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        Why Your Job Hunt Should Be a Quest
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out."My job is a Kafkaesque nightmare," a young friend told me. I understood him to  be referring to Franz Kafka's famous 1915 surrealist novella, The Metamorphosis, in which the protagonist, Gregor Samsa, is trapped in a life as a traveling salesman that he finds monotonous and meaningless. "Day in, day out--on the road," Gregor reflects. "I've got the torture of traveling, worrying about changing tr...

      

      
        Milk Has Divided Americans for More Than 150 Years
        Yasmin Tayag

        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.For such a ubiquitous beverage, milk is surprisingly controversial. In recent years, the drink--appetizingly defined by the FDA as the "lacteal secretion" of cows--has sparked heated disputes about its healthiness, its safety, and, with the proliferation of milk alternatives, what it even is. The ongoing outbreak of bird flu, which has sp...

      

      
        A Gaza Deal Closed, but No Closure
        Gershom Gorenberg

        Israel and Hamas have reached a hostage-release and cease-fire agreement, offering a measure of relief and hope to the region. But the deal brings no certain closure to the catastrophic Gaza war. It does not guarantee an end to the fighting, a full release of the Israeli hostages, or a lasting political solution for Gaza.For Israelis, joy at the return of some of the hostages is tempered by trepidation about the fate of the rest. The deal provides for a six-week cease-fire, during which 33 Israel...

      

      
        January 6 and the Case for Oblivion
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsDonald Trump has said, at different times, that he will pardon some, most, or even all of the January 6 insurrectionists. He's also said at least once that he would do this on his first day in office, which is imminent. Given Trump's past rhetoric about the incident (calling it a "day of love") and the people who were jailed for acts they committed that day ("political prisoners," "hostages"), his pardons can be understoo...

      

      
        Israel Never Defined Its Goals
        Graeme Wood

        A good deal is one in which everyone walks away happy or everyone walks away mad. The moods must match. By this standard, the deal between Israel and Hamas is good but not great: Both groups are relishing what they are getting, and choking a bit on what they have given up. Israel is choking more than Hamas. There will be scenes of jubilation and triumph from Gazans and Israelis, and efforts by both sides' leadership to spin the Gaza war as a victory. But for Israel and Gaza, the past 15 months ha...

      

      
        The Forgotten Woman Who Transformed Forensics
        Sheila McClear

        One of the most powerful inventions of the 20th century is also an object that no one ever wants a reason to use. The sexual-assault-evidence collection box, colloquially known as the "rape kit," is a simple yet potent tool: a small case, perhaps made of cardboard, containing items such as sterile nail clippers, cotton swabs, slides for holding bodily fluids, paper bags, and a tiny plastic comb. Designed to gather and preserve biological evidence found on the body of a person reporting a sexual a...

      

      
        A Sweeping January 6 Pardon Is an Attack on the Judiciary
        Mary McCord

        Donald Trump's repeated promise to consider pardons for the January 6 attackers is rightly seen as a craven political move, one that would both satiate his base and bolster the lie that the violent assault on the U.S. Capitol was a peaceful protest, and that those who have been charged and convicted are political prisoners or even "hostages." But the promise is something graver too: Blanket pardons for the January 6 rioters would be a severe assault on the legitimacy of the criminal legal system,...

      

      
        Beyond Doomscrolling
        Charlie Warzel

        The image that really got me on social media this week was a faded photo of a man and woman, standing on what looks like the front steps of their home. It's a candid shot--both are focusing their attention on an infant cradled in the mother's arm. It is likely one of the first photos of a new family, and the caption broke my heart: "This photo was blown into our yard during the Eaton Canyon fire. Anyone from Pasadena/Altadena recognize these people?"The picture is perfectly intact, not singed or t...

      

      
        Is Moderate Drinking Okay?
        Derek Thompson

        Here's a simple question: Is moderate drinking okay?Like millions of Americans, I look forward to a glass of wine--sure, occasionally two--while cooking or eating dinner. I strongly believe that an ice-cold pilsner on a hot summer day is, to paraphrase Benjamin Franklin, suggestive evidence that a divine spirit exists and gets a kick out of seeing us buzzed.But, like most people, I understand that booze isn't medicine. I don't consider a bottle of California cabernet to be the equivalent of a liqui...

      

      
        America Just Kinda, Sorta Banned Cigarettes
        Nicholas Florko

        No drug is quite like nicotine. When it hits your bloodstream, you're sent on a ride of double euphoria: an immediate jolt of adrenaline, like a strong cup of coffee injected directly into your brain, along with the calming effect of a beer. Nicotine is what gets people hooked on cigarettes, despite their health risks and putrid smell. It is, in essence, what cigarette companies are selling, and what they've always been selling. Without nicotine, a cigarette is just smoldering leaves wrapped in s...

      

      
        How Netanyahu Misread His Relationship With Trump
        Franklin Foer

        Let us now praise Donald Trump. It's hard for me not to choke on that phrase. But it was his bluster--his demand that Hamas release its remaining hostages before his inauguration, or else "all hell will break out"--that effectively ushered in a cease-fire, the beginning of the end of the Gaza war.  Although honesty requires crediting Trump, his success was not the product of magical powers or an indictment of Biden-administration diplomacy. Trump's splenetic threats injected urgency into flounderin...

      

      
        How Worried to Be About Bird Flu
        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.Over the past several months, bird-flu numbers have been steadily ticking up, especially among farmworkers who interact closely with cows. I spoke with my colleague Katherine J. Wu, who reports on science, about her level of concern right now, and the government's response to the spread of the virus so ...

      

      
        No One Will Remember Jack Smith's Report
        Peter Wehner

        Just after noon next Monday, Donald Trump will take an oath to preserve, protect, and defend the Constitution, despite having, four years before, "engaged in an unprecedented criminal effort to overturn the legitimate results of the election in order to retain power."That is the conclusion of former Special Counsel Jack Smith's investigation into Trump's effort to interfere with the lawful transfer of power following the 2020 presidential election. Smith also found that Trump encouraged "violence...

      

      
        The One Trump Pick Democrats Actually Like
        Russell Berman

        Democrats spent more than $20 million last year to end then-Representative Lori Chavez-DeRemer's congressional career. Now, however, the Republican they worked so hard to defeat is their favorite nominee for President-Elect Donald Trump's Cabinet.Trump's selection of Chavez-DeRemer for labor secretary came as a pleasant surprise to many Democrats and union leaders, who expected him to follow past Republican presidents and name a conservative hostile to organized labor. But Chavez-DeRemer endeared...

      

      
        My Favorite Trails Are Destroyed
        Andrew Moseman

        Photographs by Daniel DorsaOne of the worst-kept secrets in Los Angeles is a 130-acre swath of chaparral. On perfect weekend afternoons, I have walked my dog among the crowds at Runyon Canyon Park, a piece of rolling scrub nestled in the Hollywood Hills. I'd go more often if finding parking on Mulholland Drive wasn't nearly impossible. In a city that loves the outdoors, Runyon is the premier Sunday-afternoon trail: a dusty-chic destination for after-brunch hikers, families, couples on first dates...

      

      
        Trump Made the Gaza Cease-Fire Happen
        Yair Rosenberg

        Today, after 15 months of brutal war, Israel and Hamas agreed to a deal to secure the release of Israeli hostages and the cessation of hostilities in Gaza. The agreement's first six weeks will see Israel withdraw from much of the enclave and release hundreds of Palestinian prisoners, including convicted mass murderers, in exchange for Hamas releasing 33 captive Israelis--some living, some dead. Should everything proceed according to plan, subsequent negotiations would assure the release of the rem...

