising Macedonian teenagers served up classics such as "FBI Agent, Who Exposed Hillary Clinton's Cover-up, Found Dead." Academics and pundits endlessly debated the effect of these articles and whether they might cause "belief change." Was anyone actually persuaded by these stories such that their worldviews or voting behavior might transform? Or were they really just junk for mindless partisans? Depending on one's perspective, either misinformation posed an existential threat for its potential to brainwash masses of people, or it was effectively harmless.



But there is another, more disturbing possibility, one that we have come to understand through our respective professional work over the past decade. One of us, Mike, has been studying the effects of our broken information environment as a research scientist and information literacy expert, while the other, Charlie, is a journalist who has extensively written and reported on the social web. Lately, our independent work has coalesced around a particular shared idea: that misinformation is powerful, not because it changes minds, but because it allows people to maintain their beliefs in light of growing evidence to the contrary. The internet may function not so much as a brainwashing engine but as a justification machine. A rationale is always just a scroll or a click away, and the incentives of the modern attention economy--people are rewarded with engagement and greater influence the more their audience responds to what they're saying--means that there will always be a rush to provide one. This dynamic plays into a natural tendency that humans have to be evidence foragers, to seek information that supports one's beliefs or undermines the arguments against them. Finding such information (or large groups of people who eagerly propagate it) has not always been so easy. Evidence foraging might historically have meant digging into a subject, testing arguments, or relying on genuine expertise. That was the foundation on which most of our politics, culture, and arguing was built.



The current internet--a mature ecosystem with widespread access and ease of self-publishing--undoes that. As the mob stormed the Capitol on January 6, the justification machine spun up, providing denial-as-a-service to whoever was in need of it, in real time. Jake Angeli, the "QAnon Shaman," was an early focus. Right-wing accounts posting about the insurrection as it unfolded argued that these were not genuine "Stop the Steal"-ers, because Angeli didn't look the part. "This is NOT a Trump supporter...This is a staged #Antifa attack," the pastor Mark Burns wrote in a tweet that showed Angeli in the Senate chamber--which was then liked by Eric Trump. Other "evidence" followed. People shared a picture of Angeli at a Black Lives Matter protest that conveniently cropped out the QAnon sign he had been holding. People speculated that he was an actor; others interpreted his tattoos as a sign that he was part of an elite pedophile ring and therefore, in their logic, a Democrat.



The use of Angeli as proof that these people were not MAGA was just one of many such scrambles. Within a few hours, MAGA influencers speculated that one protester's tattoo was a hammer and sickle--proof of leftist agitation. On TV, a Fox News host argued that Trump supporters don't wear dark helmets, or use black backpacks, so the mob couldn't be Trumpist. Fairly quickly, the narrative emerged that the attack was a false flag, and the media were in on it. Conspiracists pointed to the time stamp of an NPR live blog that seemed to announce the riot before it happened as evidence it was all preplanned by the "deep state" (and neglected to note that the story, like many, had been updated and re-headlined throughout the day, while retaining the time stamp of the original post). The famous footage of a Capitol Police officer heroically leading the mob away from the door to the Senate was "proof" in MAGA world that Trump supporters were being coaxed into the Capitol by the cops. Similarly, images of officers overwhelmed by rioters and allowing them past the barricades were further proof that the insurrection had been staged. The real organizer, they argued, was the deep state, abetted by far-left groups.



For a while, the rush to gather evidence produced a confusing double narrative from the right. In one telling, the riot was peaceful--the Trump supporters in the Capitol were practically tourists. The other highlighted the violence, suggesting that anti-fascists were causing destruction. Eventually, the dueling stories coalesced into a more complete one: Peaceful Trump supporters had been lured into the Capitol by violent antifa members abetted by law-enforcement instigators working for the deep state.



The function of this bad information was not to persuade non-Trump supporters to feel differently about the insurrection. Instead, it was to dispel any cognitive dissonance that viewers of this attempted coup may have experienced, and to reinforce the beliefs that the MAGA faithful already held. And that is the staggering legacy of January 6. With the justification machine whirring, the riot became just more proof of the radical left's shocking violence or the deep state's never-ending crusade against Trump. By January 7, Google searches for antifa and BLM (which had not played a role in the event) surpassed those for Proud Boys (which had). In the months and years after the attempted coup, the justification machine worked to keep millions of Americans from having to reckon with the reality of the day. December 2023 polling by The Washington Post found that 25 percent of respondents believed that it was "definitely" or "probably" true that FBI operatives had organized and encouraged the attack on the Capitol. Twenty-six percent were not sure.



Conspiracy theorizing is a deeply ingrained human phenomenon, and January 6 is just one of many crucial moments in American history to get swept up in the paranoid style. But there is a marked difference between this insurrection (where people were presented with mountains of evidence about an event that played out on social media in real time) and, say, the assassination of John F. Kennedy (where the internet did not yet exist and people speculated about the event with relatively little information to go on). Or consider the 9/11 attacks: Some did embrace conspiracy theories similar to those that animated false-flag narratives of January 6. But the adoption of these conspiracy theories was aided not by the hyperspeed of social media but by the slower distribution of early online streaming sites, message boards, email, and torrenting; there were no centralized feeds for people to create and pull narratives from.

Read: I'm running out of ways to explain how bad this is

The justification machine, in other words, didn't create this instinct, but it has made the process of erasing cognitive dissonance far more efficient. Our current, fractured media ecosystem works far faster and with less friction than past iterations, providing on-demand evidence for consumers that is more tailored than even the most frenzied cable news broadcasts can offer. And its effects extend beyond conspiracists. During this past election season, for example, anti-Trump influencers and liberal-leaning cable news stations frequently highlighted the stream of Trump supporters leaving his rallies early--implying that support for Trump was waning. This wasn't true, but such videos helped Democratic audiences stay cocooned in a world where Trump was unpopular and destined to lose.



Spend time on social media and it's easy to see the demand for this type of content. The early hours of a catastrophic news event were once for sense-making: What happened, exactly? Who was behind it? What was the scale? Now every event is immediately grist for the machine. After a mass shooting, partisans scramble for evidence to suggest that the killer is MAGA, or a radical leftist, or a disaffected trans youth. Last week, in the hours after a mass murderer ran a car into civilians on Bourbon Street in New Orleans, Trump began tossing out lies and speculation about the suspect, suggesting that he was a migrant (information later arrived indicating that the driver was a U.S. citizen and Army veteran). The tragedy and the chaos of its immediate aftermath became an opportunity to attack Democrats about the border.



This reflex contributes to a cultural and political rot. A culture where every event--every human success or tragedy--becomes little more than evidence to score political points is a nihilistic one. It is a culture where you never have to change your mind or even confront uncomfortable information. News cycles are shorter, and the biggest stories in the world--such as the near assassination of Trump last summer in Pennsylvania--burn bright in the public consciousness and then disappear. The justification machine thrives on the breakneck pace of our information environment; the machine is powered by the constant arrival of more news, more evidence. There's no need to reorganize, reassess. The result is a stuckness, a feeling of being trapped in an eternal present tense.



This stagnation now defines the legacy of January 6. Once Republicans rewrote their side's understanding of the insurrection (as a nonevent at best and an example of deep-state interference at worst), they dismissed all attempts for accountability as "Trump derangement syndrome." Senate Republicans blocked initial attempts at a bipartisan January 6 commission; then-Senate Minority Leader Mitch McConnell called it a "purely political exercise" that would not "uncover crucial new facts or promote healing." During the congressional hearings on the attempted coup, Fox News largely ignored the proceedings. Trump, now president-elect, is pushing for an FBI probe of former Representative Liz Cheney for her involvement in the commission. Its findings, released in a detailed report, were immediately discredited by Republicans, who called it dishonest, politically motivated, and part of a witch hunt. By Republicans' cynical logic, the events of January 6 were overblown, but are also ancient history. Only hysterical Democrats, obsessed with taking down Trump, could not move on.



Democrats--and the two Republicans on the committee--were right to seek accountability for January 6, but it proved exceedingly difficult to do so in an information environment that is constantly stuck in the now and the new. Trump and the MAGA media complex used the insurrection to portray Democrats as a party of scolds, obsessed with the past, droning on about democracy. The commission's work was the sort of precise and methodical case-building that is the opposite of the frenetic and immediate justification engine. In an anti-institutional moment, the congressional truth-gathering process read to some as academic, slow, even elitist. Many simply didn't pay attention to the process. Meanwhile, the right-wing ecosystem's work to refute the commission likely felt more improvised, authentic, and ultimately convincing to its followers.



When the Democratic Party chose to make the 2024 election about Trump, his threat to the rule of law, and the "battle for the soul of this nation," as President Biden once put it, it was under the assumption that the indelible images of January 6 would be able to maintain their resonance nearly four years later. That assumption, broadly speaking, was wrong. Confronted with information that could shake their worldviews, people can now search for confirming evidence and mainline conspiracist feeds or decontextualized videos. They can ask AI and their favorite influencers to tell them why they are right. They can build tailored feeds and watch as algorithms deliver what they're looking for. And they will be overwhelmed with data.



The hum of the justification machine is comforting. It makes the world seem less unpredictable, more knowable. Underneath the noise, you can make out the words "You've been right all along."
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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 "Asperger's-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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The End of News

Legacy media has a trust problem, but it's not too late to solve it.

by Charlie Warzel




Americans have record-low trust in the media. They're reading traditional news less. Platforms, too, have broken up with news organizations, making it harder for them to attract readers to their stories. Many 20th-century media companies are outmoded in a landscape where independent sites, influencers, and podcasters are finding large, passionate audiences, especially among adults under 30. Surveying this landscape recently, my colleague Helen Lewis wrote, unsparingly, "The 'Mainstream Media' has already lost."



I feel the same way. We are living through a period of deep distrust in institutions, which many Americans feel no longer serve their interests. There is a palpable anger and skepticism toward corporate media, and many have turned to smaller publications or individual creators whom they feel they can trust, even if these groups are not bound to the rigor and standards of traditional outlets. Those who reject traditional news sources feel that something needs to change and that legacy media organizations must find ways to reconnect with audiences, listen to them, and win back their trust. The question is where to begin.



Last week, I came across a paper by Julia Angwin. Angwin is an award-winning investigative reporter and the founder of the news organizations the Markup and Proof News. She's known for her data-driven reporting on privacy, surveillance, and algorithmic bias. As a recent Harvard Shorenstein fellow, Angwin spent a year studying journalism's trust crisis and how the media might reverse the trend. She argues that the industry can learn a lot from the creators and YouTubers who not only have found big audiences online, but have managed to foster the very trust that the mainstream media has lost. Because of this work, Angwin is in a unique position to diagnose some of the problems in the traditional media ecosystem while, crucially, understanding the work necessary to produce great journalism. I wanted to talk with her to get a sense of what the media can learn from the creator class.



Our conversation has been edited for length and clarity.



Charlie Warzel: The paper establishes that there are three pillars to trust: People need to convince others of their ability, their benevolence (or that they're acting in good faith), and their integrity. And you argue that creators, who have to build audiences from scratch, are doing so with an eye toward these trust-building principles, whereas traditional media takes their trust for granted.



Julia Angwin: There's also the issue of how, in our current media environment, audiences confront our work--these pieces of content--in ways that are completely isolated from the brand. You can have reporter bios and ethics policies, but most readers are not going to visit your pages to read them. So often the experience is just "I saw it on Facebook," or some version of "I saw it online."



Warzel: Right, the experience is information sporadically populated in a feed and not a relationship between a journalist and an audience.



Angwin: That's what led me to really get interested in creators. Any little bit of credibility they have, they tell you up front. Even if it's a makeup artist on TikTok who's huge, she'll tell you her bona fides, like that she's worked at Ulta or some beauty store. They like to lead with credentials, and then they demonstrate their expertise: I've tried seven different eyeshadows so you can figure out which one is the best one. This is a key distinction from journalism. What journalism often does is, it tells you in the beginning which eyeshadow is the best. The headline will be like X Is the Best Eyeshadow, and the lead spells out the conclusion and what the piece will argue--you don't get to the evidence until closer to the bottom.

Read: Bad news

Creators flip it. They start with the question: Which one's the best? And then they show people, trotting out the evidence. They don't always draw a conclusion, and sometimes that is more engaging for an audience. It builds credibility. And so it is just an entirely flipped model that I think journalism really has to start thinking about.



Warzel: The creator presentation you're describing sounds much more prosecutorial to me. It feels like how lawyers do opening arguments--We are going to show you this, we are going to show you this, we are going to show you this. And by the end, you will believe this about my client. Right? This is actually pretty time-tested; it's how lawyers build trust with an audience of 12 strangers.



Angwin: It's also similar to the scientific method. You start with a hypothesis, and you say, I'm going to try to prove this. You have a hypothesis, and then you're going to test that. And it's not a neutral hypothesis, right? A hypothesis comes from experience and having an opinion on something, just like the prosecutor has a point of view.



Warzel: In your paper, there's a quote that spoke to me from Sam Denby, a YouTuber. He said, "We walk through the evidence to get to the point. Sometimes we don't even give a full point, but let people come to it themselves." One of the fundamental things that I've noticed from creators versus traditional news organizations is that there's not always this rush to be so declarative. Podcasts, for example, are quite discursive. Journalists are supposed to provide answers, but there's something audiences respect when they hear creators and news influencers analyzing and discussing an issue, even when it's not conclusive. My guess is that audiences appreciate when they feel like they're being trusted to listen without being lectured. I feel like it has become harder for traditional journalists to frame their work without sounding overly certain when describing a world that's often surprising and contradictory.



Angwin: It's worth looking at YouTube-video titles, because YouTube is really the most well-developed creator space. It's the ecosystem that allows creators to make the most money. Look at YouTube titles, and you'll see that a lot of their headlines have question marks. They ask a question; they don't answer a question. And that is exactly the opposite of most newsroom headlines. News organizations tend to have a very maximalist approach--What is our most incredible finding? How can we just make the sexiest headline? And audiences have learned to mistrust that, because it's been abused by places that put up clickbait. But even when it's not abused, the truth is almost always more nuanced than a headline can capture. I think asking questions and framing work that way actually opens up a space for more engagement with the audience. It allows them to participate in the discovery. And the discovery--of new things, of new facts, of new ideas--as you know, is actually the most fun part of journalism.



Warzel: I think that participation is such a key part of this. You can see the more malevolent version of this on the far right and in the conspiracy industrial complex. QAnon is participatory media. Audiences play a role in the MAGA cinematic universe of grievance over "wokeness." But what does this participatory stuff look like on the traditional-media side?



Angwin: In the creator community, there's this incredible policing, which is not always good. But all the creators I talked to say that, basically, as soon as you put up a video on YouTube or TikTok, there are comments immediately, and if you have something wrong, they're telling you. If you don't respond and say, "I'm fixing it" or address it, you lose trust.

Read: The flattening machine

Essentially, creators have established mechanisms for having accountability interactions with their audiences and with other creators. And it can go awry, and there is certainly creator drama that is sometimes created just to juice views. But I think largely they feel responsible to respond to their community in a way that journalists are not required to, and, in fact, are discouraged from doing. A lot of newsrooms have gotten rid of comment sections, because it's actually really expensive to moderate them, and time-consuming. On social media, journalists don't always have the freedom to respond when people critique them, or their editors tell them not to get involved. One reason that people feel so alienated from journalism is that they see these overly declarative headlines, and then when they try to engage, they get stonewalled.



Warzel: This speaks to a broader concern I have, which you address in the paper. You write that "journalism has placed many markers of trust in institutional processes that are opaque to audiences, while creators try to embed the markers of trust directly in their interactions with audiences." I've been thinking recently about how many of the processes that traditional media has used to build trust now read as less authentic or less trustworthy to audiences. Having editorial bureaucracy and lawyers and lots of editing to make work more concise and polished actually makes people more suspicious. They feel like we're hiding something when we aren't.



Angwin: It's a terrible irony. I think it's worth noting how audiences are now deeply attuned--rightly so--to profit motives. The reality is that most creators are their own stand-alone small businesses. And this reads as inherently more trustworthy than a large brand or a huge media conglomerate. Audiences aren't wrong to see this. Plenty of media organizations are owned by billionaires, and those people have their own politics. And that is potentially a detriment to authenticity that journalists then have to overcome. I'm not naive: Creators are performing authenticity too, but there is less to overcome in this sense.



Warzel: What's ironic to me is that you have this audience that is rightly suspicious of profit motive and billionaire owners, and that sits alongside the creator model and influencer culture, which is very nakedly enthusiastic about getting the bag. In creator land, fans of influencers seem genuinely delighted to hear that their favorites are making big money. I guess maybe this is a type of transparency.



Angwin: That transparency is so important. The one thing that creators get called out the most about is trying to hide a sponsorship. So there is a bit of policing on transparency going on.



Warzel: I want to ask you more about how creators engage with their audiences. I see this with the influencers I follow. It's a performance in some sense, of course, but it also feels like there's some genuine work of rolling up one's sleeves that signals to the audience that they have a real respect for them and their opinions. And that contrasts with the "voice of God" feeling that authoritative journalism sometimes projects.



Angwin: Accountability is so important. It is a problem in our industry if somebody gets something wrong and the audience doesn't see that they've suffered any consequences for that.

One of the things that a lot of the creators told me is that they commit an hour or two to engaging with the first comments on their videos to make sure that they're seen giving the community a feeling that they're being heard. Little things like this could begin to make a difference in journalism, like investing in comment moderators. But it's not just having comments--it's really seeing them as serving a real function. I'm not sure what the right mechanism is, but audiences want some kind of mechanism for redress. People who feel like they've been harmed or wronged by some coverage want and expect to be taken seriously.



Warzel: There's one part of me that feels like we're in a moment of low trust in institutions in general, which means media organizations are swimming against the current. I realize there are no magical solutions here to restore trust, but I'm curious what advice you'd give to legacy media right now.



Angwin: Three things. First is understanding these elements of trust that we need. The audience needs to feel like they have reason to believe you're benevolent. They have to have reason to believe in your ability and expertise. They have to have a reason to understand where you're coming from--meaning no more view from nowhere--and they need to know what they can do if you're wrong.



None of these things right now are being addressed inside the stories themselves. We have to understand that these stories travel on their own, and they need to be embedded with stand-alone reasons for skeptical audiences to trust the people who produced them. The way I'm experimenting with this in my own work is by adding an "ingredients" label in each story. The label says what the hypothesis is and what the findings are and the limitations of the reporting and analysis. I'm not sure that that's the right model, but it's an experiment in attempting to do this work. Being clear about those elements of trust in the story, as opposed to just relying on a brand, is my most important finding.



Item two is that actually we have to start taking creators seriously--especially the ones who are doing journalistic work. We need to stop worrying about how to protect our own brands and individual institutions and focus on what we can do to make sure that important, trustworthy information is flowing to the public. One thing I'm doing that's been really interesting and fruitful is building journalistic tools that creators can use to do their own investigations. For example, the YouTuber Hank Green did a 30-minute video about a tool I built that showed how many of his YouTube videos had been stolen to build Claude's generative-AI model. Now, if you look at my own channel, the views are pathetic, but because I've built tools that other people used, it's become an extension of my journalism, and my work has been seen by millions. I believe that journalists have to expand their thinking. The question should be, How do I get my information out there? And maybe an answer is: It doesn't always have to be delivered by me.



Lastly, I just have to put in a word for the end of objectivity. I think that the main problem of where we are right now when it comes to trust is this idea that we have to be pure and neutral and have no thoughts, but just be receptacles for facts. The more that we can transparently bring our expertise and intelligence to the task, the better it will be for everyone.
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        Photos: The Palisades Fire Scorches Parts of Los Angeles
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            Destructive wildfires erupted in several places in Los Angeles yesterday, driven by extreme winds and dry conditions. The Palisades Fire grew quickly, tearing across hillsides and through the Los Angeles neighborhood of Pacific Palisades, burning many structures and sending thick plumes of smoke into the air. Tens of thousands of residents were forced to evacuate in often-chaotic circumstances. Firefighters and volunteers battled many blazes overnight, as residents braced for increasing winds forecast for the next few days.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Sparks, flames, and smoke fill the sky as wind whips burning palm trees along a city street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Palisades Fire ravages a neighborhood amid high winds in the Pacific Palisades neighborhood of Los Angeles on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: Wind-blown flames engulf bushes and trees on a hillside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Palisades Fire burns near homes in Pacific Palisades on January 7, 2024.
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                [image: A civilian wearing a mask and goggles walks near an active brush fire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Will Adams watches as flames from the Palisades Fire close in on his property in the Pacific Palisades neighborhood of Los Angeles on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: Wildfire flames rise over shrubbery, with hillside homes visible nearby.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Flames rise as the Palisades Fire advances on homes in the Pacific Palisades neighborhood of Los Angeles on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: Smoke rises from a fire burning on a hillside in the distance behind the back yard of a house with a swimming pool.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A brush fire burns near homes in Pacific Palisades, California, on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: A person walks as smoke covers the setting sun along a beach.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person walks as smoke covers the setting sun at Sunset Beach during a wildfire in the Pacific Palisades neighborhood on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: Several people stand on a street corner, watching smoke rise from a nearby wildfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People watch as others drive out of harm's way as the Palisades Fire burns amid a powerful windstorm on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: A wildfire burns in a hillside neighborhood.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Palisades Fire burns near homes in Pacific Palisades, California, on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: Two lifeguard towers go up in flames on a beach.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lifeguard towers go up in flames along Malibu Beach on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: A surfer on a beach holds a surf board and looks at dark smoke along the horizon from a distant fire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Smoke from a wildfire is seen from the Venice Beach section of Los Angeles on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: A car is entirely engulfed in flames.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A vehicle burns as the Palisades Fire advances in the Pacific Palisades neighborhood on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: A firefighter pulls a heavy firehose past a burning house.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A firefighter battles the Palisades Fire as it burns a building in the Pacific Palisades neighborhood on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: Several houses are engulfed in fire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Multiple beachfront homes go up in flames along the Pacific Coast Highway in Malibu in the Palisades Fire on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: The burned husk of a Christmas tree stands inside a burning house, framed by a window.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Palisades Fire burns a Christmas tree inside a residence in the Pacific Palisades neighborhood on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: A firefighter, in silhouette, watches a helicopter drop water on a nearby wildfire]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fire personnel respond to homes destroyed by the Palisades Fire while a helicopter drops water in Pacific Palisades, California, on January 7, 2025.
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                Trees and homes burn in the Pacific Palisades neighborhood of Los Angeles on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: Embers fly across a road as houses burn in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Embers fly in high winds as firefighters battle winds and flames in a neighborhood along the Pacific Coast Highway in Malibu on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: A California State flag flies near several palm trees--the trunk of one of which is ablaze.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A palm tree burns at Sunset Beach during a wildfire in the Pacific Palisades neighborhood on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: A firefighting aircraft drops a plume of fire retardant over a wildfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A firefighting aircraft makes a drop over part of the Palisades Fire on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: Flames burn through brush on a hillside, near a road intersection.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Flames overtake the intersection of Temescal Canyon Road and the Pacific Coast Highway in Pacific Palisades on January 7, 2025.
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                A house burns in the Pacific Palisades neighborhood of Los Angeles on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: A broad spiral staircase stands amid flaming wreckage in a burned-out house.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A residence, burned by the the Palisades Fire, seen on January 7, 2025
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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 Mike Johnson Kept His Speakership

Plus: Are any of Trump's Cabinet picks in trouble?

by The Editors




Mike Johnson keeps the speaker's gavel after Donald Trump persuades holdouts to switch their vote. And we are days away from Kamala Harris presiding over the certification of Trump's win.

Elaina Plott Calabro: The Accidental Speaker

Join moderator Jeffrey Goldberg, Peter Baker of The New York Times, Leigh Ann Caldwell of Washington Post Live, Francesca Chambers of USA Today, and David Ignatius of The Washington Post to discuss this and more.

Watch the full episode here.
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        Public Health Can't Stop Making the Same Nutrition Mistake
        Nicholas Florko

        In the world of nutrition, few words are more contentious than healthy. Experts and influencers alike are perpetually warring over whether fats are dangerous for the heart, whether carbs are good or bad for your waistline, and how much protein a person truly needs. But if identifying healthy food is not always straightforward, actually eating it is an even more monumental feat.As a reporter covering food and nutrition, I know to limit my salt and sugar consumption. But I still struggle to do it. ...

      

      
        Americans With Dementia Are Grieving Social Media
        Talia Barrington

        It took my father nearly 70 years to become a social butterfly. After decades of tinkering with Photoshop on a decrepit Macintosh, he upgraded to an iPad and began uploading collages of photos he took on nighttime walks around London to Flickr and then to Instagram. The likes came rolling in. A photographer from Venezuela applauded his composition. A violinist in Italy struck up a conversation about creativity.  And then, as quickly as he had made his new friends, he lost them. One night in 2020,...

      

      
        You'll Never Get Off the Dinner Treadmill
        Rachel Sugar

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.A quiet monologue runs through my head at all times. It is this: dinner dinner dinner dinner. The thing about dinner is that you have to deal with it every single night. Figuring out what to eat is a pleasure until it becomes a constant low-grade grind. It's not just the cooking that wears me down, but the meal planning and the grocery shopping and the soon-to-be-rotting produce sitting in my fridge. It is th...

      

      
        Thermometers Are Hot Garbage
        Daniel Engber

        Germs are in the air again: Indicators show that the winter wave of flu and COVID is finally under way. Are you on the verge of getting sick? Am I? My 5-year-old does feel a little warm to me; his sister seems okay. Maybe I should take their temperature?Maybe I should not. Here's my resolution for the year ahead: I will not take their temperature. No parent should be taking temperatures. Because doing so is next to useless. Home thermometers are trash.The thermometer I have is the kind you point ...

      

      
        Invisible Habits Are Driving Your Life
        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....

      

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

        Updated at 10:44 a.m. on January 9, 2024

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...

      

      
        You Are Drinking the Wrong Eggnog
        Nicholas Florko

        For centuries, eggnog has been a part of America's Christmas festivities. George Washington was rumored to have his own recipe, and the concoction was the catalyst of a riot at West Point in the wee hours of Christmas morning 1826. Today, the grocery chain Kroger sells nearly 3 million gallons of the drink each year.But for a drink with so much tradition, eggnog has long divided Christmas tables. When BuzzFeed ran an article in 2016 titled "Eggnog Is Delicious and If You Disagree You're Wrong," i...
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Public Health Can't Stop Making the Same Nutrition Mistake

Telling Americans what food is healthy doesn't mean they will listen.

by Nicholas Florko




In the world of nutrition, few words are more contentious than healthy. Experts and influencers alike are perpetually warring over whether fats are dangerous for the heart, whether carbs are good or bad for your waistline, and how much protein a person truly needs. But if identifying healthy food is not always straightforward, actually eating it is an even more monumental feat.

As a reporter covering food and nutrition, I know to limit my salt and sugar consumption. But I still struggle to do it. The short-term euphoria from snacking on Double Stuf Oreos is hard to forgo in favor of the long-term benefit of losing a few pounds. Surveys show that Americans want to eat healthier, but the fact that more than 70 percent of U.S. adults are overweight underscores just how many of us fail.

The challenge of improving the country's diet was put on stark display late last month, when the FDA released its new guidelines for which foods can be labeled as healthy. The roughly 300-page rule--the government's first update to its definition of healthy in three decades--lays out in granular detail what does and doesn't count as healthy. The action could make it much easier to walk down a grocery-store aisle and pick products that are good for you based on the label alone: A cup of yogurt laced with lots of sugar can no longer be branded as "healthy." Yet the FDA estimates that zero to 0.4 percent of people trying to follow the government's dietary guidelines will use the new definition "to make meaningful, long-lasting food purchasing decisions." In other words, virtually no one.

All of this is a bad omen for Donald Trump's pick to lead the Department of Health and Human Services. As part of his agenda to "make America healthy again," Robert F. Kennedy Jr. has pledged to improve the country's eating habits by overthrowing a public-health establishment that he sees as ineffective. He has promised mass firings at the FDA, specifically calling out its food regulators. Indeed, for decades, the agency's efforts to encourage better eating habits have largely focused on giving consumers more information about the foods they are eating. It hasn't worked. If confirmed, Kennedy may face the same problem as many of his predecessors: It's maddeningly hard to get Americans to eat healthier.

Read: Everyone agrees Americans aren't healthy

Giving consumers more information about what they're eating might seem like a no-brainer, but when these policies are tested in the real world, they often do not lead to healthier eating habits. Since 2018, chain restaurants have had to add calorie counts to their menus; however, researchers have consistently found that doing so doesn't have a dramatic effect on what foods people eat. Even more stringent policies, such as a law in Chile that requires food companies to include warnings on unhealthy products, have had only a modest effect on improving a country's health.

The estimate that up to 0.4 percent of people will change their habits as a consequence of the new guidelines was calculated based on previous academic research quantifying the impacts of food labeling, an FDA spokesperson told me. Still, in spite of the underwhelming prediction, the FDA doesn't expect the new rule to be for naught. Even a tiny fraction of Americans adds up over time: The agency predicts that enough people will eat healthier to result in societal benefits worth $686 million over the next 20 years.

These modest effects underscore that health concerns aren't the only priority consumers are weighing when they decide whether to purchase foods. "When people are making food choices," Eric Finkelstein, a health economist at Duke University's Global Health Institute, told me, "price and taste and convenience weigh much heavier than health." When I asked experts about better ways to get Americans to eat healthier, some of them talked vaguely about targeting agribusiness and the subsidies it receives from the government, and others mentioned the idea of taxing unhealthy foods, such as soda. But nearly everyone I spoke with struggled to articulate anything close to a silver bullet for fixing America's diet issues.

RFK Jr. seems to be caught in the same struggle. Most of his ideas for "making America healthy again" revolve around small subsets of foods that he believes, often without evidence, are causing America's obesity problems. He has warned, for example, about the unproven risks of seed oils and has claimed that if certain food dyes were removed from the food supply, "we'd lose weight." Kennedy has also called for cutting the subsidies doled out to corn farmers, who grow the crops that make the high-fructose corn syrup that's laden in many unhealthy foods, and has advocated for getting processed foods out of school meals.

There's a reason previous health secretaries haven't opted for the kinds of dramatic measures that Kennedy is advocating for. Some of them would be entirely out of his control. As the head of the HHS, he couldn't cut crop subsidies; Congress decides how much money goes to farmers. He also couldn't ban ultra-processed foods in school lunches; that would fall to the secretary of agriculture. And although he could, hypothetically, work with the FDA to ban seed oils, it's unlikely that he would be able to generate enough legitimate scientific evidence about their harms to prevail in an inevitable legal challenge.

The biggest flaw in Kennedy's plan is the assumption that he can change people's eating habits by telling them what is and isn't healthy, and banning a select few controversial ingredients. Changing those habits will require the government to tackle the underlying reasons Americans are so awful at keeping up with healthy eating. Not everyone suffers from an inability to resist Double Stuf Oreos: A survey from the Cleveland Clinic found that 46 percent of Americans see the cost of healthy food as the biggest barrier to improving their diet, and 23 percent said they lack the time to cook healthy meals.

If Kennedy figures out how to actually get people like me to care enough about healthy eating to resist the indulgent foods that give them pleasure, or if he figures out a way to get cash-strapped families on public assistance to turn down cheap, ready-to-eat foods, he will have made significant inroads into actually making America healthy again. But getting there is going to require a lot more than a catchy slogan and some sound bites.
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Americans With Dementia Are Grieving Social Media

With its visual interface and constant updates, the social web is a nightmare for people with Alzheimer's and other forms of cognitive decline.

by Talia Barrington




It took my father nearly 70 years to become a social butterfly. After decades of tinkering with Photoshop on a decrepit Macintosh, he upgraded to an iPad and began uploading collages of photos he took on nighttime walks around London to Flickr and then to Instagram. The likes came rolling in. A photographer from Venezuela applauded his composition. A violinist in Italy struck up a conversation about creativity.

And then, as quickly as he had made his new friends, he lost them. One night in 2020, he had a seizure. Then he began forgetting things that he'd just been told and sleeping most of the day. When he picked up his iPad again, it was incomprehensible to him. A year or so later, he put an electric kettle on the gas stove. Not long after, he was diagnosed with Alzheimer's.

An estimated 7 million Americans age 65 and older are currently living with Alzheimer's; by 2050, that number is expected to rise to nearly 13 million. Millions more have another form of dementia or cognitive decline. These diseases can make simple tasks confusing, language hard to understand, and memory fleeting, none of which is conducive to social connection. And because apps and websites constantly update, they pose a particular challenge for patients who cannot learn or remember, which means that people like my father, who rely heavily on social media to stay in touch, may face an even higher barrier to communication.

When my father turned on his iPad again about a year after his seizure, he couldn't find the Photoshop app because the logo had changed. Instagram, which now had Reels and a shopping tab, was unnavigable. Some of his followers from Instagram and Flickr had moved on to a new app--TikTok--that he had no hope of operating. Whenever we speak, he asks me where his former life has disappeared to: "Where are all my photos?" "Why did you delete your profile?" "I wrote a reply to a message; where has it gone?" Of all the losses caused by Alzheimer's, the one that seems to have brought him the most angst is that of the digital world he had once mastered, and the abilities to create and connect that it had afforded him.

Read: My dad had dementia. He also had Facebook.

In online support forums, caretakers of Alzheimer's and dementia patients describe how their loved ones struggle to navigate the platforms they were once familiar with. One member of the r/dementia Subreddit, who requested not to be identified out of respect for her father's privacy, told me that, about a decade ago, her father had been an avid emailer and used a site called Friends Reunited to recall the past and reconnect with old acquaintances. Then he received his dementia diagnosis after back-to-back strokes; his PC now sits unused. Amy Evans, a 62-year-old in Sacramento, told me that her father, who passed away in May at the age of 92, started behaving erratically online at the onset of Alzheimer's. He posted on Facebook that he was looking for a sex partner. Then he began responding to scam emails and ordering, among other things, Xanax from India. Evans eventually installed child-protection software on his computer and gave him a GrandPad to connect with family and friends. But he kept forgetting how to use it. Nasrin Chowdhury, a former public-school teacher's aide who lives in New York City, once used Facebook to communicate daily with family and friends, but now, after a stroke and subsequent Alzheimer's diagnosis at 55, she will sit for hours tapping the screen with her finger--even if nothing is there, her daughter Eshita Nusrat told me. "I'll come home from work, and she'll say she texted me and I never replied, but then I'll look at her phone and she tried to type it out in YouTube and post it as a video," Chowdhury's other daughter, Salowa Jessica, said. Now Chowdhury takes calls with the aid of her family, but she told me that, because she can't use social media, she feels she has no control of her own life.

Many patients with dementia and related cognitive disorders lose the ability to communicate, regardless of whether they use technology to do it. It's a vicious cycle, Joel Salinas, a clinical assistant professor of neurology at NYU Grossman School of Medicine, told me, because social disconnect can, in turn, hasten the cognitive degeneration caused by Alzheimer's and dementia. Social media, by its very nature, is an especially acute challenge for people with dementia. The online world is a largely visual medium with a complex array of workflows, and dementia commonly causes visual processing to be interrupted or delayed. And unlike face-to-face conversation, landlines, or even flip phones, social media is always evolving. Every few months on a given platform, buttons might be changed, icons reconfigured, or new features released. Tech companies say that such changes make the user experience more seamless, but those with short-term memory loss can find the user experience downright impossible.

On the whole, social-media companies have not yet found good solutions for users with dementia, JoAnne Juett, Meta's enterprise product manager for accessibility, told me. "I would say that we're tackling more the loss of vision, the loss of hearing, mobility issues," she said. Design changes that address such disabilities might help many dementia patients who, thanks to their advanced age, have limited mobility. But to accommodate the unique needs of an aging or cognitively disabled user, Juett believes that AI might be crucial. "If, let's say, Windows 7 is gone, AI could identify my patterns of use, and adapt Windows 11 for me," she said. Juett also told me her 97-year-old mother now uses Siri to make calls. It allows her to maintain social ties even when she can't keep track of where the Phone app lives on her iPhone's screen.