      

      
        Aspiring Parents Have a New DNA Test to Obsess Over
        Kristen V. Brown

        The first time Jamie Cassidy was pregnant, the fetus had a genetic mutation so devastating that she and her husband, Brennan, decided to terminate in the second trimester. The next time they tried for a baby, they weren't taking chances: They would use IVF and screen their embryos' DNA. They wanted to avoid transferring any embryos with the single-gene mutation that had doomed their first pregnancy. And then they started wondering what other ailments they could save their future son or daughter f...

      

      
        Life in Another Light, 2024 Infrared-Photography-Contest Winners
        Alan Taylor

        After reviewing more than 3,000 entries in 11 categories from photographers around the world, the judges of this year's "Life in Another Light" biannual infrared-photography competition recently made their top picks. Contest organizer Kolari Vision was kind enough to share some of the top and winning images below.To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.

      

      
        What Happens When a Plastic City Burns
        Zoe Schlanger

        As flames rip through Los Angeles County, burning restaurants, businesses, and whole blocks of houses, it's clear that the threat of urban fire has returned to the United States. But this time, the urban landscape is different: Modern homes are full of plastic, turning house fires into chemical-laced infernos that burn hotter, faster, and more toxic than their predecessors.Firefighters are warning that the smoke pouring out of neighborhoods in Southern California is a poisonous soup, in part beca...

      

      
        The Hipster Grifter Peaked Too Soon
        Sophie Gilbert

        In the spring of 2009, Vice published a blog post, notorious even by its own standards, titled "Department of Oopsies!--We Hired a Grifter." An employee had started chatting with the magazine's new executive assistant, Kari Ferrell; after she reportedly began coming on to him over instant messages, he Googled her, only to find out that she was on the Salt Lake City Police Department's most-wanted list. Instead of simply firing Ferrell, Vice outed her online, confessing that it probably should have...

      

      
        No More Mr. Tough Guy on China
        Michael Schuman

        Updated at 2:45 p.m. ET on January 15, 2025Talking tough about China has been a hallmark of Donald Trump's political career. But now, with his second administration only days away, he appears to be prioritizing Big Business's interests in his China policy--even to the possible detriment of U.S. national security.These are early days, of course, and Trump's position is subject to change. But the very nature of his political coalition looks likely to prevent him from taking a hard-line approach towa...

      

      
        A New Kind of Immigrant Novel
        Laila Lalami

        Years ago, at a writers' conference, I happened to sit across from a famous novelist at lunch. At the time, I was working on a novel about Moroccan immigrants and desperate for affirmation that the draft I had completed held worth, that I hadn't been wasting my time. But as soon as I started talking about it, the writer leaned across the table and told me, with the weariness of a seasoned professional, "The novel of immigration doesn't work. The narrative just isn't interesting."I sat there, star...

      

      
        Justin Trudeau's Performative Self-Regard
        David Frum

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Updated at 11:23 a.m. ET on January 15, 2025The Liberal Party has held power in Canada for 68 of the past 100 years. That record is a testament to the party's pragmatism and prudence. A satirist once mocked William Lyon Mackenzie King, the most enduring of Liberal prime ministers, for supposedly believing: "Do nothing by halves which can be done by quarters." Not all the Liberal leaders were as very cautious ...

      

      
        MAGA's Demon-Haunted World
        Helen Lewis

        Just two years ago, Dominion Voting Systems' defamation lawsuit against Fox News showed that many right-wing influencers didn't believe a word of the stuff they were peddling to their audiences. In text messages that surfaced during litigation, top Fox anchors and executives poured scorn on the idea that the 2020 presidential election had been stolen, even as the network amplified that conspiracy theory to its audience. "Our viewers are good people and they believe it," Tucker Carlson wrote in on...

      

      
        The GOP Is No Longer the Party of National Security
        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.Not long after Secretary of Defense nominee Pete Hegseth read his opening statement and began fielding questions from the Senate Armed Services Committee, I began thinking: I hope neither America's allies nor its enemies are watching this. The hope was, of course, completely unreasonable. Such hearings ...
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Why Your Job Hunt Should Be a Quest

Being miserable at work is definitely a good reason for change. But how you go about it really matters for a happy outcome.

by Arthur C. Brooks




Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.

"My job is a Kafkaesque nightmare," a young friend told me. I understood him to  be referring to Franz Kafka's famous 1915 surrealist novella, The Metamorphosis, in which the protagonist, Gregor Samsa, is trapped in a life as a traveling salesman that he finds monotonous and meaningless. "Day in, day out--on the road," Gregor reflects. "I've got the torture of traveling, worrying about changing trains, eating miserable food at all hours, constantly seeing new faces, no relationships that last or get more intimate." His life seems no more significant than that of, well, maybe a cockroach that mindlessly scurries from place to place and ultimately dies in complete obscurity. And this is where the author's surreal genius enters: Gregor actually turns into a giant bug (often rendered in pictorial adaptations as a cockroach).

I assumed that my friend was making a figurative comparison--and didn't think I needed to check whether he had met Gregor's fate. Instead, I judged that he needed to change his situation and offered some social-science-based advice on the best way to hit the job market. Perhaps you in your working life can relate to my friend's feeling of alienation and helplessness. Or perhaps you would simply like to be earning more. Either way, you are not alone: At any given time, a substantial proportion of American workers are looking for a better job.

Even so, you may be hesitant to take the leap, in an uncertain economic environment, out of doubt about whether a change will make things better or worse. So let me share the advice I gave my friend, as a way to help you structure the search for a job that suits you better by understanding your fears and facing them logically.

From the July/August 2024 issue: Stop trying to understand Kafka

For most people, changing jobs is a significant cause of stress. According to a study that used the Holmes-Rahe Life Stress Inventory standard assessment tool, altering your employment creates on average about a third as much stress as the death of a spouse, half as much as divorce, about the same amount as the death of a close friend, and 50 percent more than quitting smoking. No surprise, then, that normal people with steady jobs are reluctant to quit them, even when their work-life experience is not great.

People resist big life changes, such as finding a new job, partly for biological reasons. For example, the brain is more efficient, using less energy, when it can rely on consolidated memory--when it does not have to process too much new information. One neuroscientific hypothesis is that this explains why some people are dogmatic and closed-minded; it also explains people's resistance to novelty--why they can be reluctant to learn new job skills, meet a group of new colleagues, figure out how to stay on the right side of a new boss, and work out a faster new commute.

Psychologists have studied the characteristics of people who are most reluctant to quit. As expected, they found that this applies to those who have risk-averse personalities. In a 2015 study of German IT employees, for example, researchers showed that even when the employees had an equally high intention to quit their job, those resistant to change were about a third as likely to jump, compared with those open to change.

My late father belonged to this resistant category. I remember him looking once at employment listings for his profession and saying, "I would love to apply for one of these jobs." "Why don't you?" I asked. He looked at me as if I were insane to even suggest such a thing. But my dad had another characteristic, which explains his reluctance to change jobs even better: high conscientiousness. Psychologists in 2016 theorized that people high in this positive personality trait may be especially reluctant to be seen as job hoppers and are more likely to make the best of the position they have.

Given such resistance, what people really want to know is whether a job change, with all the disruption and uncertainty, is likely to lead to greater happiness. The answer is probably. Obviously, a final determination depends on how miserable you are in the old gig and the quality of the new one. But as I have written in a previous column, according to one study, job changers typically rated their satisfaction with the position they're leaving at 4.5 on a 1 to 7 scale. The new job earned a 6 during the first six weeks, but that tended to decay over the next six months to about 5.5. Still, a long-term net gain of one satisfaction point is nothing to sneeze at.

Much more interesting to the Gregor Samsas in the workforce is what happens if you don't quit your job. Although you can probably count on not turning into a cockroach, chronically low job satisfaction has been shown in research to provoke mental-health problems. In a 2019 study of Japanese civil servants, psychologists looked at the effects on workers' mood a year after they reported job dissatisfaction. They found that job dissatisfaction was significantly related to depression at the one-year follow-up.