Read: How people with dementia make sense of the world

The idea of a voice assistant that could reconnect my father to his online world is enticing. I wish he had a tool that would allow him to connect in the ways that once gave him joy. Such solutions will become only more necessary: Americans are, on average, getting both older and more reliant on technology to communicate. The oldest Americans, who are most likely to experience cognitive decline, came to social media later in life--and still, nearly half of the population over 65 uses it. Social media is an inextricable part of how younger generations connect. If the particular loneliness of forgetting how to use social media is already becoming apparent, what will happen when an entire generation of power users comes of age?
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You'll Never Get Off the Dinner Treadmill

There's no such thing as an easy weeknight meal.

by Rachel Sugar




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


A quiet monologue runs through my head at all times. It is this: dinner dinner dinner dinner. The thing about dinner is that you have to deal with it every single night. Figuring out what to eat is a pleasure until it becomes a constant low-grade grind. It's not just the cooking that wears me down, but the meal planning and the grocery shopping and the soon-to-be-rotting produce sitting in my fridge. It is the time it sucks up during the week. It is the endless mental energy. Huh, I think, at 6 p.m., dicing onions. So we're still doing this? 



I can compromise on breakfast. It is absolutely normal to eat the same breakfast every single day for years, and equally normal to eat nothing. Lunch: Eat it, skip it, have some carrot sticks, who cares. Lunch is a meal of convenience. But dinner is special. Dinner isn't just the largest meal in the standard American diet; it is the most important, the most nourishing, the most freighted with moral weight. The mythical dream of dinner is that after a hard but wholesome day at school or work, the family unit is reunited over a hot meal, freshly prepared. Even if you're dining solo, dinner tends to be eaten in a state of relative leisure, signaling a transition into the time of day when you are no longer beholden to your job. "You could eat a full bag of Doritos," Margot Finn, a food-studies scholar at the University of Michigan, told me, but that doesn't quite cut it for dinner: "There's some paucity there. There's some lack."



Read: The people who eat the same meal every day 



The Dinner Problem might be especially acute for working parents like me--children are unrelenting in their demand to eat at regular intervals--but it spares almost no one. Disposable income helps mitigate the issue (disposable income helps mitigate most issues), but short of a paid staff, money does not solve it. I could accept this as the price of being human, if everywhere I looked there was not someone promising a way out. The sheer number of hacks and services and appliances and start-ups suggests that some kind of dinner resolution is forthcoming: How could it not be solvable, with this many options? We are living in what might be the world-historic peak of dinner solutions: A whole canon of cookbooks is devoted to quick-and-easy weeknight dinners for busy families and entire freezer cases dedicated to microwavable meals. There is takeout and prepared food and DoorDash and a staggering number of prep guides outlining how to cook in bulk one day a week. And yet, none of it has managed to solve the problem: Dinner exists, daunting and ominous.



As it stands, dinner is a game of trade-offs: You can labor over beautiful and wholesome meals, but it is so much work. You can heat up a Trader Joe's frozen burrito or grab McDonald's--there is a reason that as of 2016, the last time the government counted, one-third of American adults ate fast food on any given day--but you don't have to be a health fanatic to aspire to a more balanced diet. You could get takeout, but it's notoriously expensive and frequently soggy, more a novelty than a regular occurrence. Delivery apps, at least, offer the promise of extreme convenience, except that they are even more expensive, and the food is often even soggier.



In spite of all these options, if you cannot free yourself from dinner, you're not alone. The many attempts to make dinner painless have not lived up to their promise. Remember Soylent? One of the bolder possibilities, for a while, was a shake that pledged to make "things a lot less complicated" by replacing conventional food with a deconstructed slurry of nutrients. I do want things to be less complicated, but I also want variety. I want to chew. A lot of other people seemed to want these things too, which is presumably one reason food-based dinner persists and Soylent has mellowed into a "nutritional supplement lifestyle brand."



Read: The man who could make food obsolete



Given the general enthusiasm for eating, most proposed innovations have focused on easing the labor of making dinner. Grocery stores offer pre-chopped produce; Whole Foods briefly experimented with an on-site "produce butcher" who would slice or dice or julienne your vegetables. Meal kits that ship portioned ingredients to your doorstep ought to be an obvious solution, and for a minute, it seemed like maybe they were. In 2015, Blue Apron was valued at $2 billion and, according to TechCrunch, was poised to reach "99 percent of potential home cooks." It did not, in fact, reach 99 percent of potential home cooks, nor did any of its competitors. "There are still people who really love meal kits," Jeff Wells, the lead editor of Grocery Dive, a trade publication, told me. "There just aren't that many of them relative to the overall food-shopping population." The problem is the cost, or the menu, or the quality, or the lack of leftovers, or the prep time.



When one dinner solution fizzles, there is always another, and another, which will be superseded by still more. Lately, Wells said, grocery stores have been investing in their prepared to-go options, with in-store pizza counters and plastic clamshells of deli salads and ready-to-heat containers of spaghetti. Everywhere I look, I seem to be inundated with new and somehow improved solutions. On Instagram, I learned about a new delivery service that is in the process of expanding to my area. While streaming a movie, I was introduced, repeatedly, to a company that sells healthy meals I could have ready in two minutes. Every time I turn on a podcast, I am informed about a meal-kit company that, if I use the promo code, will give me free dessert for life. They all promise the same thing: that dinner could be painless, if I let it. I could have it all, my dinner and my sanity.



Of course, all of these options still require divesting from the Norman Rockwell dream of home-cooked dinner. The ideal of dinner has made me resentful and occasionally unpleasant, and at the same time, I viscerally do not want to eat a vat of precooked spaghetti. I can make spaghetti, I thought. But then I was back where I began. Most of us have two basic choices: You can make the necessary compromises and accept something less than optimal, or you can surrender to a wholesome trap of your own making. You can buy the pre-chopped onions, or you can suck it up and chop your own onions. Those are the choices. The notion that there is a permanent way out--a hack, a kit, a service that gives you all the benefits of dinner cooked from scratch without the labor--is an illusion. You cannot have a meal that both is and is not homemade: Schrodinger's salmon over couscous with broccoli rabe.



Dinner resists optimization. It can be creative, and it can be pleasurable. None of this negates the fact that it is a grind. It will always be a grind. You will always have to think about it, unless you have someone else to think about it for you, and it will always require too much time or too much energy or too much money or some combination of the three. It is unrelenting, in the way that breathing is unrelenting. There is freedom in surrendering to this, that even in this golden age of technological progress, dinner refuses to be solved.
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Thermometers Are Hot Garbage

Just use your hand instead!

by Daniel Engber




Germs are in the air again: Indicators show that the winter wave of flu and COVID is finally under way. Are you on the verge of getting sick? Am I? My 5-year-old does feel a little warm to me; his sister seems okay. Maybe I should take their temperature?



Maybe I should not. Here's my resolution for the year ahead: I will not take their temperature. No parent should be taking temperatures. Because doing so is next to useless. Home thermometers are trash.



The thermometer I have is the kind you point at someone's head. Clearly it's a scam. At times, I'll pull the trigger and the number that I get seems almost right. At other times, the readout is absurd. I know when it's the latter case because, as a human being, I possess a sensate hand. Evolution has deployed a field of thermo-sensing cells on the glabrous surface of my skin, and I've found that when these are laid against the forehead of my child, they may produce the following diagnosis: He is hot. Or else: He seems normal. No further probing is required.



I bought my noncontact fever gun in 2020, during what was, in retrospect, a fever-screening fervor, when thermal bouncers were deployed at concert halls and other venues to test your forehead from however far away. I think we all knew in our hearts that this was silly, even those of us who thought the fever guns might be better used in other circumstances. But to call the practice "silly" may have been too kind.



The published evidence on fever guns is damning. One study from the FDA compared their readings, as produced under ideal conditions, with those from oral thermometers; it found that they were often grossly out of whack. The very best-performing models, according to this research, were able to detect a threshold fever--100.4 degrees Fahrenheit--about two-thirds of the time; the very worst could never make the proper diagnosis. Another study, led by Adrian Haimovich, who is now an assistant professor of emergency medicine at Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center, identified visits to emergency departments in which patients had received both forehead temperature checks and readings with oral or rectal thermometers. The forehead guns were successful at identifying fevers in fewer than one-third of cases.



But let's not single out the gun, which was to some extent a product of its COVID moment. The standard infrared tympanic probe--which takes a temperature quickly in the ear--is also, in important ways, a waste of time. "I was an ER doc practicing full time when these tympanic thermometers came out," Edmond Hooker, a professor of health-services administration at Xavier University, told me. He quickly came to think they didn't work: "I would have a kid come back who was so hot, I could fry an egg on their forehead, and the tympanic thermometer had said 98.6 or 99." So he started running tests. A paper from 1993 found that the ear thermometers were missing children's fevers. Another of his studies, conducted in adults, found that the devices were dangerously miscalibrated. (More recent research has raised similar concerns.)



Oral thermometers are fairly accurate, but they present some challenges for use with small children. Rectal probes are the most precise. As for armpit readings, those are also pretty unreliable, Hooker told me. I began to ask him about another means of checking temperature, the light-up fever strip that my parents used to lay across my forehead, but he wouldn't even let me finish the question. "Absolutely worthless! Your mother was better," he declared. "That's what my other study showed: Mom was pretty damn good."



His other study: Having demonstrated that ear thermometers were ineffective, Hooker decided to compare them with human touch. A parent's hand--nature's thermometer--did pretty well: It correctly flagged some 82 percent of children's fevers, versus the tympanic probe's 75 percent. Parents' hands were more prone to overdiagnosis, though: Among the kids with normal temperatures, nearly one-quarter felt warm to their parents. (The false-positive rate for ear thermometers was much lower.)



Many such experiments have been conducted now, in health-care settings all around the world: so much effort spent to measure our ability to diagnose a fever with nothing more than touch. (In medical lingo, this practice is properly--and ickily--described as "parental palpation.") As a rule, these studies aren't large, and they may be subject to some bias. For instance, all of the ones that I reviewed were carried out in health-care settings--Hooker's took place in an emergency department--so the participants weren't quite "your average kids who might or might not have a cold." Rather, it's likely that those kids would have had a higher baseline rate of being feverish, and their parents might have been unusually prone to thinking that their children were very sick.



Some researchers have tried to look at all the little studies of parental touch in aggregate, and although this can be an iffy practice--pooling weak research won't make it any stronger--these studies do yield about the same result as Hooker's when taken on the whole: Parents' hands have a solid sensitivity to fever, of nearly 90 percent, but their specificity is low, at about 55 percent. Put another way: When a kid does have a fever, his parents can usually detect it with their hands, but when he doesn't, they might mistakenly believe he does.



The latter isn't great, given that a kid with a fever is supposed to stay home from school or day care. In that case, a thermometer could provide a helpful (moderating) second opinion. But taken as a measure of the risk to your child's health, palpation should be good enough. The very hottest children--the ones whose infection may be most imperiling--are also the least likely to be misdiagnosed by touch: If your kid's head feels like the side of a convection oven, then you'd almost certainly say he's sick, and you'd almost certainly be correct. (And you'd be correct to call his doctor.) As for the borderline conditions--a temperature of, say, 101 or 99 or 100.4--your hand won't name his fever with as much precision as a good thermometer would. But the added benefit that thermometer provides, both to your child's health and to your peace of mind, is next to nothing.



It's important to remember that the very definition of a threshold fever is arbitrary and subject to the ancient scientific law of Hey, that sounds like a nice, round number. Converted into Celsius, 100.4 degrees Fahrenheit comes out to an even 38 degrees. The established "normal" temperature of 98.6 degree Fahrenheit maps on to 37 degrees Celsius. (In truth, the temperatures of healthy, older adults will range from 98.9 to 99.9 degrees throughout the day, as measured with an oral thermometer.) Under normal conditions, a measured fever is nothing more than a single aspect of a broader picture that informs the course of treatment, both Haimovich and Hooker told me. An elderly patient with symptoms of a urinary-tract infection might receive a more comprehensive course of antibiotics if she also has a fever, Haimovich said; the heightened temperature suggests that an infection may have spread. But a kid who has a mild fever and is otherwise okay won't need any treatment. Some evidence suggests that a light fever may even fortify an immune response; so in principle, slightly elevated temperatures should be left alone unless your child is uncomfortable, in which case, maybe ibuprofen? (Conversely, a kid whose temperature is "only" 99 but who seems listless and confused should probably be seen.)



Haimovich said he has small children, so I asked him how he checks their temperature--does he ever feel their head? "Oh, yeah," he said. He told me that his wife seems better at detecting fever than he is, which fits with known neurophysiology: Some research suggests that women's hands are more sensitive to warmth than men's, on average. One study, though, done at a hospital in Canada, found that dads are just as good as moms at detecting fever with their hands. (The moms were much more likely to believe that they possessed this skill.) Other research has examined whether having multiple children--and thus perhaps having more experience feeling heads--might also be a factor. The answer is no. This suggests that sussing out a child's fever is not so much a practiced art as a basic fact of our perception.



As for Hooker, he said he doesn't even own a thermometer. He has four kids, and he used to feel their heads all the time. "They're now all grown adults," he told me. "They all survived me and my lack of concern for fever." He advises parents not to waste their money on fancy thermometers that probe the ear or forehead. "Just buy an ice-cream cone for your kid; it's a lot better," he said. "And if you really feel you need to know your child's temperature--if it's an infant--go up their butt" with a rectal thermometer.



Infants are a special case: Tiny babies with any sort of fever could need treatment right away. But for parents who are beyond that stage, your plan of action will be easy: I will not take their temperature. No parent should be taking temperatures. Just place your hand against their forehead, or use your lips instead. Perhaps your child has a fever. Or maybe he just needs a kiss.
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Invisible Habits Are Driving Your Life

The science of habits reveals that they can be hidden 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

Updated at 10:44 a.m. on January 9, 2024
 
 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 College of Medicine, 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 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 originally misnamed Baylor College of Medicine.
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You Are Drinking the Wrong Eggnog

Coquito has all of the holiday spirit--and none of the <em>salmonella.</em>

by Nicholas Florko




For centuries, eggnog has been a part of America's Christmas festivities. George Washington was rumored to have his own recipe, and the concoction was the catalyst of a riot at West Point in the wee hours of Christmas morning 1826. Today, the grocery chain Kroger sells nearly 3 million gallons of the drink each year.



But for a drink with so much tradition, eggnog has long divided Christmas tables. When BuzzFeed ran an article in 2016 titled "Eggnog Is Delicious and If You Disagree You're Wrong," it was paired with a missive the same day calling the drink "Absolute Garbage." In 2017, when the Today show polled its audience about whether they liked eggnog, people were almost evenly split between those who thought it was disgusting and those who found it delicious. And these days, TikTok is laden with videos of people complaining about eggnog's smell and taste--and with others mixing it into cereal and soda.



Growing up, I was never an eggnog lover. The premade, nonalcoholic version my parents would buy from the store wasn't awful, but it wasn't good, either. I felt obligated to gulp it down in the name of Christmas, but surely there had to be a better option. These days, eggnog has become my favorite Christmas treat. Everything changed when I discovered that a better eggnog is hiding in plain sight. It is called coquito. The creation, which is sometimes referred to as Puerto Rican eggnog, swaps the drink's traditional base of cream and eggs for coconut milk and condensed milk. Puerto Ricans traditionally make the cocktail during the Christmas season, and then give some away to friends and neighbors. That's how classic eggnog died for me: A few years back, a Puerto Rican family moved across the street from my parents and gave us a bottle of coquito. The drink looked and smelled like eggnog, but once it hit my tongue, I realized it was lighter, more flavorful, and just less weird. And yet, in mainland America, coquito remains a novelty. What if the problem with eggnog is just that many of us are drinking the wrong kind?



The fundamental deficiency with eggnog is, well, eggs. The drink's raw eggs turn it into an easy vector for salmonella. That can make for a not-so-merry Christmas, leading to vomiting, diarrhea, and fever. If you're old or immunocompromised, tainted eggnog can even be deadly. In the early 1980s, five seniors died after drinking homemade eggnog at a New Jersey nursing home.



I was determined not to land myself on the toilet this December when I decided to try a number of different eggnog recipes in the hopes of better understanding the most hated Christmas beverage. The exact ingredients vary, but at its core, eggnog is eggs, cream, milk, sugar, and, often, liquor (usually rum or whiskey) that are whisked together. The result, says Dan Pashman, the host of The Sporkful podcast, is more like "drinkable alcoholic cake" than a traditional cocktail. (An eggnog aficionado, he makes the Joy of Cooking recipe every year, which calls for 12 egg yolks, a pound of confectioners' sugar, and two quarts of cream.)



But making homemade eggnog that's safe is easier said than done. Most store-bought versions use pasteurized eggs, but I couldn't find those at my local Trader Joe's. Aging alcoholic eggnog in the fridge has also been proven to kill off the bacteria, but my brain would not allow me to accept that letting anything sit around for weeks could make it safer to consume. I found tempering the eggs to be the most tenable solution, but the process of heating the cream, slowly whisking it into a bowl of eggs, and then letting it cool before serving was one big, messy chore.



Eggs don't just make the drink risky; they are also why so many people find eggnog unappealing. The texture of traditional versions is gloopy, closer to melted ice cream than anything else. Chefs have attempted to remedy this by whipping the egg whites to add some airiness, but even then, the result is plenty thick. Then there's the flavor of eggnog. James Briscione, a chef and co-author of The Flavor Matrix, told me that most of the flavor from classic eggnog comes from the rum, because cream and eggs "are both relatively flavor-neutral." Although people with a discerning palate might savor the caramel notes imparted on the rum from barrel aging, all I tasted was booze and dairy. Store-bought eggnog solves this flavor deficit through an extraordinary amount of sugar and spices, perhaps why more than one online commentator has compared it to cough medicine.



Either way, there is a better way to sip a creamy alcoholic drink that actually tastes like something without having to resort to saccharine premade nog. Instead of searching for the subtle coconutty notes in eggnog, coquito puts the aroma front and center. And the drink's main ingredients, coconut milk and rum, go perfectly together. "The fruity esters and tropical notes that are coming from a coconut fit really well with those Maillard flavors--the toasting and roasting--that you see particularly in rum," Briscione said.



Coquito has none of eggnog's problems. The drink doesn't need eggs to be luxurious; it achieves that texture through the inclusion of sweet, sticky condensed milk. (Some recipes also call for evaporated milk and cream of coconut, which results in a drink that's even more luscious.) And it's remarkably easy to make. When I made the drink earlier this month, I cut my finger opening a can of condensed milk and then dropped a spoon into the blender in a fit of pain-induced negligence. But the recipe still took only five minutes to complete. One classic-eggnog recipe I made, which involved separating out the yolks and egg whites, took three times as long, even without the same mishaps.



It might seem odd to adopt a Caribbean cocktail for the holidays if you don't already live in the tropics. Coconut and rum seem more apt for sunbathing by the pool (hello, pina coladas!), than gathering around a Christmas fire. But don't let that scare you. The coconut is subtle and balanced with a festive dash of cinnamon. If you crave a cocktail apt for sweater weather, coquito still fits the bill.



Christmas is a holiday of tradition: The decorations, the food, and the familiar rituals tend to stay the same. Even the movie selections don't change much year to year, despite the fact that so many of us already know the dangers of a Red Ryder BB gun, and that "every time a bell rings, an angel gets his wings." But the holiday isn't actually as static as it seems. More than a century ago, goose was served at Christmas dinner. Now turkey is a staple. The candles that used to illuminate Christmas trees have thankfully been replaced by electric lights. And hardly anyone makes figgy pudding anymore, despite whatever "We Wish You a Merry Christmas" says. The core spirits of these centuries-long traditions still exist; they've just been updated for modern times. It's time for eggnog to get an upgrade too.
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'I've Never Seen Anything Like This'

The Palisades Fire is destroying places that I've loved.

by Nancy Walecki




We knew to expect winds. When they came on Tuesday morning, sounding like a tsunami crashing over my family's home in western Malibu, the utility company shut off our power. We knew the chance of fire was high.

I had arrived home for the holidays in early December, and had already been greeted by the Franklin Fire, which had burned the hills black. Now, when my dad and I went in search of electricity, a great plume of smoke was rising above those burned hills. It cast out over the Pacific, just as it had during the Woolsey Fire that tore through Malibu in 2018. The way the wind was blowing--rattling our car, scattering palm fronds and tumbleweeds across the road--we knew this new fire would probably hit Topanga Canyon, the mountain community where I grew up. Dad decided we needed to get up there and help our former neighbors. People who have lived in this area for decades, as my family has, can get so used to evacuation warnings that they don't always follow them.



Yesterday, the fires burning around Los Angeles were frightening; overnight they became a terror. A fire this strong, at this time of year, is unusual, an outlier. But it is also familiar, one in a series of fires that, as a seventh-generation Californian, I've lived through, or my family has. It has destroyed places that I've loved since childhood; it's not the first fire that's done so. To some of our friends and neighbors, this fire seemed manageable--until it didn't. Today, it is, as one friend said, a hell fire.
 
 On the way to Topanga Canyon, Dad and I stopped to watch the fire burn. The flames were coming into a neighborhood where two of my childhood friends grew up, just beyond the Pacific Palisades, where the blaze had started. The way the fire was burning, I couldn't imagine that the Palisades was still standing. The main road was closed--these winds can dislodge rocks and rain them down on cars--so we took back streets. "You can tell people are emotional from the way they're driving," Dad said, after someone whipped around a blind turn. We made it to the house of a friend, another old-timer who, like Dad, had lived through the 1993 fire, the one that got so close, it warped the double-pane glass in my childhood home. He told us he'd be fine, based on the way the wind was blowing, and offered to make us a pot of coffee while he still had power--he'd heard they'd be shutting it off in the next hour. Dad said it looked like the flames had reached the mouth of Topanga Canyon, and our friend promised he'd get ready to evacuate. "But nothing will ever be as bad as '93," he said.



When Dad and I got home, our power was still out. The city had issued evacuation warnings in a nearby neighborhood. Should we get ready? A month before, we'd packed up the family photos and the birth certificates for the Franklin Fire, and our house had been fine. Our Malibu neighbor, who stayed behind during the Woolsey Fire, tends not to worry. But the winds were so strong, she thought this one could be worse than all the others.



That night, Dad and I decided to get back in the car, to see how close the fire was. When we managed to open the front door against the wind, we were coated in a fine layer of dust. The houses around us were dark, all their power out. Driving on the highway this time, instead of smoke, we saw flames.

The friend we'd visited that afternoon called us. "I'm on the freeway now," he said. "I got the hell out of there. We're toast. I've never seen anything like this."

From a radio broadcast, cutting in and out, we could hear the gist of the damage so far. "Malibu Feed Bin"--where my family would buy dog food and pet the rabbits--gone. "Topanga Ranch Motel"--the bungalows where I'd wait for the school bus--gone. "Reel Inn"--a seafood restaurant where employees would handwrite ocean puns beneath its neon sign--gone. "Cholada Thai"--a high-school standard where my friends and I still gathered--gone. "Wiley's Bait & Tackle," a wooden shack opened in 1946, where my brother and I would gross each other out looking at lugworms--gone.



My ancestors came to California before it was even a state; we have lived through decades of Santa Ana winds coming in off the desert and shaking our houses so powerfully, we lose sleep. But my brother and I also used to stand outside our childhood home, our backs to the wind, and toss stones into a nearby canyon, laughing as the Santa Anas carried them farther than we could ever throw. The winds are part of life here, and one that I've always, probably foolishly, loved.



Last night, my parents and I kept our phones on in case any emergency notifications came through. This morning, our power was still out. We have loaded the family photos and the birth certificates in the car and are ready to leave if the evacuation notice comes. Even as the fires are still burning, my parents are already talking about how they will handle this all better "next time." We will get a larger coffee press so that, next time, we can each have two servings when the power goes out. We will get a camp stove so that, next time, when the gas shuts off, we won't have to boil water on the barbecue.



Mom just told me that one of her friends sent her some new photographs: My childhood home, which she and my Dad built together in Topanga Canyon, may be gone. For now, the fire is still on the other side of Malibu. The wind is still blowing.
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The Palisades Were Waiting to Burn

Fire becomes a year-round danger when Southern California is this dry.

by Zoe Schlanger




As Santa Ana winds whipped sheets of embers over the Pacific Coast Highway in Southern California last night, the palm trees along the beach in the Pacific Palisades ignited like torches scaled for gods. The high school was burning. Soon, the grounds around the Getty Villa were too. The climate scientist Daniel Swain went live on his YouTube channel, warning that this fire would get worse before it got better. The winds, already screaming, would speed up. Tens of thousands of people were fleeing as he spoke. Sunset Boulevard was backed up; ash rained down on drivers as they exited their cars to escape on foot. A bulldozer parted the sea of abandoned cars to let emergency vehicles pass.



The hills were ready to burn. It's January, well past the time of year when fire season in Southern California is supposed to end. But in this part of the semi-arid chaparral called Los Angeles, fire season can now be any time.



Drought had begun to bear down by the time the fires started. A wetter season is supposed to begin around October, but no meaningful amount of rain has fallen since May. Then came a record-breaking hot summer. The land was now drier than in almost any year since recordkeeping began. Grasses and sagebrush that had previously greened in spring rains dried to a crisp and stayed that way, a perfect buffet of fuel for a blaze to feast on. As The Atlantic wrote last summer, California's fire luck of the past two years had run out. "You'd have to go to the late 1800s to see this dry of a start to the rainy season," Glen MacDonald, a geography professor at UCLA, told me.



Then the colder months brought the Santa Ana winds: stuff of legend, the strong downslope gusts that suck humidity out of the air, if there was any to begin with. This time, the winds were stronger than average, too. A parched landscape; crisp-dried vegetation; strong, hot winds: "The gun was loaded," MacDonald said. And it was pointed at Pacific Palisades.



MacDonald studies climate change and wildfires, and he has published a paper with colleagues projecting that the wildfire season in Southern California would, on average, start earlier and last longer in the future, thanks to human-driven climate warming. The lengthier the season, the greater the probability that a fire-weather day would overlap with a Santa Ana-wind day, or a day when someone happened to ignite a fire--more than 90 percent of fires in Southern California are sparked by human activity, he said.



Last night, he watched an example of his work unfold in real time. He could see smoke rising off the Palisades Fire from his house in Thousand Oaks. He had important documents in bags, just in case he and his family had to evacuate. In a dry year, he told me, the concept of fire season no longer applied in Southern California: "You can have a fire any month of the year."



This morning, a second and third major fire are pressing toward more suburban zones where people are now evacuating. The Los Angeles mayor has told the city to brace for more. Altogether, more than 5,000 acres have burned already, and an unknown number of structures along with them. Schools are closing this morning, and Los Angeles health officials warned of unhealthy air, directing people to wear masks outdoors and keep windows closed as smoke and soot blanketed some parts of the city.



As he watched the smoke, MacDonald said he had colleagues at the university who lived in the active fire zone. He hoped they were all right; he texted them, knowing that they may not respond for a while. He'd evacuated from the Woolsey Fire in 2018, which burned nearly 100,000 acres and destroyed some 1,600 buildings, including some of his neighbors' homes. I asked what it was like to study the future of fire in California while living it. "It makes the work more immediate," he said. "It gives you a sense of unease. As the summer ends and you know you're dried out, you look around you at things you own, and you think, This could just be ashes."
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Eat Less Beef. Eat More Ostrich?

Ostrich is touted as a more sustainable red meat that tastes just like beef.

by Sarah Zhang




A few months ago, I found myself in an unexpected conversation with a woman whose husband raises cattle in Missouri. She, however, had recently raised and butchered an ostrich for meat. It's more sustainable, she told me. Sure, I nodded along, beef is singularly terrible for the planet. And ostrich is a red meat, she added. "I don't taste any difference between it and beef." Really? Now I was intrigued, if skeptical--which is, long story short, how my family ended up eating ostrich at this year's Christmas dinner.



I eat meat, including beef, and I enjoy indulging in a holiday prime rib, but I also feel somewhat conflicted about it. Beef is far worse for the environment than virtually any other protein; pound for pound, it is responsible for more than twice the greenhouse-gas emissions of pork, nearly four times those of chicken, and more than 13 times those of beans. This discrepancy is largely biological: Cows require a lot of land, and they are ruminants, whose digestive systems rely on microbes that produce huge quantities of the potent greenhouse gas methane. A single cow can belch out 220 pounds of methane a year.



The unique awfulness of beef's climate impact has inspired a cottage industry of takes imploring Americans to consider other proteins in its stead: chicken, fish, pork, beans. These alternatives all have their own drawbacks. When it comes to animal welfare, for example, hundreds of chickens or fish would have to be slaughtered to feed as many people as one cow. Meanwhile, pigs are especially intelligent, and conventional means of farming them are especially cruel. And beans, I'm sorry, simply are not as delicious.



So, ostrich? At first glance, ostrich didn't seem the most climate-friendly option (beans), the most ethical (beans again), or the tastiest (pork, in my personal opinion). But could ostrich be good enough in all of these categories, an acceptable if surprising solution to Americans' love of too much red meat? At the very least, I wondered if ostrich might be deserving of more attention than we give to it right now, which is approximately zero.



You probably won't be shocked to hear that the literature on ostrich meat's climate impact is rather thin. Still, in South Africa, "the world leader in the production of ostriches," government economists in 2020 released a report suggesting that greenhouse-gas emissions from ostrich meat were just slightly higher than chicken's--so, much, much less than beef's. And in Switzerland, biologists who put ostriches in respiratory chambers confirmed their methane emissions to be on par with those of nonruminant mammals such as pigs--so, again, much, much less than cows'.



But Marcus Clauss, an author of the latter study, who specializes in the digestive physiology of animals at the University of Zurich, cautioned me against focusing exclusively on methane. Methane is a particularly potent greenhouse gas, but it is just one of several. Carbon dioxide is the other big contributor to global warming, and a complete assessment of ostrich meat's greenhouse-gas footprint needs to include the carbon dioxide released by every input, including the fertilizer, pesticides, and soil additives that went into growing ostrich feed.



This is where the comparisons get more complicated. Cattle--even corn-fed ones--tend to spend much of their life on pasture eating grass, which leads to a lot of methane burps, but growing that grass is not carbon intensive. In contrast, chicken feed is made up of corn and soybeans, whose fertilizer, pesticides, and soil additives all rack up carbon-dioxide emissions. Ostrich feed appears similar, containing alfalfa, wheat, and soybeans. The climate impact of an animal's feed are important contributions in its total greenhouse-gas emissions, says Ermias Kebreab, an animal scientist at  UC Davis who has extensively studied livestock emissions. He hasn't calculated ostrich emissions specifically--few researchers have--but the more I looked into the emissions associated with ostrich feed, the murkier the story became.



Two other ostrich studies, from northwest Spain and from a province in western Iran, indeed found feed to be a major factor in the meat's climate impact. But these reports also contradicted others: In Spain, for instance, the global-warming potential from ostrich meat was found to be higher than that of beef or pork--but beef was also essentially no worse than pork.



"Really, none of the [studies] on ostrich look credible to me. They all give odd numbers," says Joseph Poore, the director of the Oxford Martin Programme on Food Sustainability, which runs the HESTIA platform aimed at standardizing environmental-impact data from food. "Maybe this is something we will do with HESTIA soon," Poore continued in his email, "but we are not there yet ..." (His ellipses suggested to me that ostrich might not be a top priority.)



The truth is, greenhouse-gas emissions from food are sensitive to the exact mode of production, which vary country to country, region to region, and even farm to farm. And any analysis is only as good as the quality of the data that go into it. I couldn't find any peer-reviewed studies of American farms raising the ostrich meat I could actually buy. Ultimately, my journey down the rabbit hole of ostrich emissions convinced me that parsing the relative virtues of different types of meat might be beside the point. "Just eat whatever meat you want but cut back to 20 percent," suggests Brian Kateman, a co-founder of the Reducetarian Foundation, which advocates eating, well, less meat. (Other activists, of course, are more absolutist.) Still, "eat less meat" is an adage easier to say than to implement. The challenge, Clauss said, is, "any measure that you would instigate to make meat rarer will make it more of a status symbol than it already is."



I thought about his words over Christmas dinner, the kind of celebration that many Americans feel is incomplete without a fancy roast. By then, I had, out of curiosity, ordered an ostrich filet (billed as tasting like a lean steak) and an ostrich wing (like a beef rib), which I persuaded my in-laws to put on the table. At more than $25 a pound for the filet, the bird cost as much as a prime cut of beef.



Ostrich has none of the strong or gamey flavors that people can find off-putting, but it is quite lean. I pan-seared the filet with a generous pat of butter, garlic, and thyme. The rosy interior and caramelized crust did perfectly resemble steak. But perhaps because I did not taste the ostrich blind--apologies to the scientific method--I found the flavor still redolent of poultry, if richer and meatier. Not bad, but not exactly beefy. "I wouldn't think it's beef," concluded my brother-in-law, who had been persuaded to smoke the ostrich wing alongside his usual Christmas prime rib. The wing reminded me most of a Renaissance Fair turkey leg; a leftover sandwich I fixed up the next day, though, would have passed as a perfectly acceptable brisket sandwich.



I wouldn't mind having ostrich again, but the price puts it out of reach for weeknight meals, when I can easily be eating beans anyways. At Christmas, I expect my in-laws will stick with the prime rib, streaked through as it is with warm fat and nostalgia.
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Political Whiplash in the American Southwest

A national monument gets squeezed and stretched and squeezed again.

by Ross Andersen


Cedar Mesa, Bears Ears National Monument (Sumiko Scott / Getty)



A slab of uplifted rock larger than Italy sits in the center of the American Southwest. It is called the Colorado Plateau, and it is a beautiful place, higher ground in every sense. What little rain falls onto the plateau has helped to inscribe spectacular canyons into its surface. Ice Age mammoth hunters were likely the first human beings to wander among its layered cliff faces and mesas, where the exposed sedimentary rock comes in every color between peach and vermillion. Native Americans liked what they saw, or so it seems: The plateau has been inhabited ever since, usually by many tribes. They buried their dead in its soil and built homes that blend in with the landscape. In the very heart of the plateau, the Ancestral Pueblo people wedged brick dwellings directly into the banded cliffs.

Some of the best-preserved Ancestral Pueblo ruins are located near two 9,000-foot buttes in southeastern Utah, 75 miles from where its borders form a pair of crosshairs with those of Colorado, New Mexico, and Arizona. The Ancestral Pueblo were not the only Native Americans in the area. Other tribes lived nearby, or often passed through, and many of them describe the buttes as "Bears Ears" in their own languages. Thousands of archaeological sites are scattered across the area, but they have not always been properly cared for. Uranium miners laid siege to the landscape during the early atomic age, and in the decades since, many dwellings and graves have been looted.

In 2015, five federally recognized tribes--the Navajo Nation, the Zuni, the Hopi, the Mountain Ute, and the Ute--joined together to request that President Barack Obama make Bears Ears a national monument. The Bears Ears Inter-Tribal Coalition, as they called themselves, wanted to protect as many cultural sites as possible from further desecration. They asked for nearly 2 million acres centered on the buttes. In 2016, Obama created a monument of roughly two-thirds that size.

The borders of that monument have been shifting ever since. In late 2017, President Donald Trump erased all but roughly 15 percent of the protected land, in the name of reversing federal overreach and restoring local control; and in the years that followed, mining companies staked more than 80 new hard-rock claims within its former borders. The majority were for uranium and vanadium, minerals that are in demand again, now that a new nuclear arms race is on, and tech companies are looking for fresh ways to power the AI revolution.