Not surprisingly, the quality of one's work suffers as well. Researchers studying "off-the-job embeddedness"--when a person stays in a particular employment because of such extrinsic factors as convenience for a child's school or a home-purchase location--found in 2017 that this behavior lowers job performance and commitment, and increases absenteeism.

Roge Karma: The California job-killer that wasn't

If the American labor market were in recession, any worries you might have about quitting could be well justified. In present conditions, however, you might want to find a way to deal with your anxiety and take the plunge. The best way to do this is by starting with the recognition that worrying is a form of unfocused fear. To make good decisions in an uncertain situation with less anxiety, you need to focus your attention on exactly why you are unhappy and on exactly what you want instead. This way, the whole job-switching process is less amorphous and frightening.

A helpful guide for doing so comes from my Harvard colleague Ethan Bernstein and his co-authors Michael B. Horn and Bob Moesta. Their new book, Job Moves, documents the experiences of hundreds of job changers, and finds that their switches are motivated largely by one of four "quests." Your principal job dissatisfaction probably falls under their schema--just as one of their quests may fit how you should assess a new opportunity.

Quest 1: Get out.
 Your job feels like a dead end, and your future looks very cockroach-like as a result. This may be because you see no room for advancement or change, and that may include a boss who makes progress impossible. The aim here is to look for a new job in which you believe you can be both supported and challenged. Make a point of asking about that opportunity when you are interviewed for a position.

Quest 2: Regain control.
 Here, the problem is that you don't have any say in the way you work. The zoological metaphor is less cockroach, more hamster. Generally, this indicates a rigid company culture or a controlling boss. The goal in your employment search is to find a new spot that will allow you more of a voice in how, when, and where you work.

Quest 3: Regain alignment.
 Your dissatisfaction may instead stem from being misunderstood, disrespected, or undervalued. This almost always reflects a management problem and is extremely common. According to the Harvard Business Review, 54 percent of American workers report that they don't get enough respect from their boss. The way to find a better match is not just to assess your potential manager in an interview, but also talk with employees of the organization. When you do so, be sure to ask specifically about whether the institution fosters a culture of respect and recognition.

Quest 4: Take the next step.
 In this case, your job dissatisfaction is not your employer's fault; you have simply outgrown your old job or career path. This realization tends to occur when you hit a life milestone, such as turning 50 or when your kids leave home. The telltale sign here is low-level boredom with the status quo. Diagnosing this requires some discernment: You will need to listen carefully to your gut feeling to figure out some different options.

Arthur C. Brooks: The secret to happiness at work

The authors of Job Moves urge their readers to keep one especially important point in mind as they change employment: Look for improvement, not perfection. When you are feeling stuck in life, it is easy to see a job change as a panacea for all of your troubles. Of course, things are rarely as simple as that. As we saw earlier, the realistic scenario is that, over the first year of a job move, you will go from a 4.5 to a 5.5, not all the way to a 7, on the satisfaction scale. A new job won't fix your marriage or help me grow hair. And you should probably expect to find some things you like less in a new position--a better job can be a more demanding one, for instance.

When you think about it, finding a new job that is perfect in every way would actually be rather surreal. Like turning into a roach.
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Milk Has Divided Americans for More Than 150 Years

The raw-milk debate is but one flash point in the nation's ongoing dairy drama.

by Yasmin Tayag




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.


For such a ubiquitous beverage, milk is surprisingly controversial. In recent years, the drink--appetizingly defined by the FDA as the "lacteal secretion" of cows--has sparked heated disputes about its healthiness, its safety, and, with the proliferation of milk alternatives, what it even is. The ongoing outbreak of bird flu, which has spread to nearly 1,000 U.S. dairy herds and turned up in samples of unpasteurized milk, is but the latest flash point in the nation's dairy drama, which has been ongoing for more than 150 years.

To Americans, milk has always been much more than a drink. It is a symbol of all that is pure and natural--of a simpler, pastoral time. In 1910, the writer Dallas Lore Shari rhapsodized in an Atlantic story about the scene that greeted him at his rural family farm after a day's work in the dirty, lonely city. "Four shining faces gather round on upturned buckets behind the cow. The lantern flickers, the milk foams, the stories flow," he wrote. Milk was a respite from the coldness and isolation of the modern age. Newer conveniences such as canned condensed milk and milk delivery could save time and money, he acknowledged, but at a spiritual cost.

Nostalgia for the bygone era of family farms and rustic comforts mounted as milk production was revolutionized. In 1859, an unnamed writer lamented the erosion of old farming practices, in one of the earliest mentions of milk in The Atlantic. He commended a new book that criticized "the folly of the false system of economy which thinks it good farming to get the greatest quantity of milk with the least expenditure of fodder." Others viewed the introduction of technology into dairying with suspicion. "I never see a milk-cart go by without a sense of vats and pipe-lines and pulleys and pandemonium, of everything that is gross and mechanical and utterly foreign to the fields," one Atlantic writer complained in 1920. "It is no wonder that there is something wrong with their butter."

In spite of the pushback, milk production continued to industrialize. It simply had to: As America's growing population demanded more milk, a safe supply became harder to maintain. Milk, in its raw form--that is, straight from the cow--is prone to contamination with potentially deadly pathogens. Stringent regulation was a matter of public health, argued Hollis Godfrey, the former president of the Drexel Institute of Art, Science, and Industry, in 1907. He claimed that, served raw, milk was responsible in some big cities for more than a quarter of deaths among children by age 5 (the drink was a major source of nutrition for young kids). Pasteurization, the process of heating milk to kill pathogens, was first introduced to major American dairies in the 1890s, to great effect. Between 1907 and 1923, New York City's infant death rate decreased by more than 50 percent, in part a result of mandated milk pasteurization.

As milk grew safer and more accessible, it became a standard part of adult diets. Not everyone agreed that this was a good thing. Soldiers in World War I were furnished with cans of condensed milk--part of the "barbaric" and "uncivilized" meals they endured, one veteran wrote in the Atlantic in 1920. The drink became popular among women too, to the chagrin of the writer Don Cortes, who in 1957 complained in this magazine that the "trouble with the American woman is simply that she is brought up on milk." The beverage made her so vigorous, so feisty, so "elongated" in height that she took to interests such as activism and lost all sense of femininity--or so his argument went.

All the while, skepticism about industrially produced milk remained. As I wrote earlier this year, critics of pasteurization in the early 1910s argued that it destroyed the nutritious properties and helpful bacteria in milk, a hugely oversimplified claim that raw-milk enthusiasts still make today. Some proposed experimentations with milk must have seemed shocking to the public, such as those described in a 1957 Atlantic report: "vaccinated" milk, which could contain antibodies produced by injecting cows' udders with vaccines, or milk blended with juice, which would help children "drink their morning milk and fruit juice simultaneously." With the advent of even newer innovations in milk in recent decades--strawberry-flavored, plant-based, and shelf-stable, to name a few--the drink's natural connotations seem all but lost.

Milk has come a long way from the family farm; it is now mainly the purview of science and policy. Much of the pushback against innovation in milk today is not just about the milk itself but also about government overreach (indeed, milk-drinking is at its lowest point since the 1970s, but consumption of raw milk has spiked in the past year). Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the most visible raw-milk enthusiast, has vowed to end the FDA's "aggressive suppression" of products including raw milk if he leads the Department of Health and Human Services. His vision to "Make America Healthy Again" has been embraced by some Americans who believe, just like the pasteurized-milk skeptics a century ago, that such a future represents not only better milk, but a better life.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2025/01/americans-have-always-bickered-about-milk/681338/?utm_source=feed
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A Gaza Deal Closed, but No Closure

The cease-fire agreement between Israel and Hamas is no guarantee of peace.

by Gershom Gorenberg




Israel and Hamas have reached a hostage-release and cease-fire agreement, offering a measure of relief and hope to the region. But the deal brings no certain closure to the catastrophic Gaza war. It does not guarantee an end to the fighting, a full release of the Israeli hostages, or a lasting political solution for Gaza.