In 2021, President Joe Biden put the monument's borders back to where they'd started--and the miners' claims were put on hold. Now Trump is reportedly planning to shrink Bears Ears once again, possibly during his first week in office.

With every new election, more than 1 million acres have flickered in and out of federal protection. People on both sides of the fight over Bears Ears feel jerked around. In southeastern Utah, the whipsaw of American politics is playing out on the ground, frustrating everyone, and with no end in sight.



Vaughn Hadenfeldt has worked as a backcountry guide in Bears Ears since the 1970s. He specializes in archaeological expeditions. Back when he started, the area was besieged by smash-and-grab looters. They used backhoes to dig up thousand-year-old graves in broad daylight, he told me. Some of these graves are known to contain ceramics covered in geometrical patterns, turquoise jewelry, and macaw-feather sashes sourced from the tropics. Thieves made off with goods like these without even bothering to refill the holes. Later on, after Bears Ears had become a popular Utah stopover for tourists passing through to Monument Valley, the looters had to be more discreet. They started coming in the winter months, Hadenfeldt told me, and refilling the ancient graves that they pillaged. "The majority of the people follow the rules, but it takes so few people who don't to create lifelong impacts on this type of landscape," he said.

Hadenfeldt lives in Bluff, Utah, a small town to the southeast of Bears Ears. Its population of 260 includes members of the Navajo Nation, artists, writers, archaeologists, and people who make their living in the gentler outdoor recreation activities. (Think backpacking and rock climbing, not ATVs.) The town's mayor, Ann Leppanen, told me that, on the whole, her constituents strongly oppose any attempt to shrink the monument. More tourists are coming, and now they aren't just passing through on the way to Monument Valley. They're spending a night or two, enjoying oat-milk lattes and the like before heading off to Bears Ears.

Read: What kinds of monuments does Trump value?

But Bluff is a blue pinprick in bright-red southern Utah, where this one town's affection for the monument is not so widely shared. Bayley Hedglin, the mayor of Monticello, a larger town some 50 miles north, described Bluff to me as a second-home community, a place for "people from outside the area"--code for Californians--or retirees. For her and her constituents, the monument and other public lands that surround Monticello are like a boa constrictor, suffocating their town by forcing it into a tourism economy of low-paying, seasonal jobs. The extra hikers who have descended on the area often need rescuing. She said they strain local emergency-services budgets.

I asked Hedglin which industries she would prefer. "Extraction," she said. Her father and grandfather were both uranium miners. "San Juan County was built on mining, and at one time, we were very wealthy," she said. She understood that the monument was created at the behest of a marginalized community, but pointed out that the residents of Monticello, where the median household income is less than $64,000, are marginalized in their own right. I asked what percentage of them support the national monument. "You could probably find 10," she said. "10 percent?" I asked. "No, 10 people," she replied.


The two bluffs known as the "Bears Ears" stand off in the distance at sunset in the Bears Ears National Monument on May 11, 2017 outside Blanding, Utah. George Frey / Getty



The election-to-election uncertainty is itself a burden, Hedglin said. "It makes it hard to plan for the future. Even if Trump shrinks the monument again, we can't make the development plans that we need in Monticello, because we know that there will be another election coming." Britt Hornsby, a staunchly pro-monument city-council member in Bluff, seemed just as disheartened by what he called the federal government's "ping-pong approach" to Bears Ears. "We've had some folks in town looking to start a guiding business," he said, "but they have been unable to get special recreation permits with all the back-and-forth."

Read: Return the national parks to the tribes

The only conventional uranium-processing mill still active in the United States sits just outside the borders of another nearby town, Blanding. Phil Lyman, who, until recently, represented Blanding and much of the surrounding area in Utah's House of Representatives, has lived there all of his life. Lyman personifies resistance to the monument. He told me that archaeological sites were never looted en masse, as Hadenfeldt had said. This account of the landscape was simply "a lie." (In 2009, federal agents raided homes in Blanding and elsewhere, recovering some 40,000 potentially stolen artifacts.) While Lyman was serving as the local county commissioner in 2014, two years before Bears Ears was created, he led an illegal ATV ride into a canyon that the Bureau of Land Management had closed in order to protect Ancestral Pueblo cliff dwellings. Some associates of the anti-government militant Ammon Bundy rode along with him. A few were armed.

To avoid violence, assembled federal agents did not make immediate arrests, but Lyman was later convicted, and served 10 days in jail. The stunt earned him a pardon from Trump and a more prominent political profile in Utah.When Biden re-expanded the monument in 2021, Lyman was furious. While he offered general support for the state of Utah's legal efforts to reverse Biden's order, he also said that his paramount concern was not these "lesser legal arguments" but "the federal occupation of Utah" itself. Like many people in rural Utah, Lyman sees the monument as yet another government land grab, in a state where more than 60 percent of the land is public. The feds had colluded with environmentalists to designate the monument to shut down industries, in a manner befitting of Communists, he told me.

Davina Smith, who sits on the board of the Bears Ears Inter-Tribal Coalition as representative for the Navajo Nation, grew up just a mile outside of Bears Ears. She now lives in Blanding, not far from Lyman. Her father, like Mayor Hedglin's, was a uranium miner. But Native Americans haven't always been treated like they belong here, she told me. "People in Utah say that they want local control, but when we tried to deal with the state, we were not viewed as locals." Indeed, for more than 30 years, San Juan County's government was specifically designed to keep input from the Navajo to a minimum. Only in 2017 did a federal court strike down a racial-gerrymandering scheme that had kept Navajo voting power confined to one district.

Smith, too, has been tormented by what she called the "never-ending cycle of uncertainty" over the monument. The tribes have just spent three years negotiating a new land-management plan with the Biden administration, and it may be all for naught. "Each new administration comes in with different plans and shifting priorities, and nothing ever feels like it's moving toward a permanent solution," Smith said.

The judicial branch of the federal government will have some decisions of its own to make about the monument, and may inject still more reversals. In 2017, the Bears Ears Inter-Tribal Coalition and other groups sued the government over Trump's original downsizing order, arguing that the president's power to create national monuments under the Antiquities Act is a ratchet--a power to create, not shrink or destroy. No federal judge had ruled on that legal question by the time of Biden's re-expansion, and the lawsuit was stayed. If Trump now shrinks the monument again, the lawsuit will likely be reactivated, and new ones likely filed. A subsequent ruling in Trump's favor would have far-reaching implications if it were upheld by the Supreme Court. It would defang the Antiquities Act, a statute that was written to protect Native American heritage, empowering any president to shrink any of America's national monuments on a whim. (The Biden administration launched an historic run of monument creation. Project 2025, a policy blueprint co-written by Trump's former head of BLM, calls for a shrinking spree.) The borders of each one could begin to pulsate with every subsequent presidential handover.

An act of Congress might be the only way to permanently resolve the Bears Ears issue. Even with Republican lawmakers in control, such an outcome may be preferable to the endless flip-flops of executive power, Hillary Hoffmann, a co-director of the Bears Ears Inter-Tribal Coalition, told me. "The tribes have built bipartisan relationships with members of Congress." They might not get as much land for the monument as they did under Obama or Biden, she said, but perhaps a grand bargain could be struck. A smaller allotment of protected land could be exchanged for the stability that would allow local communities--including monument supporters and opponents alike--to plan for their future.

In the meantime, people in southeastern Utah are waiting to see what Trump actually does. When I asked Smith how the tribes are preparing for the new administration, she was coy. She didn't want to telegraph the coalition's next moves. "We are definitely planning," she told me. "This isn't our first time." Everyone in the fight over Bears Ears has to find some way to cope with the uncertainty; for Smith, it's taking the long view. She invoked the deeper history of the Colorado Plateau. She called back to the Long Walk of the Navajo, a series of 53 forced marches that the U.S. Army used to remove thousands of tribe members from their land in New Mexico and Arizona in the 1860s. "When the cavalry came to round up my people, some of them sought refuge in Bears Ears," she said. "To this day, I can go there and remember what my ancestors did. I can remember that we come from a great line of resilience."
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Climate Models Can't Explain What's Happening to Earth

Global warming is moving faster than the best models can keep a handle on.

by Zoe Schlanger






Fifty years into the project of modeling Earth's future climate, we still don't really know what's coming. Some places are warming with more ferocity than expected. Extreme events are taking scientists by surprise. Right now, as the bald reality of climate change bears down on human life, scientists are seeing more clearly the limits of our ability to predict the exact future we face. The coming decades may be far worse, and far weirder, than the best models anticipated.



This is a problem. The world has warmed enough that city planners, public-health officials, insurance companies, farmers, and everyone else in the global economy want to know what's coming next for their patch of the planet. And telling them would require geographic precision that even the most advanced climate models don't yet have, as well as computing power that doesn't yet exist. Our picture of what is happening and probably will happen on Earth is less hazy than it's ever been. Still, the exquisitely local scale on which climate change is experienced and the global purview of our best tools to forecast its effects simply do not line up.



Today's climate models very accurately describe the broad strokes of Earth's future. But warming has also now progressed enough that scientists are noticing unsettling mismatches between some of their predictions and real outcomes. Kai Kornhuber, a climate scientist at Columbia University, and his colleagues recently found that, on every continent except Antarctica, certain regions showed up as mysterious hot spots, suffering repeated heat waves worse than what any model could predict or explain. Across places where a third of humanity lives, actual daily temperature records are outpacing model predictions, according to forthcoming research from Dartmouth's Alexander Gottlieb and Justin Mankin. And a global jump in temperature that lasted from mid-2023 to this past June remains largely unexplained, a fact that troubles Gavin Schmidt, the director of NASA's Goddard Institute for Space Studies, although it doesn't entirely surprise him.



"From the 1970s on, people have understood that all models are wrong," he told me. "But we've been working to make them more useful." In that sense, the project of climate modeling is a scientific process that's proceeding normally, even excellently. Only now the whole world needs very specific information to make crucial decisions, and they needed it, like, yesterday. That scientists don't have those answers might look like a failure of modeling, but really, it's a testament to how bad climate change has been permitted to get, and how quickly.





The Earth is an unfathomably complex place, a nesting doll of systems within systems. Feedback loops among temperature, land, air, and water are made even more complicated by the fact that every place on Earth is a little different. Natural variability and human-driven warming further alter the rules that govern each of those fundamental interactions.



Some of these systems--such as cloud formation--are notoriously poorly understood, despite having a major bearing on climate change. And, like clouds, many parts of the Earth system are just too localized for climate models to pick up on. "We have to approximate cloud formation because we don't have the small scales necessary to resolve individual water droplets coming together," Robert Rohde, the chief scientist at the open-source environmental-data nonprofit Berkeley Earth, told me. Similarly, models approximate topography, because the scale at which mountain ranges undulate is smaller than the resolution of global climate models, which tend to represent Earth in, at best, 100-square-kilometer pixels. That resolution is good for understanding phenomena such as Arctic warming over decades. But "you can't resolve a tornado worth anything," Rohde said.



Models simply can't function on the scale at which people live, because assessing the impact of current emissions on the future world requires hundreds of years of simulations. Modeling the Earth at one-square-kilometer pixels would take "like a hundred thousand times more computation than we currently have," Schmidt, of NASA, told me. Still, global climate models can be of local use if combined with enough regional data and the correct expertise, and more people now want to use them that way, in order to understand risk to their properties and investments, or to make emergency plans and build infrastructure. "We are asking a lot of the models. More than we have in the past," Rohde said.



For nonscientists, coaxing useful information from climate models requires professional help. Climate scientists have been working for years with New York City to help direct choices such as where to put infrastructure with sea-level rise in mind. But, Schmidt said, "there's just not enough scientists to be on the advisory board of every locality or every enterprise or every institution or every company," helping them access the right climate data or pick which models to rely on. (Some are better at simulating certain variables, such as day-to-night temperature variation, than others.) Often governments end up turning to private-sector companies that claim to be able to translate the data; Schmidt would rather see his own field produce work that is more directly useful to the public.





At the same time, now that the models are running up against the reality of dramatic climate change, some of their limits are showing. When this scientific endeavor first started, the models were meant to imagine what global temperatures might look like if greenhouse-gas emissions rose, and they did a remarkable job of that. But models are, even now, less capable of accounting for secondary effects of those emissions that no one saw coming, and that now seem to be driving important change.



Some of those variables are missing from climate models entirely. Trees and land are major sinks for carbon emissions, and that this fact might change is not accounted for in climate models. But it is changing: Trees and land absorbed much less carbon than normal in 2023, according to research published last October. In Finland, forests have stopped absorbing the majority of the carbon they once did, and recently became a net source of emissions, which, as The Guardian has reported, swamped all gains the country has made in cutting emissions from all other sectors since the early 1990s. The interactions of the ice sheets with the oceans are also largely missing from models, Schmidt told me, despite the fact that melting ice could change ocean temperatures, which could have significant knock-on effects. Changing ocean-temperature patterns are currently making climate modelers at NOAA rethink their models of El Nino and La Nina; the agency initially predicted that La Nina's cooling powers would kick in much sooner than it now appears they will.

Biases in climate models go in both directions: Some overestimate risk from various factors, and others underestimate it. Some models "run hot," suggesting more warming than what actually plays out. But the recent findings about temperature extremes point in the other direction: The models may be underestimating future climate risks across several regions because of a yet-unclear limitation. And, Rohde said, underestimating risk is far more dangerous than overestimating it.

To Kornhuber, too, that models already appear to be severely underestimating climate risk in several places is a bad sign for what's ahead and our capacity to see it coming. "It should be worrying that we are now moving into a world where we've kind of reached the limit of our physical understanding of the Earth system," Kornhuber said.

While models struggle to capture the world we live in now, the planet is growing more alien to us, further from our reference ranges, as the climate keeps changing. If given unlimited time, science could probably develop models that more fully captured what we're watching play out. But by then it would be too late to do anything about it. Science is more than five decades into the modeling endeavor, and still our best tools can only get us so far. "At the end of the day, we are all making estimates of what's coming," Rohde said. "And there is no magic crystal ball to tell us the absolute truth." We're left instead with a partial picture, gestural in its scope, pointing toward a world we've never seen before.
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<em>The Atlantic</em>'s February Cover Story: Derek Thompson on "The Anti-Social Century"






For The Atlantic's February cover story, staff writer Derek Thompson explores "The Anti-Social Century": why Americans are spending more time alone than ever, and how that's changing our personalities, our politics, and even our relationship to reality. Thompson argues that self-imposed solitude might just be the most important social fact of 21st-century America, and that the nature of our social crisis is that most Americans don't seem to be reacting to the biological cue to spend more time with other people.
 
 Thompson writes: "Day to day, hour to hour, we are choosing this way of life--its comforts, its ready entertainments. But convenience can be a curse ... Over the past few months, I've spoken with psychologists, political scientists, sociologists, and technologists about America's anti-social streak. Although the particulars of these conversations differed, a theme emerged: The individual preference for solitude, scaled up across society and exercised repeatedly over time, is rewiring America's civic and psychic identity. And the consequences are far-reaching."
 
 If two of the 20th century's most significant technologies, the automobile and the television, initiated the rise of American aloneness, the smartphone continued to fuel, and has indeed accelerated, our national anti-social streak, with screens occupying more than 30 percent of American kids' and teenagers' waking life. We're also spending much more time at home, alone. In 2023, adults were spending an additional 99 minutes at home on any given day compared with 2003; a home developer told Thompson that "the cardinal rule of contemporary apartment design is that every room is built to accommodate maximal screen time."
 
 And "all of this time alone, at home, on the phone, is not just affecting us as individuals," Thompson writes. "It's making society weaker, meaner, and more delusional." While home-based, phone-based culture has arguably solidified our closest and most distant connections--the inner ring of family and best friends (bound by blood and intimacy), and the outer ring of tribe (linked by shared affinities)--it's wreaking havoc on the middle ring of "familiar but not intimate" relationships with the village of people who live around us but who may have different views from us. Thompson writes: "The village is our best arena for practicing productive disagreement and compromise--in other words, democracy. So it's no surprise that the erosion of the village has coincided with the emergence of a grotesque style of politics, in which every election feels like an existential quest to vanquish an intramural enemy."
 
 Thompson concludes: "Although technology does not have values of its own, its adoption can create values, even in the absence of a coordinated effort. For decades, we've adopted whatever technologies removed friction or increased dopamine, embracing what makes life feel easy and good in the moment. But dopamine is a chemical, not a virtue. And what's easy is not always what's best for us. We should ask ourselves: What would it mean to select technology based on long-term health rather than instant gratification? And if technology is hurting our community, what can we do to heal it?"
 
 Derek Thompson's "The Anti-Social Century" was published today at TheAtlantic.com. Please reach out with any questions or requests to interview Thompson on his reporting.
 
 Press Contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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When Poets Face Death

Their later works have a peculiar power.

by Walt Hunter




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.


Early-career poetry poses tantalizing questions: How did this poet start off so terribly--and end up so good? Or, more rarely: How did they start off so good--and get so much better? But a writer's final works are compelling for a different reason: They offer not a preview or a draft, but an opportunity to reflect, sometimes with a critical eye, on past ideas and commitments.

The American poet Wallace Stevens published his last work in The Atlantic in April 1955, four months before he died of stomach cancer. "July Mountain" is an homage to Vermont in the summer--surprising, perhaps, for this poet with a "mind of winter." It's also a digest, in 10 lines, of Stevens's lifelong preoccupations, and a clear expression of his desire to make order out of a chaotic, suffocating world. Like many poems shadowed by mortality, "July Mountain" has what the late literary critic Helen Vendler called "binocular vision," focused on both life and death. This, according to Vendler, is the peculiar power of a poet's final works.

Knowing the end was near, Stevens wanted to look at things as a whole to understand how the parts of his life fit together. The poem starts by describing life as a messy, mixed-up place, which he calls, metaphorically, a "constellation / Of patches and of pitches." Nothing belongs where it is; everything is held together like a quilt, or a cacophony of sounds.