For Israelis, joy at the return of some of the hostages is tempered by trepidation about the fate of the rest. The deal provides for a six-week cease-fire, during which 33 Israeli hostages will come home--some alive, some for burial--in exchange for the release of a much larger number of Palestinian prisoners held by Israel. A second stage of negotiations will then begin, to include the return of the remaining 65 hostages in Gaza and a lasting cease-fire. The success of those talks is just one of the questions the current deal leaves open.

Another is why the agreement wasn't reached months ago. The framework appears to be the same one--"but for a few small nuances," the Israeli ex-cabinet minister and former general Gadi Eisenkot said in a radio interview yesterday--that President Joe Biden presented last spring. Had both parties agreed to these terms then, thousands of Gazans might still be alive, and the recent destruction in the northern Gaza Strip could have been averted. At least eight Israeli hostages--including Hersh Goldberg-Polin, the best-known--might have survived, along with more than 100 Israeli soldiers.

So why was the agreement reached only now? The most significant development in recent days appears to be Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's new urgency. This week, unlike in May, he pressed the leaders of his coalition's two resistant, far-right parties to accept a hostage agreement. One new element is Donald Trump. The president-elect demanded a hostage deal before his inauguration, promising that there would be "hell to pay" otherwise. He sent his own envoy, Steven Witkoff, to Qatar, where the indirect negotiations were taking place. Witkoff went from Qatar to Israel on Saturday and insisted on having a meeting with the prime minister on the afternoon of the Jewish sabbath--a violation of Israeli protocol rudely designed to remind Netanyahu who was the vassal and who was the suzerain.

Israeli government and military sources have tried to explain the timing of the deal to national media outlets by pointing to the death of Hamas's leader Yahya Sinwar in October; the defeats suffered by its Lebanese ally, Hezbollah; and the devastation of northern Gaza. But the purpose of this account largely appears to be presenting the agreement as the fruit of Israel's military success--rather than a sharp change of course under pressure. In reality, Hamas managed to sustain its war of attrition despite being weakened.

Read: Sinwar's death changes nothing

Meanwhile, Netanyahu's willingness to pursue a deal is a major reversal. Last summer, he reportedly stymied progress toward a cease-fire by raising new conditions, which infuriated his then-defense minister, Yoav Gallant. (The dispute was one reason Netanyahu dismissed Gallant in November.)

The Israeli right, which assumed that Trump's bluster was aimed only at Hamas, is in shock. One clue as to what Trump may have threatened--or promised--the prime minister has come from leaks about Netanyahu's talks with his finance minister, Bezalel Smotrich. The leader of the far-right Religious Zionist Party, Smotrich is a prominent patron of West Bank settlement. In a meeting between the two on Sunday, Netanyahu reportedly told Smotrich that "we must not harm relations with the Trump administration," and explained that Trump would help with the government's designs for "Judea and Samaria"--apparently referring to plans to expand West Bank settlement construction.

That promise did not satisfy Smotrich's party. After a meeting of its Knesset members today, the party demanded a commitment from Netanyahu that he resume the war "after completion of the first stage of the deal." This, it said, was "a condition for the party remaining in the [ruling] coalition and the government." As of this writing, Netanyahu has not responded.

While the ultimatum is unlikely to scuttle the deal immediately, it underlines a central question: whether the first stage will lead to an agreement on the next one and a lasting cease-fire. The previous agreement, in November 2023, furnished only a pause. This one could be similar--a six-week hiatus, after which the fighting and destruction resume, while the rest of the hostages remain in Gaza.

A more lasting settlement would require political arrangements in Gaza that Netanyahu has so far studiously avoided discussing. Gaza needs a new Palestinian governing authority, with its own forces or foreign troops capable of keeping the peace. Without that, Hamas will almost certainly resume control in the shattered territory after Israeli troops pull out--and this war will have been just one particularly destructive round of fighting, but not the last. Israel should have been working with the United States, Egypt, the United Arab Emirates, and the Palestinian Authority in the West Bank to create the framework for a new government in Gaza from the very beginning of this conflict. Instead, by failing to define a policy for Gaza's future, the Netanyahu government turned the war into a highway to nowhere.

Yair Rosenberg: Trump made the Gaza cease-fire happen

Netanyahu's far-right partners have pledged to reverse the 2005 Israeli withdrawal from Gaza and resume Israeli settlement there. Netanyahu has not endorsed that goal, but he has opposed any governing role for the Palestinian Authority in Gaza, despite the fact that foreign partners consider its inclusion essential. Outgoing Secretary of State Antony Blinken emphasized as much in a speech on Tuesday.

For the second stage of the deal to succeed--for the war to end and for the remaining hostages to come home--both Hamas and the Israeli government will have to face the complex problem of Gaza's future. Anyone who wants an end to the agony of the past 15 months must conjure up at least a quarter measure of hope. But best to hold off on any celebrations until a final deal is reached.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2025/01/gaza-hamas-ceasefire-war/681336/?utm_source=feed
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January 6 and the Case for Oblivion

The difference between forgetting the past and choosing not to remember it

by Hanna Rosin




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

Donald Trump has said, at different times, that he will pardon some, most, or even all of the January 6 insurrectionists. He's also said at least once that he would do this on his first day in office, which is imminent. Given Trump's past rhetoric about the incident (calling it a "day of love") and the people who were jailed for acts they committed that day ("political prisoners," "hostages"), his pardons can be understood only as part of his alarming--and alarmingly successful--attempt to rewrite the history of the day that nearly brought down our democracy. But what if the pardon were to come in a different spirit? That could move the country a long way toward healing.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we invite the author and scholar Linda Kinstler to talk about a centuries-old legal theory, embraced at calmer times in American history, of "oblivion." When two sides have viciously different experiences of an event, how do you move forward? You do a version of forgetting, although it's more like a memory game, Kinstler says, "a kind of collective agreement about how you're going to move past something that is fundamentally irreconcilable."



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: What if President Joe Biden had pardoned the January 6 insurrectionists--that is, the 1,500 or so people charged with federal crimes related to the riot?

And yeah. I said Joe Biden, not President-Elect Donald Trump.

This is an idea I've heard floated around these past few weeks. And on its face, it sounds illogical. Like, why on earth would the outgoing Democratic president pardon people who damaged property or injured law enforcement officers or plotted to overthrow democracy?

Trump has said many times that he will pardon the J6ers. He said he'll pardon some of them or most of them, or even consider pardoning all of them, at different times. He's said he'll pardon them on his very first day in office, which is just in a few days.

Donald Trump: People that were doing some bad things weren't prosecuted, and people that didn't even walk into the building are in jail right now. So we'll be looking at the whole thing, but I'll be making major pardons.


Rosin: Right. So why would Biden do that, again?

[Music]

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

The answer to that question requires you to zoom out to different countries and different periods of history to understand the long political traditions that pardons are a part of and what, at their very best, they could accomplish. And it matters who does the pardoning and their motive for doing it.

I myself did a lot of research on the January 6 prosecutions for a podcast series I hosted for The Atlantic called We Live Here Now. And as I was researching, I came across a couple of articles by author and journalist Linda Kinstler that helped me understand these cases and this charged political moment in a new way. Linda is a junior fellow at the Harvard Society of Fellows. She writes about politics and collective memory, and she's written for many publications, including The Atlantic.

She's also working on a new book about the idea we're talking about today, which is: oblivion.

[Music]

Rosin: Linda, welcome to the show.

Linda Kinstler: Thank you for having me.

Rosin: Absolutely. So the J6 prosecutions are, for the most part, unfolding at the federal courthouse in D.C., just a few blocks from where we are now. Linda, you attended some of these cases. I did also. What is your most vivid or lasting impression from these trials?