Stevens is hardly alone in his poetic end-of-life musings. His contemporary, the Irish poet W. B. Yeats, wrote ruefully about his waning poetic powers in "The Circus Animal's Desertion," published in The Atlantic in January 1939, the month of his death at age 73. In this apocalyptic depiction of writer's block, Yeats, who frequently wrote about people he knew, stares at a blank page, desperate for a topic.

He worries that his poetry has reduced the real people in his life--such as the Irish revolutionary Maud Gonne--to circus animals, and he looks back on his Nobel Prize-winning poetry with a shudder: "Players and painted stage took all my love / And not those things that they were emblems of." But in the process of revisiting and renouncing his favorite images, Yeats constructed an exquisite, moving piece of verse--and a kind of exorcism, too, which left him, in the poem's memorable final image, with the "foul rag and bone shop of the heart."

Late poems like Yeats's make unexpected gestures of renewal, even as they acknowledge that things are swiftly coming to an end. Nikki Giovanni, who died last month at age 81, ruminated on her legacy in "The Coal Cellar." The poem, published in The Atlantic in 2021, follows Giovanni down to her grandparents' cellar, in Knoxville, Tennessee. (Her poem extends a long tradition of poems that take place underground, though this is the only one I can think of that is set in an Appalachian cellar.) Giovanni's guide is her grandmother, who uncovers a box with a blackened sterling-silver spoon and fork belonging to her great-grandmother, the "first person born free."

The poem asks a binocular question: What has the poet inherited? And what might others inherit from her words? For Giovanni, the gift isn't something material:

Maybe not a big bank account or trust fund
 And certainly not any property but I inherited
 A morning and a great deal of knowledge
 In a cold coal cellar
 With my grandmother


What she brings up from the cellar is a promise to her grandmother to polish the silver, a commitment to carry the knowledge of the past. In an essay published shortly after Giovanni's death, my colleague Jenisha Watts wrote that the poet "saw her knowledge and experience as things she wanted to pass along, so that others might be able to speak after she was gone."

The challenge of a late poem is to find a symbol like Giovanni's--silver, retrieved from a coal cellar--that helps the poet frame or englobe their life. In the last two lines of "July Mountain," Stevens comes up with the perfect solution: a view from a mountain, where the climber can face death with awe and astonishment at the way a life "throws itself" together, like a landscape seen, at last, from the highest point.

The ending of his poem isn't sad or melancholy, but it is final (we can't climb any higher) and a little resigned (we are spectators of what our life has become, and perhaps we were spectators, with partial views, all along). Yet the image that remains is one of abundance and wonder--at the sudden panoramic view of Vermont in the summer, as though everything that was the past is here again at once, while the eyes take in the canopy of green, the color of beginning.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2025/01/when-poets-face-death/681262/?utm_source=feed
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How Solitude Is Rewiring American Identity

A conversation with Derek Thompson on how social isolation is affecting both happiness and civic life

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.


Americans are spending more and more time alone. Some are lonely. But many people--young men in particular--are actively choosing to spend much of their time in isolation, in front of screens. That proclivity is having a profound effect on individual well-being and on American's "civic and psychic identity," my colleague Derek Thompson writes in our new cover story. I spoke with Derek about what he calls our anti-social century.





Lora Kelley: The pandemic was obviously very disruptive to people's social lives. How much is it to blame for this trend toward aloneness?

Derek Thompson: I never would have written this story if the data showed that Americans were hanging out and socializing more and more with every passing year and decade--until the pandemic happened, and we went inside of our homes, and now we're just slowly getting back out. That's not a story about America. That's a story about a health emergency causing people to retreat from the physical world.

The anti-social century is the opposite of that story. Every single demographic of Americans now spends significantly less time socializing than they did at the beginning of the 21st century, when some people already thought we were in a socializing crisis. Overall, Americans spend about 20 percent less time socializing than they did at the beginning of the century. For teenagers and for young Black men, it's closer to 40 percent less time. This trend seems, by some accounts, to have accelerated during the pandemic. But as one economist pointed out to me, we were more alone in 2023 than we were in 2021.

Lora: We've talked a bit about shifts in isolation for young people. Where do older Americans fit into this? Are we seeing similar dynamics play out for that cohort?

Derek: Aloneness is rising across the board--for every age group and for every ethnicity and for every type of education--but it's rising slower for old people and faster for young people.

Older people have always spent more time alone than young people. They don't go to school from 8 a.m. to 3 p.m.; they're not legally forced to be around people the same way that many young people are. They aren't in college, and they are often unemployed, so they aren't in offices.

The solitude inequality that used to exist between different age groups--where old people were very alone, and young people were very social--is shrinking. You could say young people are acting more like old people.

Lora: What would you say to someone who thinks: Well, what's wrong with spending time alone? If people are doing what they want to do, and pursuing their idea of a good life, why not spend more time in the house?

Derek: I don't want this article to be a criticism of introversion, and I certainly don't want this article to be a criticism of quiet. I myself am somewhat introverted and love a bit of quiet time. But what's happening in America today is not a healthy trend of people simply spending more time being happy by themselves. Many researchers who looked at the rise of alone time have come to the conclusion that Americans self-report less satisfaction when they spend lots of time alone or in their house.

I think a certain amount of alone time is not only acceptable; it's absolutely essential. But as with any therapeutic, the dosage matters, and people who spend a little bit of time taking moments by themselves, meditating, or decompressing are very different from people who are spending more hours, year after year, isolated.

Lora: To what extent is the rise of isolated lifestyles an individual issue--one that's concerning because it's making people sadder--versus a civic issue that's causing a shift in American politics?

Derek: This pullback from public life started with technology, with cars and television, and ultimately smartphones, allowing Americans to privatize their leisure. But I absolutely think it's becoming a political story.

I think we don't understand one another for a reason that's mathematical, almost tautological: Americans understand Americans less because we see Americans less. More and more, the way we confront people we don't know is on social media, and we present an entirely different face online--one that tends to be more extreme and more negative and more hateful of the "out" group. I don't think there should be any confusion about why an anti-social century has coincided with a polarized century.

Lora: You write in your article that "nothing has proved as adept at inscribing ritual into our calendars as faith." How do you think about the way that so many Americans use technology--things like phone reminders and calendar tools and self-improvement apps--to inscribe rituals into their personal routines?

Derek: We haven't just privatized leisure. We've privatized ritual. Modern rituals are more likely to bind us to ourselves than to other people: Meditate at this time alone. Remember to work out alone, or around other people with noise-canceling headphones. 

It's profoundly ironic that a lot of people are optimizing themselves toward solitude. The anti-social century is about accretion. It's about many small decisions that we make minute to minute and hour to hour in our life, leading to a massive national trend of steadily rising overall aloneness.

Related:

	February cover story: The anti-social century
 	Why Americans suddenly stopped hanging out






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	How Hitler dismantled a democracy in 53 days
 	Stop the (North Carolina) steal.
 	Mark Zuckerberg wants to be Elon Musk.




Wildfires are ravaging Southern California, scorching thousands of acres and forcing more than 70,000 people to evacuate. Below is a collection of our writers' latest reporting on the fires:

	The particular horror of the Los Angeles wildfires
 	The Palisades were waiting to burn.
 	Photos: The Palisades Fire scorches parts of Los Angeles.




Today's News

	Federal prosecutors said they plan on releasing the part of Special Counsel Jack Smith's report that details Donald Trump's election-interference case if the court order blocking them is lifted.
 	German Chancellor Olaf Scholz and French Foreign Minister Jean-Noel Barrot warned Trump against taking over Greenland, Denmark's autonomous territory.
 	Trump asked the Supreme Court to halt the sentencing hearing in his New York criminal hush-money case, which is scheduled to take place on Friday.




Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: BFA / Alamy; Roadside Attractions / Everett Collection; Pablo Larrain / Netflix.



The Film That Rips the Hollywood Comeback Narrative Apart

By Shirley Li

[Demi Moore's] fame, when contrasted with some of her forgettable films--The Butcher's Wife, The Scarlet Letter--turned her into an easy punch line. As the New Yorker critic Anthony Lane sneered at the start of his review of the latter: "What is the point of Demi Moore?"
 Look at Moore now.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Why poor American kids are so likely to become poor adults
 	Mark Zuckerberg is at war with himself.




Culture Break


Marcus Brandt / Picture Alliance / Getty



Try something new. The unique awfulness of beef's climate impact has driven a search for an alternative protein that's ethical and tasty, Sarah Zhang reports. Is the answer ostrich meat?

Read. Recent entries into the literature of parenting offer two different ways of understanding fatherhood, Lily Meyer writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Foreign Leaders Face the Trump Test

His approach to global relations is already putting leaders in a difficult position.

by Lora Kelley




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


In a news conference today, President-Elect Donald Trump previewed his second-term approach to foreign policy. One theme was force: He didn't rule out using the military to seize the Panama Canal or to acquire Greenland, and floated the idea of employing "economic force" to compel Canada to operate as an American state. Some of his ideas seem largely symbolic; at one point, he suggested renaming the Gulf of Mexico to the Gulf of America. But these statements also fall into what my colleague David Frum has called a zero-sum attitude toward the rest of the world. Either a foreign country is with Donald Trump--and ready to collaborate with American interests--or it is against him.

Trump's transactional outlook has put foreign leaders in a difficult position--including Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau, who announced his resignation yesterday. Trump has threatened in recent months to impose 25 percent tariffs on Canada, and he's relished taunting the nation, repeatedly making comments about Canada joining the United States, including calling the prime minister "Governor Trudeau." Almost immediately after Trudeau announced his decision yesterday, Trump wrote on Truth Social that the Canadian prime minister was stepping down because "many people in Canada LOVE being the 51st State," and suggested that Trudeau had resigned in direct response to the threat of tariffs.

Trump is tying himself more to Trudeau's resignation than he should. The prime minister's downfall was rooted in factors that have bedeviled him for years: Canada has suffered from high inflation and cost of living, and Trudeau has also faced backlash over immigration. And though the first few years of Trudeau's term came with progressive policy wins (and international celebrity), it also produced a series of ethical and personal scandals. His approval ratings have tanked in recent months.

Trudeau's attempts to stay on good terms with Trump, including by visiting him at Mar-a-Lago, seemed to contribute to the perception among some on his staff that he was not equipped to handle a second Trump term. In a pointed resignation letter, Deputy Prime Minister Chrystia Freeland said that she was "at odds" with her boss over the best way forward, arguing that Canada needed to take Trump's threats more seriously and not resort to "political gimmicks." Freeland's resignation, which came as a surprise, only hastened the prime minister's downward trajectory; by this month, many of his allies were pushing him to step down. He will remain in office until a new party leader is selected later this year.

In Trump's first term, Trudeau managed to frame himself as a progressive foil to Trump. The leaders had some open differences, and Trump did impose some tariffs at the time, a narrower set than what he is threatening now. But Trump's policy agenda, especially at the start of his term, was less about antagonizing allies than it was about domestic and culture-war issues (and shortly after he started focusing on tariffs, the coronavirus pandemic derailed everything else). But the approach Trump seems to be taking in his next term posed a new challenge for Trudeau. If Trudeau's "domestic political position had been just a little bit stronger," David wrote to me in an email, "he might have tried to gamble on a confrontational policy--bad for the Canadian economy, yes, but good for his own survival." President Claudia Sheinbaum of Mexico seems to be navigating a similar dilemma; she first threatened counter-tariffs in response to Trump's warnings, then appeared to walk this back, stating that there was no possibility of a tariff war with America.

Trump is pleased with Trudeau's demise right now. But in reality, the president-elect is making it harder for the U.S. to work productively with Canada in the future. Cooperating closely with the Trump administration may now become a political liability in Canada, David predicted, and Trudeau's Liberal Party will seek to embarrass any future Conservative government that gets too close to Trump. Ultimately, David warned, Trump is playing a "dangerous game."

Related:

	America's lonely future
 	The political logic of Trump's international threats






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	The new Rasputins
 	Trump is facing a catastrophic defeat in Ukraine.
 	Judge Cannon comes to Trump's aid, again.
 	The coming assault on birthright citizenship




Today's News

	A New York appeals court denied Donald Trump's request to delay the sentencing hearing in his criminal hush-money case.
 	Florida District Judge Aileen Cannon blocked the Justice Department from releasing Special Counsel Jack Smith's final report on his investigations into Trump's classified-documents case and election-interference case.
 	The House passed a bill that would require ICE to detain undocumented immigrants charged with nonviolent and minor-level crimes.






Dispatches 

	Work in Progress: Republicans have promised to deliver "crypto-friendly regulations" that will supposedly "bring an unheralded era of American prosperity," writes Annie Lowrey. But the clock is ticking on a crypto crash.
 	The Weekly Planet: Climate models can't explain what's happening to Earth, Zoe Schlanger writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Stephan Dybus



The Agony of Texting With Men

By Matthew Schnipper

My friend's boyfriend, Joe Mullen, is a warm and sweet guy, a considerate person who loves dogs and babies. When I see him in person, once every month or two, he makes a point to ask me what I've been up to, how my life is going. Joe is a big music fan, and we share a love of music made by weird British people. I once got excited for him to check out an artist I thought he'd like. So I asked him for his number, and later I sent him a Spotify link to an album. "Hi :) It's Schnipper," I wrote. "I think u would dig this guy's stuff." I figured this might be the first step into a portal of greater closeness, a relationship of our own. Man to man. Except it wasn't, because Joe did not text me back.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Americans with dementia are grieving social media.
 	Political whiplash in the American Southwest
 	"Dear James": My phone-call anxiety is out of control.




Culture Break


Illustration by Jack Smyth



Explore. Adaptations of Sherlock Holmes stories are exploding now that the detective is in the public domain. Critics believe that it should have happened decades ago, Alec Nevala-Lee writes.

Examine. At the Golden Globes, nobody had much to say about the presidential election--or politics at all, Hannah Giorgis writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Trump's Rule-Breaking Keeps Working

His comeback can be attributed to his keen understanding of the nebulous nature of rules.

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.


This afternoon, after Kamala Harris certified Donald Trump's 2024 electoral victory, the vice president had a curious choice of words: "Today, America's democracy stood." Although such a statement is meant to portray the durability of institutions, in reality, it showcased how volatile and fragile the American experiment has become.

This time around, no one is arguing over who won. Trump finished with 312 Electoral College votes, well over the 270 threshold needed to become president. (And unlike in 2016, he also triumphed in the popular vote.) Thus, today, amid a snowstorm, Harris and other officials entered the Capitol and carried out their constitutional duty, affirming those results and initiating the peaceful transfer of power. Like former Vice President Al Gore did 24 years ago, Harris personally confirmed the victory of the man who'd defeated her. For a moment, Congress was operating under a shared reality, one in which vote totals mattered, free and fair elections mattered, facts mattered.

In the weeks, months, and years after January 6, 2021, though, none of the above has mattered--not enough. You may recall that, after trying to overthrow the government, Trump was impeached in the House but acquitted in the Senate, which allowed for the possibility of his return. He embarked on a vengeance tour, vanquishing his GOP rivals in primaries and silencing virtually all dissenters into submission (or retirement). Democracy stood, as Harris put it, because democracy is a series of systems, and all systems can be shaped, bent, and exploited by human beings.

Trump had help with his attempt to illegitimately stay in power last time around. In 2021, 147 members of the GOP voted to overturn the recent presidential-election results. But after nightfall on January 6, Senator Mitch McConnell could theoretically have whipped his fellow Republicans into an anti-Trump bloc that might have persisted from that day forward. He didn't. Senator Lindsey Graham, who, hours after the mob seized the Capitol, declared "Enough is enough," has likewise decided that, in fact, he hasn't had enough, and is among the many erstwhile Trump critics who have fallen back in line. J. D. Vance, who in an essay for this magazine once called Trump "cultural heroin," will resign his Senate seat in order to serve as Trump's vice president.

Trump's historic comeback can be attributed to many things--inflation, immigration, the economy, grievance politics, his own charisma, his weak Democratic opponent(s)--but perhaps nothing has mattered more than his keen understanding of the nebulous nature of rules.

Decades ago, people in Trump's orbit, such as Roy Cohn and Roger Stone, taught him that rules are malleable, that winning is all that matters. Democrats, however, are by and large a party of rule followers. Despite being forced out of the race by his own party, President Joe Biden is still an institutionalist. There he was, smiling next to Trump, the man whom he had characterized as an "existential threat." Biden's courtesies, his adherence to norms, extend all the way down. Susie Wiles, Trump's former co-campaign manager, said that Biden's chief of staff, Jeff Zients, has been "very helpful" to her, and that he has gone so far as to host a dinner for her and others at his home.

Opposition party this is not. The Democrats are playing one game, and Trump is playing another. Trump is winning.

"Today, I did what I have done my entire career, which is take seriously the oath that I have taken many times to support and defend the Constitution of the United States," Harris said this afternoon. As was the case with Mike Pence four years ago, there's no compelling argument for why she should have done otherwise. She had a job to do, and she did it.

Harris and everyone else in the Capitol today were supporting and defending a system that Trump has bent to his will--and all but broken. Trump takes his own oath two weeks from today. In his second term, he's poised to remake the existing systems in his own image. Nobody quite knows what comes after that.

Related:

	David Frum: Don't mention the coup!
 	We Live Here Now: Inside the "Patriot Pod"




First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	You'll never get off the dinner treadmill.
 	The internet is worse than a brainwashing machine.
 	Climate models can't explain what's happening to Earth.




Today's News

	Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau announced that he will resign as both prime minister and Liberal Party head once the country selects a new leader.
 	At least six people have died as Winter Storm Blair has hit several states across the United States.
 	President Joe Biden announced an executive action that will ban future offshore oil and gas drilling in more than 625 million acres of U.S. coastal waters.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Reading, puzzles, and physical activity strengthen the mind in different ways, Isabel Fattal writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



More From The Atlantic

	The global outrage machine skips the Uyghurs.
 	David Frum: Against guilty history
 	Yes, the law can still constrain Trump.
 	Bono on the gorgeous, unglamorous work of freedom




Evening Read

Americans Need to Party More

By Ellen Cushing

What if there were a way to smush all your friends together in one place--maybe one with drinks and snacks and chairs? What if you could see your work friends and your childhood friends and the people you've chatted amiably with at school drop-off all at once instead of scheduling several different dates? What if you could introduce your pals and set them loose to flirt with one another, no apps required? What if you could create your own Elks Lodge, even for just a night?

I'm being annoying, obviously--there is a way! It's parties, and we need more of them.

Read the full article.



Culture Break


Illustration by Stephan Dybus



Watch. Nikki Glaser hosted the Golden Globes last night (streaming on Paramount+)--and the roastmaster came prepared, Shirley Li writes.

Debate. Why don't men text other men back? Maybe they'd have more friends if they did, Matthew Schnipper writes.

Play our daily crossword.

Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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A Novel to Help You Slow Down

Culture and entertainment musts from Kristen V. Brown

by Stephanie Bai




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


Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition, in which one Atlantic writer or editor reveals what's keeping them entertained. Today's special guest is Kristen V. Brown, a staff writer who has covered the privacy concerns plaguing 23andMe, genetic discrimination from health insurers, and why bedbugs could be more horrifying than you think.

Kristen is a fan of Still Life, by Sarah Winman, and the sci-fi writer Kim Stanley Robinson, who is a master at imagining life on Earth in the aftermath of climate disasters. She also enjoys watching anything by Jeff Goldblum--including his band performances--and believes that Lacey Chabert may be the true Queen of Christmas (sorry, Mariah).





The Culture Survey: Kristen V. Brown

Best novel I've recently read, and the best work of nonfiction: I just read Still Life, by Sarah Winman; it's like an antidote to the past few months, which have been pretty high-octane no matter your political persuasion. The story follows a group of characters who find one another again and again over the course of several decades, starting in World War II. It's told through many small, intimate moments--ordinary domestic scenes and conversations about art and love--against the backdrop of major historical events. It did what I think most good novels do, which is make you consider something about your own life. In my case, that means slowing down and enjoying the scenery no matter what chaos reigns in the world.

I also recently read and loved Taco USA, by Gustavo Arellano, which chronicles the rise of Mexican food in the United States. My family has some Mexican roots, and I am from Southern California, but I never knew much about the history of Mexican cuisine in this country--including how much of it was spread outside of border states by companies such as Taco Bell and Chipotle (and by non-Mexicans). Fun fact: Did you know canned tortillas used to be a thing?
 
 An author I will read anything by: I'm a sci-fi fiend, so I'm going to go with Kim Stanley Robinson. He's a master at imagining plausible (and scary!) near-futures. Robinson is probably best known for his deep-space narratives, but recently, more of his work has focused on imagining Earth in the aftermath of climate disasters--books such as The Ministry for the Future and New York 2140.

I love him for his details: He builds elaborate worlds in his stories, right down to how sea-level rise would affect the investment market. For anyone who thinks all of this sounds too grim, though, much of his writing is ultimately utopian. His characters persevere.

An actor I would watch in anything: Jeff Goldblum. I don't even really have a compelling reason for loving him, but I love him. I saw him once in San Francisco, playing the piano with his band, the Mildred Snitzer Orchestra; in between songs, he did Jeff Goldblum trivia. It was amazing. I also enjoyed The World According to Jeff Goldblum, his documentary series that was canceled way too soon. [Related: Kaos offers a sharp twist on a familiar story.]

A good recommendation I recently received: Hot Frosty. If you love bad Christmas movies, you'll love it. If you don't, you'll appreciate the absurdity of watching a hot snowman come to life, discover home-improvement television, and find his calling as the local handyman.

This movie was also my introduction to the extensive canon of Lacey Chabert Christmas films. I think she might give Mariah a run for her money as the Queen of Christmas.
 
 My favorite way of wasting time on my phone: I have only ever downloaded one phone game, and it was Ticket to Ride, which is a phone version of the board game. Five years later, I still have not tired of it. I play it almost every day.

The television show I'm most enjoying right now: Shrinking. Harrison Ford is doing comedy! His dry sense of humor is incredible, and he's absolutely brilliant in this. [Related: 11 undersung TV shows to watch]

My favorite pop-culture movie and favorite art movie: My top pop-culture film is a tie between The Lost World: Jurassic Park and 13 Going on 30, which basically sums up my taste.

My favorite art movie is definitely Drawing Restraint 9, a 2005 Matthew Barney film that stars Bjork (they were a couple at the time). Watching this film is a very bizarre experience. In one scene, they cut away each other's flesh, and what is underneath seems to be whale blubber instead of blood. This movie has elements of body horror, revealing the fundamental limits of the human body, which is a subject I'm very drawn to.

An online creator that I'm a fan of: Like many other Millennials, I am obsessed with the cookery of Alison Roman.

A cultural product I loved as a teenager and still love, and something I loved but now dislike: I discovered Nan Goldin's photography when I was a freshman college student interested in photojournalism. Her book The Ballad of Sexual Dependency truly changed how I viewed the world, particularly how my experience as a woman was different from that of a man. It was one of the reasons I wanted to someday write about gender and women's bodies. A few years ago, I purged most of my physical books (New York apartments are tiny), and hers is one of maybe 10 I kept.
 
 As for something I now dislike: This isn't a cultural product per se, but I used to be obsessed with the color red. My teenage bedroom was all red sparkles. Now I cannot stand anything red--I find it aggravating.



Here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	Doomed to be a tradwife
 	We're all in "dark mode" now.
 	Invisible habits are driving your life.






The Week Ahead 

	The Last Showgirl, a drama film starring Pamela Anderson as a Las Vegas showgirl who discovers that her production is ending (in theaters Friday)
 	Season 2 of Goosebumps, a horror anthology series starring David Schwimmer as a divorced dad whose kids unearth a dark secret in their home (premiering on Disney+ and Hulu on Friday)
 	Rosarita, a novel by Anita Desai about a woman who is approached by a mysterious person about her mother's past (out Tuesday)




Essay


Illustration by Charlotte Ager



The Isolation of Intensive Parenting

By Stephanie H. Murray

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 the full article.



More in Culture

	What not to wear
 	Five books that offer readers intellectual exercise
 	A history of the end of the world
 	"Dear James": My boyfriend is about to move in with his ex.
 	Parents, put down your phone cameras.






Catch Up on The Atlantic 

	The rise of John Ratcliffe
 	Narendra Modi's populist facade is cracking.
 	The MAGA honeymoon is over.




Photo Album


Former President Jimmy Carter teaches a Sunday-school class at Maranatha Baptist Church in 2015. (David Goldman / AP)



Former President Jimmy Carter died last Sunday at the age of 100. Take a look at these photos that commemorate his life of service.



Explore all of our newsletters.

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

Reading, puzzles, and physical activity strengthen the mind in different ways.

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.


Some people view reading as though it's homework, making a list of the books they intend to get through in a given month or year. But perhaps a better approach is to view reading as a mental workout. As Ilana Masad wrote recently, "There are many ways to advance your skill and capacity as a reader: Some of us are naturally drawn to detailed nonfiction, and others must learn to love it; some may have a taste for meandering, multigenerational epics, while their friends must train to build up the attention span they need."

Instead of deciding how many books you'd like to read this year, it might be worth considering which "muscles" you'd like to strengthen in your brain. Today's newsletter explores reading, puzzles, and other forms of exercise for the brain--including the physical kind.



On Mental Workouts

The Most Controversial Game on the Internet

By Elaine Godfrey

Wyna Liu, the editor of the New York Times game Connections, discusses her process and the particular ire her puzzles inspire.

Read the article.

Five Books That Offer Readers Intellectual Exercise

By Ilana Masad

Each of these titles exercises a different kind of reading muscle, so that you can choose the one that will push you most.

Read the article.

Six Books That Feel Like Puzzles

By Ilana Masad

These titles represent an eclectic mix of various styles and moods, but any one of them will be exactly right if you want a brainteaser.

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	Why one neuroscientist started blasting his core: A new anatomical understanding of how movement controls the body's stress-response system (from 2016)
 	Walking for a better brain: When a 70-year-old man walked the length of the United States in 1909, he sparked a conversation that ultimately changed medicine's ideas about the value of exercise in old age. (From 2014)




Other Diversions

	Doomed to be a tradwife
 	Invisible habits are driving your life.
 	What Taylor Swift understands about love




P.S.


Courtesy of Robin H.



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "I attached a macro lens to my phone and a world opened up that I had never seen before," Robin H, 73, from Orinda, California, writes. "I took this photo while admiring the beautiful symmetry of this cactus at the UC Botanical Garden. When I got  home and looked at my pictures I saw there was a tiny aphid on the plant which had been invisible to the naked eye. It reminds me of the beauty and fragility of our world."

I'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2025/01/reading-puzzles-mind-strong/681214/?utm_source=feed
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Coffee's Grip on America

Inflation hardly hampered Americans' love of buying the beverage.

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.


American personal-finance gurus love to rail against the habit of spending money on coffee:  The finance personality Suze Orman once compared buying coffee outside the house to "peeing $1 million down the drain." But this criticism hasn't curbed Americans' love of ordering coffee. Neither has a yearslong stretch of brutal inflation. Through it all, Americans have kept purchasing their lattes and Americanos and drips, their cold foams and pumps of flavor and alternative milks.

Most American adults drink coffee regularly. The beverage is inescapable in America in part because it has enabled the long work hours that contribute to America's culture of productivity. As Michael Pollan wrote in The Atlantic in 2020, "Coffee has helped create exactly the kind of world that coffee needs to thrive." But this alone doesn't explain its pull: Many people view the act of buying a cup of coffee as a small pleasure, one that fits easily into a busy routine. As the price of everything--including lattes--has gone up in recent years, Americans have stood by this particular habit.

Inflation-squeezed consumers are shying away from eating at restaurants, but many have kept indulging in to-go coffee. Starbucks is stumbling--last year, its sales and store traffic dipped, its workers went on strike, and it brought in yet another new CEO--but cafes are flourishing overall. The retail-research firm Circana found that spending at coffee shops in 2024 was up 55 percent compared with 2017 (restaurant spending overall was up about 20 percent in that period). Businesses serving coffee and tea are one of the fastest-growing slices of the restaurant industry.

Because coffee has a price cap that's fairly low, it is generally the "last to go" when people are cutting back on meals out, Alex Susskind, a professor of food and beverage management at Cornell, told me. A restaurant dinner could cost hundreds of dollars. But even the most elaborate coffee concoction in most cities couldn't be more than $8. (I am ignoring stunt orders, such as this one that apparently involved 101 shots of espresso.) Spending more than a few dollars on a coffee drink might seem absurd, especially to those who grew up in an era of much lower pricing. But many people continue to view coffee as a relatively affordable luxury, making it unique in the realm of dining out, Susskind noted: Just like fast-food chains, which did well in the second half of last year, coffee survives through customers' strong perception that the price won't go above a certain threshold.

But even the last to go may have a shaky future. In December, coffee hit its highest price in nearly 50 years. Major droughts in coffee-growing areas such as Brazil meant that the cost of Arabica beans (a common variety served in the United States) went up about 70 percent in 2024. The price has eased slightly in recent weeks, from $3.35 a pound to $3.20 a pound, but it was closer to $1.80 this time last year. Store brands such as Nescafe and Folgers have raised their prices, pointing to bean costs. In 2025, coffee shops will need to decide how much of the expense to pass on to coffee drinkers. With all of the resources and labor that go into it, a cup of coffee arguably should cost more than what we pay for it now. If coffee prices keep rising, coffee enthusiasts may be forced to consider how much their daily ritual is truly worth.

Related:

	How America lost its taste for the middle
 	The rise of coffee shaming (from 2019)






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Bad news for Trump's legislative agenda
 	The rise of John Ratcliffe
 	Why liberals struggle to cope with epochal change
 	Five books that offer readers intellectual exercise




Today's News

	Representative Mike Johnson narrowly won reelection as the speaker of the House.
 	South Korean investigators failed to detain President Yoon Suk Yeol after an hours-long standoff with roughly 200 soldiers and members of the presidential security detail.
 	A small plane crashed into a warehouse in California yesterday, killing two people and injuring 19.




Dispatches 

	The Books Briefing: During a week of tragedy and chaos, Emma Sarappo has been thinking about the figurative language of death and decay that we use to describe the close of the year.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



Thermometers Are Hot Garbage

By Daniel Engber

Germs are in the air again: Indicators show that the winter wave of flu and COVID is finally under way. Are you on the verge of getting sick? Am I? My 5-year-old does feel a little warm to me; his sister seems okay. Maybe I should take their temperature?
 Maybe I should not. Here's my resolution for the year ahead: I will not take their temperature. No parent should be taking temperatures. Because doing so is next to useless.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	What Taylor Swift understands about love
 	David Brooks: Vivek Ramaswamy is uninvited from my sleepover.
 	The president Trump is pushing aside




Culture Break


Todd Webb Archive



Take a look. These photos show the painter Georgia O'Keeffe's life in New Mexico.

Pay attention. Parents, put down your phone cameras, Russell Shaw writes. In trying to capture so much of our kids' lives, we risk missing out.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

I enjoyed reading this set of food and drink predictions from Kim Severson, who suggests that we are in for a year of breaking with convention. One trend she's eyeing? Savory coffee experiences. "Chefs are infusing coffee with sunchoke puree and avocado, and flavoring drinks with ginger, lemongrass and rosemary smoke," Severson writes. "And yes, coffee is starting to get the omakase treatment." Happy new year!

-- Lora



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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How 'the End' Helps Us Find New Beginnings

Contemplating death at the start of a new year

by Emma Sarappo




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here. 

You have a plethora of metaphors to pick from when describing these early days of 2025. January is a phoenix rising from the ashes; a butterfly wriggling free of its chrysalis. If you like, picture a bouncing baby New Year in your arms, powder fresh. The images all amount to the same thing: January is a time to (metaphorically) turn the page. But during a week of tragedy and chaos that doesn't necessarily bode well for new beginnings, I've been thinking instead about December and the figurative language we use to describe the close of the year--the kind that focuses on death and decay. The days smolder and are snuffed out; the old man of 2024 grows frail and creaky, and he shuffles to his grave.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	"Bridge of the Gods," a poem by Ansel Elkins
 	Five books that offer readers intellectual exercise
 	"Birthmark," a poem by L. A. Johnson


My thoughts might be lingering on endings more than usual because the year 2025 feels surreal. We've advanced beyond the far-off futures of Neon Genesis Evangelion's rebuilt 2015 Tokyo; Blade Runner's cyberpunk 2019 Los Angeles; Star Trek's paradigm-shifting 2024 Bell Riots in San Francisco; and the cracked-up 2024 California of Parable of the Sower, as Ilana Masad notes today. None of those imagined 21st-century settings is particularly pleasant--their creators believed that humanity would persist, but sometimes just barely, and certainly under bleak conditions. The urge to picture a frightening--even apocalyptic--future is not uncommon, Adam Kirsch points out in an essay this week. He quotes T. S. Eliot's 1925 poem "The Hollow Men," which closes on "the way the world ends / Not with a bang but a whimper." A century later, these lines remain relevant. "The dread of extinction has always been with us; only the mechanism changes," Kirsch writes.

His article provides an overview of artists' long-running, wide-reaching fascination with End Times, but I find the theme oddly resonant at this time of year. I read some poetry on Wednesday to mark the season (the Poetry Foundation has curated a nice collection). In Richard Hoffman's short, affecting "December 31st," the speaker pins the new year's calendar to the wall. January's image is "a painting from the 17th century, / a still life: Skull and mirror, / spilled coin purse and a flower." This is recognizable as a memento mori, a work of art meant to remind the viewer of the brevity of life and the inevitability of death. The flower is beautiful today, but soon it will wilt; the coins are spilled because you can't take wealth with you. The truth is darkly ironic--we cannot contemplate rebirth without remembering mortality.

At the beginning of the year, we tend to think about rejuvenation in individual terms, by making resolutions for self-improvement and personal growth. Conversely, I wonder if we sublimate dread of our own individual extinction by imagining a broader apocalypse. If the world collapses entirely, we won't have to consider that it might continue turning without us. On good days, I actually find that thought comforting, or at least I try to: Even when I'm gone, there will continue to be new years I won't see. These bracing January days can be an opportunity to contemplate both death and rebirth--and to do something about it. I can take advantage of the short time allotted to me and work to become a better person, partner, and friend; my task is made meaningful, and urgent, by the fact that my days are numbered.






Apocalypse, Constantly

By Adam Kirsch

Humans love to imagine their own demise.

Read the full article.



What to Read

Small Things Like These, by Claire Keegan

Keegan's novella follows an Irishman, Bill Furlong, delivering coal throughout a small town during a lean 1980s winter. The story unfolds in the days before Christmas, a time when Bill finds himself particularly moved by the mundane, beautiful things in his life: a neighbor pouring warm milk over her children's cereal; the modest letters his five daughters send to Santa Claus; the kindness his mother was shown, years earlier, when she became pregnant out of wedlock. While bringing fuel to the local Catholic convent, however, Bill discovers that women and girls are being held there against their will, forced to work in one of the Church's infamous "Magdalene laundries." He knows well, in a town defined by the Church, why he might want to stay quiet about the open secret he's just learned, but it quickly becomes clear that his morals will make him unable to do so. Although the history of Ireland's treatment of unmarried women and their children is violent and bleak, the novella, like Bill's life, is characterized by ordinary, small moments of love.  -- Amanda Parrish Morgan

From our list: Six books to read by the fire



Out Next Week

? Homeseeking, by Karissa Chen

? Mood Machine, by Liz Pelly

? Darkmotherland, by Samrat Upadhyay



Your Weekend Read


Illustration by Tim Enthoven



Doomed to Be a Tradwife

By Olga Khazan

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.

Read the full article.



Sign up for The Wonder Reader, a Saturday newsletter in which our editors recommend stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight.

Did someone forward you this email? Sign up here.

Explore all of our newsletters.
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The Rock &amp; Roll Hall of Fame Should Not Exist

A bad idea gets worse every year.

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.