Kinstler: Oh, wow. I mean, I spent months--I mean, the better part of a year, actually--attending these trials in downtown D.C. And there are so many elements, as you have described, about the courthouse--namely, that it's right across from the Capitol and overlooks the grounds upon which all of these crimes happened. And there were so many times I was walking through the halls of the courtroom. And some of them had little windows you can peer through, and almost on every single one--there was one day when you could see in the monitors in the courtroom, and you could see that they were all playing January 6 footage.

[Crowd noise from January 6]


Kinstler: You know, different angles. You could hear the sounds of the footage that the prosecuting attorneys had assembled.

[Crowd noise from January 6] 
 Man: [indistinguishable] We're trying to make our way through all this.


Kinstler: And you really do get the sense there that in this building, this really pivotal event in history is being litigated and worked through in real time--kind of away from the public eye, even though these are open to anyone who wants to come see them.

[Crowd noise from January 6] 
 Man: We need to hold the doors of the Capitol.


Rosin: A few of these cases have stuck with Linda, for different reasons. One was the hearing of a member of the Proud Boys: It was the juxtaposition of this violent offender and his young kids, who were playing around on the courthouse benches at his sentencing.

And the other was a woman, a nonviolent offender with no prior record.

Kinstler: She just kind of walked through the building and clearly made horrible, horrible choices that day, as many of them did who were there. And she repented before the judge. And the judge said, I'm choosing to view this as an aberration in your life, as a kind of lapse of judgment. And she cried.

[Crowd noise from January 6]
 Man: [indistinguishable] We've lost the line. We've lost the line. [indistinguishable] Get back.


Rosin: And did you feel--how did you feel in that moment? Did you feel like, Oh, there's some injustice being done? Or not quite that?

Kinstler: No. I mean, I think this is justice, right? This is actually the levers of justice working. It is absolutely that these people broke the law, and they are being brought to court because they violated public order in different ways, so it is kind of like our ur-definition of justice.

But it's a different question--and I think this is the one that has kind of been left undealt with in public, is: Okay. This is one version of justice, but this is not a kind of public reckoning with what January 6 was. And the, kind of, how these individual offenders are being treated and punished for what they did is not the same thing as, How is the country going to deal with what January 6 threatened to, kind of, the fabric of democracy? Those are two separate questions, I think.

Rosin: Interesting. So what you're saying is: There is a legal process unfolding. The courts can do what the courts can do. But what you're saying is the courts can only do so much.

Kinstler: Correct.

Rosin: Yeah. Okay.

Kinstler: Right. And there's, in general, been an overreliance, I think, upon the legal process to deal with January 6 for, quote-unquote, "us"--for us, the public--in a way. And I don't think there has been a broader conversation about what it means in the long haul.

Rosin: Okay. I want to take what you just said and compare it to the public conversation that is happening around these court cases--namely, from Trump, because we're a few days from him taking office.

Announcer: Ladies and gentlemen, please rise for the horribly and unfairly treated January 6 hostages.
 [Recording of "Justice for All" by the J6 Prison Choir]


Rosin: And the way he puts it is that the J6ers were treated unfairly, persecuted by the justice system; they're hostages. He's said this in many different ways, with many different degrees of passion throughout the course of his campaign.

Trump: Well, thank you very much. And you see the spirit from the hostages--and that's what they are, is hostages. They've been treated terribly and very unfairly, and you know that.


Rosin: What do you think of that argument, and how does that fit into what you are saying?

Kinstler: Yeah. On the face of it, what they are doing is manipulating historical terminology, right, for their political ends.

Rosin: So you don't think they were unfairly--your argument is not at all that they were unfairly persecuted.

Kinstler: No, no. I mean, I think that they broke the law, and they should be punished for what they did. I think there's a genuine argument you could have about which offenders should be facing jail time, but I don't think that's the conversation we're having right now.

But I do think what this question raises is the fact that Trump himself has not been held accountable for what he did on January 6, right? And there were many efforts to do that. And my view of this whole process is that, historically speaking, we're doing it backwards. Historically, it was the top people in power who oversaw the crime, who would be the first to be held responsible for what they had done.

In this case, we have almost the exact opposite, right? We have the lower-level offenders--the people who are easier to find, the kind of foot soldiers of Trump's movement--who are being the ones hauled into court. And, obviously, we have seen: The efforts to prosecute Trump himself have sequentially collapsed and now are almost certainly not going to happen.

Rosin: Do you have an example in your head of a time when, historically, it unfolded in the correct way? Like, a way that promotes a sense of fairness and justice?

Kinstler: Yeah. I mean, this is the kind of subject that has fascinated me for many years--is, like: How have societies worked through moments in which you have a population of perpetrators or people who have violated the public order, who nevertheless must remain in the country or the city in some way? How have you dealt with that?

And so in my work, the prototypical example comes from ancient Athens after the reign of the Thirty Tyrants, where you had a population of oligarchs--30 of them--who overtook the city, stripped people of their rights and properties, killed people unjustly, oversaw all of these abuses, and then were deposed by the victorious democrats. After the fact, there was a kind of general amnesty for most of the supporters of the Thirty. But the Thirty Tyrants themselves were made to choose between standing trial and exile from the city.

So in that case, you have this prototype of the people who are responsible having to account for their crimes--verbally and in, you know, a kind of legal system--while the lower level of people were offered a different set of choices.

And, of course, the reason this is so fascinating is because this becomes the blueprint for centuries of leaders after that: if you look at 1660, after the English civil war; it kind of comes after World War II, where there's this question of, What do we do with Nazi perpetrators? How wide and deep should the justice run? And we know that denazification failed in many ways. So I do think, in our country, we are going through something like this, in a sense.

Rosin: Can we talk about Nazi Germany for a minute? I mean, I realize we always have to be careful when we're making historical comparisons to Nazi Germany. But you threw out this sentence, Denazification didn't work. There were, though, a lot of higher Nazi officials who were held accountable. So how can we use what happened in Nazi Germany to inform what you're saying we have to figure out right now?

Kinstler: Right. So yes, of course. Saying denazification didn't work is a huge, sweeping claim, and we can argue about that a lot. But what you had there was the Nuremberg trials--of course, what we think of as Nuremberg--did hold the top brass accountable for what they had done. And then you had many, many smaller, sequential trials, both in West Germany and in the former Soviet Union.

But what I often think of--and I want to be careful about making the comparison today, of course--but I have been thinking about this line that the philosopher Judith Shklar said, which was that why denazification failed, in many ways, was because the prosecutors mistook a group of individual offenders for a social movement. So in other words, they thought that by continuing with all these trials that they would squash the kind of violent, virulent sentiment underlying Nazism itself.

Rosin: Which holds some intuitive appeal because you think, I'm holding people accountable. That's what we're supposed to do as a society: hold people accountable.

Kinstler: Totally. And it feels good. It appeals to all of our liberal sensibilities about how order and justice are supposed to work.

Rosin: And particularly--you say liberal, because I think right now, we do have this divide where Democrats, or maybe the left, are trusting in institutions, and the right is a lot less trusting in institutions. So Democrats are putting their faith, in this case, in this institution--the court--to go through the paces and do the right thing.

Kinstler: Exactly. We are in a very legalistic society, in that we like to talk about courts and legal cases as solving political problems. And I do think we repeatedly have seen that over the last however many years--about, you know, Oh, maybe the courts will save us from Trumpism writ large. And we have seen, of course, that the legal system is just not capacious enough to do that for many reasons.

Rosin: That's a really interesting and concise way of looking at it. We have been relying on Jack Smith, the cases against Trump, these January 6 cases, of which there are, you know, 1,500. What's the gap? What does the legal strategy leave out?

Kinstler: I mean, so much, in that it's just a legal strategy, right? It doesn't--and I think I can kind of see this in the almost allergy that people have when talk of pardons comes up, for example, right? There's this notion that if you pardon someone, you're letting them off the hook. But that's not what a pardon does. A pardon confirms the crime.