On New Year's Day, while looking for something to watch, I came across a channel with a loud, gray-haired British guy in a nice suit and a scarf bellowing about something or other. I assumed that I had turned to CNN and was watching its ebullient, occasionally shouty business and aviation correspondent, Richard Quest. I wasn't even close: It was Roger Daltrey of the Who, and he was excitedly introducing the new Rock & Roll Hall of Fame inductee Peter Frampton in a condensed version of the October ceremony.

Frampton's music was, for a moment in the 1970s, the soundtrack to my misspent teenage nights; on the broadcast, Keith Urban joined him to perform his megahit "Do You Feel Like We Do," and I remembered every word. And Frampton seems like a man who is genuinely loved by his peers. It was a nice moment. But when 80-year-old Daltrey--who, at 21, famously sang, "Hope I die before I get old"--is introducing a man whose biggest hits were produced nearly 50 years ago, it's a reminder that the entire Rock & Roll Hall of Fame concept is utterly wrongheaded.

As the saying goes, good writers borrow, and great writers steal. I was once a professor, however, and professors give attribution, so let me rely on John Strausbaugh, who wrote a wonderful 2001 jeremiad against Boomer music nostalgia, Rock 'Til You Drop, to explain why the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame shouldn't exist: Because it's "as true to the spirit of rock'n'roll as a Hard Rock Cafe--one in which there are way too many children and you can't get a drink."

The Hall of Fame is about old and dead people; rock'n'roll is about the young and living. The Hall of Fame tries to reform rock'n'roll, tame it, reduce it to bland, middle-American family entertainment; it drains all the sexiness and danger and rebelliousness out of it ...


Strasbaugh winces especially hard at the Rock Hall tradition of "honoring" classic acts by "dragging their old butts out onto a stage" and then making them "go through the motions one more time" as they pretend to feel the music the same way they did when they were kids. Writing almost 25 years ago, he said that the Rolling Stones were way past their retirement clock, and that Cher in her late-1990s performances "was so stiff in her makeup and outfits, that she looked like a wax effigy of herself."

Last year, the Rolling Stones went on tour again and were sponsored by--I am serious--the AARP.

And Cher was also just inducted into the Rock Hall in October, at 78 years old. When you're asking Cher to suit up so that she can be lauded by the young-enough-to-be-her-granddaughter Dua Lipa, you may be trying to honor the artist, but you're mostly just reminding everyone about the brutal march of time.

I am sometimes blistered on social media for my bad music takes, and I will confess that with some exceptions, I didn't really develop much of a taste in music beyond the Beatles, Billy Joel, and Top 40 ear candy until I was in college. (My musical soul was saved, or at least improved, by the old WBCN in Boston and by my freshman-dorm neighbor at Boston University, who introduced me to Steely Dan.) But you don't need a refined taste in music to cringe when a bunch of worthies from the music industry assemble each year to make often nonsensical choices about what constitutes "rock and roll" and who did it well enough to be lionized for the ages. Look, I sort of like some of those old Cher hits from the '70s--"Train of Thought" is an underrated little pop gem, in my view--but Cher as an inductee into the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame? If she, and Bobby Darin, and the Lovin' Spoonful, and Woody Guthrie, and Willie Nelson are all "rock," what isn't?

This is where I must also admit that I've never been to the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame, or even to Cleveland, for that matter. But I'd argue that seeing it all up close--as Strausbaugh notes in his book, it's full of this rock artist once wore this shirt and that rock artist once touched this mic stand--isn't the point. Trying to trap the energy and spirit of youthful greatness behind the ice in some sort of Fortress of Rock Solitude is nothing more than a monument to nostalgia. Worse, it's an ongoing tribute not to music, but to capitalism. Perhaps the music business was always a business, but most rock and roll was about opposing the establishment, not asking for a nice table at its Chamber of Commerce ceremonies.

Don't get me wrong: I love both rock music and capitalism. I am also prone to a fair amount of my own nostalgia, and I will pay to see some of my favorite elderly stars get up onstage, wink at the audience, and pull out a few of their famous moves--as long as they do it with the kind of self-awareness that makes it more like a visit with an old friend than a soul-crushing pastiche of days gone by.

But even when a return to the stage is done with taste, age can still take its toll on both the performer and the audience: I'm now in my 60s, and as much as I liked seeing Peter Frampton get a big round of applause, I didn't feel warm or happy; I just felt old, because he was obviously old. (Frampton has an autoimmune disease that causes muscle weakness, so he had to sit to perform his arena anthem.) And when Keith Urban is playing along as the representative of the younger generation at 56 years old, it makes me feel a certain kind of pity for people who gave me the musical landscape of my youth.

Maybe America doesn't need to commercialize every Boomer memory. Artists become eligible for the Rock Hall 25 years from the release date of their first commercial recording, but rock can't be distilled in 25-year batches like some sort of rare whiskey. Rock is more like ... well, sex. Each generation has to experience it for themselves; later, each generation thinks they invented it; eventually, we all realize that no generation can fully explain their feelings about it to the next one.

Speaking of sex and rebellion, one of the best arguments against the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame is that Warren Zevon isn't in it. His continuing exclusion is one of the great ongoing controversies of the selection process, but the point is not that Zevon should be in it; rather, the question is whether Zevon would ever want to be honored in such a place. The man who wrote "Play It All Night Long" and "Mr. Bad Example" simply doesn't belong on a pedestal next to Mary J. Blige and Buffalo Springfield. And that's reason enough that the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame should not exist at all.

Related:

	The secret joys of geriatric rock
 	Rock never dies--but it does get older and wiser.






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Doomed to be a tradwife
 	Narendra Modi's populist facade is cracking.
 	Invisible habits are driving your life.




Today's News

	The FBI said that the attacker who killed 14 people in New Orleans on New Year's Day appears to have acted alone.
 	Military officials said that the driver of a Cybertruck that exploded in front of the Trump International Hotel in Las Vegas yesterday was an Army master sergeant who was on leave from active duty.
 	Federal agents searched the home of former NYPD Chief of Department Jeffrey Maddrey, who was accused of sexual misconduct last year. Maddrey has denied the allegations.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: The poet Julia Ward Howe wrote an anthem of fervent patriotism in 1861--and it's remained the soundtrack to American conflict ever since, Spencer Kornhaber writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Giacomo Bagnara



We're All in "Dark Mode" Now

By Ian Bogost

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.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Why an early start is the "quintessence of life"
 	Doctors thought they knew what a genetic disease is. They were wrong.
 	L.A.'s twin crises finally seem fixable.
 	A retiring congressman's advice to new members of the House




Culture Break


Jan Buchczik



Explore. These New Year's resolutions will actually lead to happiness, Arthur C. Brooks wrote in 2020.

Try something new. You can micromanage your kid's life or ask for community help with child care--but you can't have both, Stephanie H. Murray writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

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



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




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/12/a-better-way-to-set-goals/681174/?utm_source=feed
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        Photos: The Palisades Fire Scorches Parts of Los Angeles

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	January 8, 2025

            	22 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Destructive wildfires erupted in several places in Los Angeles yesterday, driven by extreme winds and dry conditions. The Palisades Fire grew quickly, tearing across hillsides and through the Los Angeles neighborhood of Pacific Palisades, burning many structures and sending thick plumes of smoke into the air. Tens of thousands of residents were forced to evacuate in often-chaotic circumstances. Firefighters and volunteers battled many blazes overnight, as residents braced for increasing winds forecast for the next few days.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Sparks, flames, and smoke fill the sky as wind whips burning palm trees along a city street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Palisades Fire ravages a neighborhood amid high winds in the Pacific Palisades neighborhood of Los Angeles on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: Wind-blown flames engulf bushes and trees on a hillside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Palisades Fire burns near homes in Pacific Palisades on January 7, 2024.
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                [image: A civilian wearing a mask and goggles walks near an active brush fire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Will Adams watches as flames from the Palisades Fire close in on his property in the Pacific Palisades neighborhood of Los Angeles on January 7, 2025.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Ethan Swope / AP
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Wildfire flames rise over shrubbery, with hillside homes visible nearby.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Flames rise as the Palisades Fire advances on homes in the Pacific Palisades neighborhood of Los Angeles on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: Smoke rises from a fire burning on a hillside in the distance behind the back yard of a house with a swimming pool.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A brush fire burns near homes in Pacific Palisades, California, on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: A person walks as smoke covers the setting sun along a beach.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person walks as smoke covers the setting sun at Sunset Beach during a wildfire in the Pacific Palisades neighborhood on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: Several people stand on a street corner, watching smoke rise from a nearby wildfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People watch as others drive out of harm's way as the Palisades Fire burns amid a powerful windstorm on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: A wildfire burns in a hillside neighborhood.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Palisades Fire burns near homes in Pacific Palisades, California, on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: Two lifeguard towers go up in flames on a beach.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lifeguard towers go up in flames along Malibu Beach on January 7, 2025.
                #
            

            
                
                
                David Crane / MediaNews Group / Los Angeles Daily News / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A surfer on a beach holds a surf board and looks at dark smoke along the horizon from a distant fire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Smoke from a wildfire is seen from the Venice Beach section of Los Angeles on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: A car is entirely engulfed in flames.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A vehicle burns as the Palisades Fire advances in the Pacific Palisades neighborhood on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: A firefighter pulls a heavy firehose past a burning house.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A firefighter battles the Palisades Fire as it burns a building in the Pacific Palisades neighborhood on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: Several houses are engulfed in fire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Multiple beachfront homes go up in flames along the Pacific Coast Highway in Malibu in the Palisades Fire on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: The burned husk of a Christmas tree stands inside a burning house, framed by a window.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Palisades Fire burns a Christmas tree inside a residence in the Pacific Palisades neighborhood on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: A firefighter, in silhouette, watches a helicopter drop water on a nearby wildfire]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fire personnel respond to homes destroyed by the Palisades Fire while a helicopter drops water in Pacific Palisades, California, on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: A palm tree burns at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Trees and homes burn in the Pacific Palisades neighborhood of Los Angeles on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: Embers fly across a road as houses burn in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Embers fly in high winds as firefighters battle winds and flames in a neighborhood along the Pacific Coast Highway in Malibu on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: A California State flag flies near several palm trees--the trunk of one of which is ablaze.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A palm tree burns at Sunset Beach during a wildfire in the Pacific Palisades neighborhood on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: A firefighting aircraft drops a plume of fire retardant over a wildfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A firefighting aircraft makes a drop over part of the Palisades Fire on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: Flames burn through brush on a hillside, near a road intersection.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Flames overtake the intersection of Temescal Canyon Road and the Pacific Coast Highway in Pacific Palisades on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: A house goes up in flames.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A house burns in the Pacific Palisades neighborhood of Los Angeles on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: A broad spiral staircase stands amid flaming wreckage in a burned-out house.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A residence, burned by the the Palisades Fire, seen on January 7, 2025
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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        Photos of the Week: Flaming Barrels, Flour Battles, Debutante Kisses

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	January 3, 2025

            	28 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            A Christmas carnival in Nigeria, New Year's Eve fireworks around the world, a Polar Bear Plunge in New York, a terror attack in New Orleans, a parade of people wearing bread in Peru, a snowy day in Germany, a photogenic archway in California, and much more


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A group of swimmers in party hats drink champagne together.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revelers take part in a New Year's Day swim in a cold Lake Geneva on January 1, 2025.
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                [image: Two people wearing horned costume helmets run into the surf.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revelers in costume run into cold water during the annual Polar Bear Plunge on New Year's Day, January 1, 2025, in New York.
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                [image: Several people watch fireworks across a body of water at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People watch fireworks as they celebrate the new year at Ancol Beach, in Jakarta, on January 1, 2025.
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                [image: Illuminated drones form an image of a solar system above a pagoda at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Illuminated drones form an image of a solar system above a pagoda during a New Year's Eve celebration in Nanjing city in east China's Jiangsu province on December 31, 2024.
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                [image: People walk past two large-scale lanterns shaped like the head and shoulders of sci-fi characters.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Multicolored lantern installations are illuminated during the 2025 Beijing Megalights Wonderland at Wenyuhe Park in Beijing, China, on December 28, 2024.
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                [image: Two women in traditional dress punch each other in a public fight, as others look on.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Women in traditional dress face each other at the annual Takanakuy festival, which means to "hit each other" in Quechua. The festival is celebrated to resolve conflicts and strengthen relationships, in Llique, Chumbivilcas province, Peru, on December 26, 2024.
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                [image: Several people wearing helmets and heavy coats playfully fight, covered in flour.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revelers dressed in mock military garb take part in the Els Enfarinats flour battle in the Spanish town of Ibi on December 28, 2024. In this 200-year-old traditional winter festival, participants--known as Els Enfarinats ("those covered in flour")--dress in military clothes and stage a mock coup d'etat, battling with flour, eggs, and firecrackers outside the town hall as part of the celebrations of the Day of the Innocents, a traditional day in Spain for pulling pranks.
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                [image: A woman lies still as others apply heavy colorful makeup all over her face and neck.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Bulgarian Pomak bride Selve Kiselova has traditional makeup applied to her face ahead of her wedding ceremony in the village of Ribnovo, on December 29, 2024. The people of this Bulgarian mountain village are famous for performing their unique wedding ceremonies in the winter only.
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                [image: Half a dozen young women wearing white gloves blow kisses for cameras.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Debutantes blow kisses during a photo op at the 70th International Debutante Ball at the Plaza Hotel in New York City, on December 28, 2024.
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                [image: About a dozen people march in a parade, each wearing many small pieces of bread and other food hanging across their bodies.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Aymara Indigenous people celebrate the Roscasiri in Pomata, in the Puno Region of Peru, on January 1, 2025. People decorate themselves during this ancient Aymara event with breads and fruits that represent abundance in the new year.
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                [image: People ride on a frozen lake, using chairs with skis, and a modified bicycle with two skis in place of its front wheel.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists enjoy ice cycling at the Harbin Songhua River Ice and Snow Carnival in Harbin, Heilongjiang province, China, on December 30, 2024.
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                [image: A man takes a picture as he crosses a bridge after snowfall in a park.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man takes a picture as he crosses a bridge after snowfall in a park along the Main River in Frankfurt am Main, Germany, on December 29, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a mostly destroyed neighborhood in Syria, including a shattered mosque]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This aerial view shows a destroyed mosque in a neighborhood devastated by the Syrian civil war, in Daraya, a suburb of Damascus, on December 26, 2024.
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                [image: Flames rise from a Tesla Cybertruck after an explosion outside a Trump-branded hotel entrance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Flames rise from a Tesla Cybertruck after an explosion outside the Trump International Hotel Las Vegas, in Las Vegas, Nevada, on January 1, 2025, in this screengrab taken from a social media video. At least seven people were injured in the incident. The driver reportedly shot himself prior to the explosion, which remains under investigation.
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                [image: A person kneels on a sidewalk, praying, near a crime scene.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Matthias Hauswirth of New Orleans prays on the street near the scene where a vehicle was driven into a crowd on New Orleans' Canal and Bourbon Streets, killing at least 14 people in an apparent terrorist attack on January 1, 2025.
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                [image: Many people gather and place candles on a beach, near an illuminated sign that reads "Tsunami."]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mourners place candles on the beach at the Ban Nam Khem Tsunami Memorial Park in the southern Thai province of Phang Nga on December 26, 2024. Emotional ceremonies began across Asia on December 26 to remember the 220,000 people who died two decades ago when a tsunami devastated coastal areas around the Indian Ocean, in one of the worst natural disasters in human history.
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                [image: Two men stand in shoulder-deep water, praying, near a temple.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sikh devotees pray while standing in the pond surrounding the Golden Temple, Sikhs' holiest shrine, on New Year's Day in Amritsar, India, on January 1, 2025.
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                [image: A group of people stand on a beach, taking photographs of sunlight streaming through an arch in a stone outcrop.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The sun's rays pass through Keyhole Arch as people try to capture the image at sunset, on Pfeiffer Beach in Big Sur, California, on December 30, 2024.
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                [image: A ski jumper mid-jump, with clumps of snow in the foreground]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Bulgaria's Vladimir Zografski jumps in a qualification ski-jumping round during the Four Hills Tournament in Oberstdorf, Germany, on December 28, 2024.
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                [image: A bird of prey grasps a fish in its talons as if flies above a lake.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A black kite hunts for fish on a cold winter morning at Kalkere Lake in Bengaluru, India, on January 1, 2025.
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                [image: A person celebrates, knee-deep in the gentle surf, as they watch fireworks from the water at Copacabana Beach.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person celebrates as they watch the traditional New Year's Eve fireworks from the water at Copacabana Beach in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, early on January 1, 2025.
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                [image: An aerial view of the Christ the Redeemer statue at night, with fireworks exploding far below]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This aerial view shows the Christ the Redeemer statue as fireworks explode all over Rio de Janeiro during New Year's Eve celebrations early on January 1, 2025.
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                [image: Revelers carry the flaming bottoms of barrels on their heads, while parading down a narrow street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People take part in the annual Allendale Tar Barrel Festival, in Allendale, England, on December 31, 2024.
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                [image: Fireworks erupt behind the clock tower of the Palace of Westminster in London.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fireworks light up the London skyline just after midnight on January 1, 2025, in London, England.
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                [image: People wear colorful costumes while taking part in a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants parade during the annual Calabar Carnival in Calabar, Nigeria, on December 28, 2024.
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                [image: A person in a Dracula costume poses for a photo with a person holding an apparently distressed young child.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man dressed in a Dracula costume poses with others to take a selfie during New Year's Eve celebrations in Bandung, West Java, on December 31, 2024.
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                [image: Members of a college drill team wearing bright costumes march in a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Kilgore College Rangerettes perform in front of spectators during London's New Year's Day Parade on January 1, 2025. The annual parade attracts 500,000 spectators along the streets of central London and includes performances by 10,000 participants from the U.S., the U.K., and Europe.
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                [image: A person in a striped long-sleeved bathing costume stands in chest-deep water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A participant wearing a striped bathing costume takes part in the traditional last swim of the year, off the beach at Cabourg, France, on December 31, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.







This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/photo/2025/01/photos-of-the-week-flaming-barrels-flour-battles-debutante-kisses/681195/
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