And I guess I'm saying there is this paucity of a wider understanding of what happened that day because it has become this legalistic football, right? Of, like, Who was standing where? Who was part of the mob? What does it mean to be part of the mob? Who was commanding them? Etcetera, etcetera. You get lost in all these details and all these individual cases. And, of course, this is the role of historians, to say, This is what that event did that day, and this is its lasting impact.

But that's what I'm saying--that's the gap, right? The gap is: What is the narrative of this event? How do you protect it from manipulation, particularly when the person who's about to be inaugurated has been one of its kind of manipulators in chief? And I do think there are answers.

Rosin: Okay. Let's just ground ourselves in the moment we're in. (Laughs.)

Kinstler: (Laughs.)

Rosin: Let's say, on day one, Trump does what he has many times said he's going to do: pardon the J6ers.

Trump: I'm going to be acting very quickly.
 Kristen Welker: Within your first 100 days? First day?
 Trump: First day.
 Welker: First day?
 Trump: Yeah. I'm looking first day.
 Welker: And issue these pardons?
 Trump: These people have been there--how long is it? Three or four years?


Rosin: Is it possible that it accomplishes any of the goals of putting this to rest? Like, any of the goals of reconciliation?

Kinstler: I mean, reconciliation, I think, is a different question. I think it's not going to accomplish that. I think the only sense in which it "puts it to rest," quote-unquote, is that it will, as I said, confirm their crimes, right? A pardon does not erase what people did.

It's unfortunate, in my view, that Trump will be the one to pardon them, because I do think there was an opportunity for the Democrats to extend a kind of grace towards some of the January 6 offenders--and by no means all of them--if they had been the ones to pardon them.

Rosin: Okay. You said that casually, and there have been a few law professors who floated that idea. It is, on its face, a kind of shocking idea. Like, when you read a headline that says, Should Joe Biden pardon the J6ers? it's actually kind of hard to get your head around. What do you think of that idea?

Kinstler: Well, I think, first of all, historically, pardons have been almost a routine thing that any new ruler or president has done upon taking office.

Interviewer: Are you glad that you pardoned those people that went to Canada, the draft evaders?
 Jimmy Carter: Yes, I am.
 Interviewer: Why?
 Carter: Well, it was a festering sore and involved tens of thousands of young men.


Rosin: Like, I was reading about Jimmy Carter, who pardoned draft dodgers, and thinking that, like, we can look in retrospect and say they were peaceful, and the January 6ers were violent rioters. But it must have been hurtful to a lot of people whose children, or who they themselves, went to Vietnam, didn't want to. And it was quite controversial. So to what end does a new president pardon people?

Kinstler: Well, I mean, on the face of it, it's a gesture of goodwill. But it's supposed to say, We are all subject to the law, and let's start on the right foot, etcetera, etcetera.

Rosin: So it sets a national mood.

Kinstler: Yeah.

Rosin: It sets a mood of, I'm the president for all of you. We're all in this together. And the value of this country is mercy. Mercy is a value.

Kinstler: Yes.

Carter: So after I made my inaugural speech, before I even left the site, I went just inside the door at the national Capitol, and I signed the pardon for those young men. And yes, I think it was the right thing to do. I thought that it was time to get it over with--I think the same attitude that President Ford had in giving Nixon a pardon.
 Gerald Ford: We would needlessly be diverted from meeting those challenges if we, as a people, were to remain sharply divided over whether to indict, bring to trial, and punish a former president who is already condemned.


Rosin: I was looking for historical precedent and read about George Washington and the Whiskey Rebellion, because that was a fairly violent rebellion--and it was hundreds of people--and he pardoned some of them. And I was wondering if that was analogous.

Kinstler: Yeah. I mean, I don't know about the analogy, but it is kind of an instance in which you have a violent community of offenders who nevertheless must remain in the country, right?

Ford: The power has been used sometimes as Alexander Hamilton saw its purposes: "In seasons of insurrection ... when a well-timed offer of pardon to the insurgents or rebels may restore the tranquility of the commonwealth; and which, if served [sic] to pass unimproved, it may never be possible afterwards to recall."


Kinstler: You can't get rid of all of them. It wasn't moral forgiveness. It was just a measure that allowed them to remain in the society in a way that wouldn't cripple the society itself at this moment of extreme fragility.

[Music]

Rosin: So yes, there are presidential pardons. But if we can neither forgive nor forget something, we just may need something else to move forward: an act of oblivion.

That's after the break.

[Music]

[Break]

Rosin: Linda, you have researched and written about what's called "an act of oblivion." Can you lay out the basics of what that is?

Kinstler: Yes. So historically speaking, we see that there were either acts of oblivion, laws of oblivion, or articles of oblivion that appeared in peace treaties or as legislative measures or as kind of kingly edicts that were issued in the aftermath of revolutions, wars, and uprisings. And what they were, essentially, is a kind of resetting of the legal order, where they said--and this is generally happening in the, quote-unquote, "Western world," but we also see similar measures elsewhere.

But what they would say is: Everything that happened prior to this law--whatever it was, whether hostility, war, killing, theft, etcetera--none of that can be litigated or spoken of, quote, "in public," which often meant: You can't bring a lawsuit after this measure is passed.

Rosin: So it's not actual forgetting. It's like a public declaration that we shall all forget together.

Kinstler: Right. And in some ways, forgetting isn't even the right word. And the interesting thing to me is that the word oblivion is the kind of Roman invention that was used to describe it, that Cicero used after the fact, and that was kind of like his spin on it, right? And everyone is telling tales about how to make a democracy work or how to make a state or a kingdom work, right? Not all of these are democracies.

But, yeah, forgetting is, in some ways--it's not really the correct description of what's going on. It's more of a kind of collective agreement about how you're going to move past something that is fundamentally irreconcilable.

Rosin: Got it. It's almost a funny word. Like, I'm gonna blast you into oblivion. It's a very powerful word. I don't know if it was meant as kind of campy--probably not--by the Romans. (Laughs.) But there is something kind of, like, huge about it, you know?

Kinstler: Yeah. Oblivione sempiterna: "eternal oblivion," to kind of wash away everything. It's a totally beguiling word, and it kind of connotes erosion, in English, and erasure. But there's also, in other languages: in Russian it's viechnoie zabvieniie, "eternal oblivion," right? Eternal forgetting, in a way.

Rosin: So it's almost so grand and big that it's not connected to the mundane act of, Oh, I forgot my keys.

Kinstler: (Laughs.)

Rosin: Like, it's almost so big that it's on a grand, national scale. Maybe it's something like that.

Kinstler: Yeah, I mean, like, you're always rescuing things from oblivion or losing things to oblivion. I mean, it is in a way, right? Because you're burying something in oblivion. It's a physical location, right? It's a noun, oblivion. And so to me, I think of it as, Okay, you're burying it, but you're not forgetting where it is, right?

Rosin: Right.

Kinstler: It's always there.

Rosin: So what's the difference between what you just described and whitewashing, revisionist history--sort of what we've seen happen with January 6 and Trump calling it a "day of love"?

Trump: But that was a day of love from the standpoint of the millions--it's, like, hundreds of thousands--


Rosin: Like, sort of actively describing it as something it wasn't. Can you compare those two modes?

Kinstler: Yeah. I would say they're kind of fundamentally opposite, right? One is constructive, and one is malignant, right? Which is not to say that the two couldn't be conflated. But for the sake of argument, the oblivions I have been looking at have been kind of, like, ideal types. Obviously, none of these, historically, ever work perfectly, right? It's more about the idea that people wanted them to work, that there was this desire for reconciliation that would be operative.

And obviously, that's not what you see at all in the language that Trump has been using and in the way he and his supporters have been framing January 6. Usually, I think, if we were to follow the framework of oblivion, what should have happened was that Biden--upon taking office and kind of restoring liberal order, we could say--would have passed an act of oblivion for the January 6ers that would have mandated that, kind of, Trump and his immediate circle would have to stand trial for their actions that day. And what we have been seeing with the lower-level offenders, that some of them would not have had to explicitly, as a kind of gesture of goodwill.

Rosin: A couple of challenges I can think of to using this approach with January 6: The first, surface one is just the sheer amount of documentation, YouTube videos. Like, what you're describing--which is a clever act of forgetting or a memory game--I mean, if you're a prosecutor working in the federal courthouse, this is a gift. You've seen these trials. Basically, what you're doing at these trials is watching videos. Like, some Facebook video that somebody made, saying, Hey. I was at the Capitol. I did this--me. Nobody else did this.

Kinstler: Yeah.

Rosin: Literally, that's what some of them say because they're proud in that moment.

[Crowd noise, chanting from January 6]
 Man: Whatever it takes. I'll lay my life down if it takes. Absolutely.


Rosin: And then--I mean, there's footage from everywhere.

Kinstler: Yeah.

[Crowd noise, overlapping screaming from January 6]


Rosin: So since you are talking about historical examples: What do you do with an era in which everything is uber-documented?

Kinstler: Yeah. And it's actually interesting. I was in a couple of trials where the judge, to the prosecutor, was saying, Listen. I've been to so many of these trials. You do not need to establish for me what happened on January 6 writ large. Like, I get it. Can you please fast forward?

But I guess what I'm talking about is not even about, Oh, you know, keep these videos from circulating, or, Don't talk about what happened. It's more about: Don't expect the legal process to achieve something that cannot be achieved through law.

Rosin: Okay. That makes sense. You just have to accept the fact that the footage is everywhere. The footage is--in fact, maybe that makes what you're saying more urgent. Because I do find, even with myself--like, if I hear a Capitol Police officer on the radio, if I watch that A24 movie that's a documentary about January 6, it's, like, right there all over again, and you just have to be, maybe, aware that that's the age we live in.

Kinstler: Right.

Rosin: Second question I have is: I read your various articles you've written about oblivion. And it almost scared me, reading them, only because we live--this is the first era that I've lived through, as an adult, where I've watched the revising of history happen in real time. I don't recall a president talking about facts the opposite of what I saw with my own eyes.

It's a very bad feeling. So in that context, I feel nervous about even entering into a conversation about oblivion, memory games, or anything like that. And I wonder how you've squared that.

Kinstler: Oh my gosh, absolutely. This is what fascinates me, precisely because we are in this era of, kind of, historical revisionism, and we have been in for a long time. But the thing about acts of oblivion is that they actually, in my mind, consecrated what happened, right? They protected the historical record. They didn't literally say, Oh this never happened. And in fact, what you see is that they're often accompanied by records--like, historical accounts--of what happened, such that an act of oblivion was necessary, right? Like, Okay, actually, what happened here was a civil war or a tyranny or a revolution that totally wiped out the legal order, so we needed to do this extremely drastic thing if we were to reestablish democratic law.

The one that I often point to is: After the Revolutionary War, there were--because you did have the kind of legacy of British law, right--acts of oblivion came to the Americas from the European system. So there you did have, kind of, royalists who were subjected to acts of oblivion. It was individual states passing them over their royalist populations to allow them to remain, even though they had been defeated.

Rosin: So it was essentially an act of mercy saying, The royalists are going to live among us. They're not going back. And what? How did it define--

Kinstler: It meant that they couldn't be ostracized, essentially. They couldn't be perpetually held accountable for what they had done, for everything that they had done against their neighbors, right? And often, it was a kind of very local, proximate question of, like, We're not going to kick you out unless you want to be kicked out. That kind of thing.

Rosin: So you could imagine that kind of thing would be controversial at first. People would want vengeance. And so in the immediate, it would be difficult to swallow. But then in the long term, it would put things to rest. That's the idea.

Kinstler: Yeah. And, I mean, there are a lot of failed oblivions. After the Civil War, a lot of the Southern states were, quote-unquote, "crying for an act of oblivion." And it was a term that was circulating in the papers. And there's this amazing quote from Frederick Douglass, who said, you know, I look in Congress, and I see the solid South enthroned, and the minute that that is not the case, we will join you in calling for an act of oblivion, but as long as they have not been held accountable, we cannot support this.

Rosin: Okay. So let's move to the current moment. If you were King Linda--

Kinstler: (Laughs.)

Rosin: So is what you would want an act of oblivion around January 6?

Kinstler: No. No. Because I would never be so bold as to say that. But I do think it's a useful political concept. I think that there was a missed opportunity during the Biden administration to do something concerted--that wasn't just the Jack Smith investigation--about it. I think there could have been something really meaningful done.

Rosin: Okay. So you're not going all the way to saying, you know, an act of oblivion. But you've started to eke at little things. Like, what do you mean by Biden could have? I mean, we're in the very, very last days of the Biden administration. But if he had pardoned some of the low-level offenders, would that have been in the spirit of oblivion?

Kinstler: Yeah. I think that would have been a really potentially transformative thing to do, because it would not have done anything to jeopardize the record of what occurred that day or what it meant to participate in it.

But we are going to move beyond it, and I think we will see the narrative of January 6 begin to settle in some way, right? And as always happens, the conspiracies about it will become part of the narrative of how this is told, right--not in a kind of whitewashing way, but just in, like, it shows how volatile it is and how manipulable.

And I think there's been this debate about how to memorialize that day, whether it's through a physical memorial, a memorial to the Capitol officers who died, or to anyone who died that day. I think those are the questions that we haven't kind of figured out, really.

Rosin: I see. So there is a potential that, even though we're not figuring them out now, they'll be figured out in a sideways way through questions down the road--like, questions about how we will ultimately remember that day--not necessarily how we'll remember it in this charged political moment, but how we'll remember it 10, 20 years from now.

Kinstler: Yeah. I mean, I was at the Capitol for the year anniversary of January 6 and watched all the ceremonies from the press gallery. And it just struck me how it was almost like a kind of nothing. You know, like how it was--

Rosin: What do you mean?

Kinstler: It was just so quiet, somber, of course. But there was no fan--you didn't get the sense of the enormity of the event that was being consecrated, right? And it was almost like--and understandable because it was so close and so terrifying--there was this sense that we haven't figured this out yet.

William Hungate: The Subcommittee on Criminal Justice of the House Committee on the Judiciary today welcomes the president of the United States, Gerald R. Ford.
 Ford: As a people, we have a long record of forgiving even those who have been our country's most destructive foes. Yet to forgive is not to forget the lessons of evil and whatever ways evil has operated against us.


[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Jinae West and edited by Claudine Ebeid. It was engineered by Rob Smierciak and fact-checked by Sara Krolewski. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.
 
 I'm Hanna Rosin. Thanks for listening.
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Israel Never Defined Its Goals

When I talked with Israeli national-security officials last year, the most realistic of them spoke of Gaza's future as resembling the West Bank today.

by Graeme Wood




A good deal is one in which everyone walks away happy or everyone walks away mad. The moods must match. By this standard, the deal between Israel and Hamas is good but not great: Both groups are relishing what they are getting, and choking a bit on what they have given up. Israel is choking more than Hamas. There will be scenes of jubilation and triumph from Gazans and Israelis, and efforts by both sides' leadership to spin the Gaza war as a victory. But for Israel and Gaza, the past 15 months have been a miserable failure, and from the perspective of negotiation, the only good news is that both sides taste some of the bitterness.

No hostages have been freed yet, and the cease-fire doesn't start until Sunday, so all reports so far remain speculative and optimistic. The terms resemble those leaked over the past week. Israel will release a large number of Palestinian prisoners. Hamas will release in tranches the remaining hostages, living and dead, whom it seized on October 7, 2023. Nearly 100 remain. The two sides will stop fighting for 42 days, with the aim (again, speculative) of making that cease-fire permanent and ending the war. The unaccounted-for Israeli hostages include civilians, among them the Bibas children, who were nine months old and 4 years old when they were kidnapped from Kibbutz Nir Oz, after the slaughter of their grandparents.

Hamas's failure even to acknowledge whether these children are alive, or to allow welfare checks by the Red Crescent, has done much to convince Israelis that negotiation with the group is pointless. Why talk with someone too sadistic to let you know whether they have shot a baby or fed him? Taking civilian hostages is a war crime, and negotiating with a group that brags about taking them is more like negotiating with the Joker than with Nelson Mandela. The act of kidnapping a child is particularly taxing on one's moral imagination. It's no surprise that negotiations have faltered so far. Negotiating demands trust, and it's hard to trust someone who snatched a baby.

Franklin Foer: How Netanyahu misread his relationship with Trump

From the beginning of the war, Israel has struggled to define its goals--in part because it is, as a country, so divided about its nature and purpose that any real goal articulated would be unsatisfactory to a large portion of its population. It was left instead with reassuring but vague slogans. "Free the hostages" was a defensible one from the start--the objective was just, and within Israel's rights--but it concealed many harder strategic questions. What if freeing the hostages involved freeing murderers and terrorists from Israeli prisons? Evidently it does. What if their freedom was conditional on letting Hamas survive and rule Gaza?

Evidently it is. Gaza is wrecked, and tens of thousands of its people are dead. But Hamas is still the only armed force likely to rule Gaza when Israel withdraws. If the intention is to end the war, then the war will end with Hamas bloodied but unbowed. Israel estimates that only two of Hamas's battalions remain intact, but the analyst Seth Frantzman, a professional Bad News Bear on this topic, has listed the evidence that perhaps a dozen battalions' worth of Hamas fighters have survived. Moreover, the plans for a post-Hamas Gaza amount to squat. For more than a year, Israel and its allies have been pondering a role for the Palestinian Authority, or the Gulf States, or Egypt in providing security forces in a post-Hamas Gaza. I wonder about the mental health of those proposing this option. Are these security forces in the room with us right now? So far there is no prospect that any such group will materialize, or that anyone will want to send soldiers into a rubble-strewn urban combat zone, to contend with Hamas fighters who are themselves reluctant to disarm.

Hamas will celebrate this deal, because it will survive, and by its survival it will demonstrate the failure of the other slogan Israel adopted, which was "Destroy Hamas." That slogan, too, was easy and just. But like "Free the hostages," it left all the big questions unanswered, and looming ahead of it like thunderclouds. The first question was whether Israel was willing to inflict collateral civilian casualties, and absorb military casualties, at a level that experts thought would be necessary to accomplish its goal. This question is partially answered: Israel has by its own account inflicted many civilian casualties, and taken remarkably few military casualties of its own. (Before the war, analysts predicted thousands of Israeli soldiers dead in tunnel-clearing operations.)

The second question about the slogan was whether Hamas's "destruction" meant what it seemed to mean. When Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu used it, it sounded a lot like eradication, so that Hamas would cease to exist in any form, the way ETA and the Red Army Faction have. It would lose and close up shop, without even maintaining a token website or leaving a masked dead-ender broadcasting from a basement somewhere. The other possible interpretation of destroy would be merely to destroy Hamas's ability to perpetrate another attack like October 7. The latter, reduced version of the slogan offered a better chance of success. But it is also less satisfying, and no longer fits on a bumper sticker.

When I talked with Israeli national-security officials last year, the most realistic of them spoke of Gaza's future as resembling the West Bank today. The Palestinian population would live unhappily, but under the day-to-day administration of a Palestinian government. Israel would go in regularly on missions to kill or capture Hamas members. This vision is consistent with the more limited version of Israel's goal for Hamas: to reduce it to a permanent but manageable problem. A cease-fire in Gaza, as of right now, will leave Hamas in power at a level well beyond manageable for Israel. It will probably postpone large-scale fighting rather than end it for good.

There has always been one further Israeli goal--less often articulated publicly, but shared by most Israelis and certainly by their government. That is to establish regret among Gazans for the October 7 attacks, and deterrence for future ones. Deterrence means asking Hamas, Do you enjoy the fruits of your actions? It means asking Gazans, Are you willing to accept what Hamas has dragged you into? The most distressing thing about this hostage deal is that Gazans might regret the results of the October 7 attack, but Hamas is still celebrating it. Hamas is a military organization; militaries fight, and Hamas just fought a better-armed opponent to a draw.

Yair Rosenberg: Trump made the Gaza cease-fire happen

Tempering this enthusiasm is a downward trend in its allies' fortunes. In the days after October 7, Israel was skittish and concerned, because it looked possible that Hezbollah would take advantage of the country's post-raid shock to enter the war from the north. It was not obvious that Israel, having failed to defend itself against an attack in the south, could withstand a much more formidable one in the north. After Israel's largely successful war with Hezbollah at the end of last year, and the downfall of Bashar al-Assad in Syria, Israel has removed, at least temporarily, two major potential distractions. Hamas now knows that it has Israel's undivided attention--and that prospect may have motivated it to consider offers of negotiation that it rejected months ago.

In the end, the most promising aspect of the deal is that it breaks a streak of nearly a year, during which the war in Gaza went on and on, without any clearly articulated end point or plan. Israel fought Hamas and degraded it. But fighting is a tool rather than an objective; a cease-fire at least gives civilians on both sides a spell of relief, and a moment to pause and figure out what they want out of what comes next.
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The Forgotten Woman Who Transformed Forensics

In the 1970s, Martha Goddard invented the rape kit. So why did she die in relative obscurity?

by Sheila McClear




One of the most powerful inventions of the 20th century is also an object that no one ever wants a reason to use. The sexual-assault-evidence collection box, colloquially known as the "rape kit," is a simple yet potent tool: a small case, perhaps made of cardboard, containing items such as sterile nail clippers, cotton swabs, slides for holding bodily fluids, paper bags, and a tiny plastic comb. Designed to gather and preserve biological evidence found on the body of a person reporting a sexual assault, it introduced standardized forensics into the investigation of rape where there had previously been no common protocol. Its contents could be used in court to establish facts so that juries wouldn't have to rely solely on testimony, making it easier to convict the guilty and exonerate the innocent.

The kit, conceived within the Chicago Police Department in the mid-1970s, was trademarked under the name "Vitullo Evidence Collection Kit," after Sergeant Louis Vitullo. The Chicago police officer had a well-publicized role in the 1967 conviction of Richard Speck, who had murdered eight student nurses in one night. Vitullo's second claim to fame is more complicated. The Secret History of the Rape Kit, a revealing new book by the journalist Pagan Kennedy, doubles as an account of the largely unknown history of the collection box's real inventor--a woman named Martha "Marty" Goddard, whose broader goal of empowering survivors led her to cede credit to a man. In a cruel irony, a woman who drove major social change failed to get her due as a result of politics and sexism.

Kennedy became obsessed with the rape kit in 2018, after hearing Christine Blasey Ford testify during the confirmation process for Supreme Court Justice Brett Kavanaugh, and wondered, "Had anything ever been specifically invented to discourage sexual assault?" Her investigative dive begins in 1970s Chicago, where the women's-liberation movement was gaining ground and the police had a reputation for corruption. The brutality of the police crackdown on protesters at the 1968 Democratic National Convention was still fresh in the public mind. Rape was also rampant throughout the city, Kennedy writes--in 1973, according to an article in the Daily Herald, an estimated 16,000 sexual assaults took place, only a tenth of which were reported. And less than 10 percent of those 10 percent led to a criminal trial. In court, the proceedings usually devolved into "he said, she said."

In 1974, Goddard was a divorcee in her early 30s working for a philanthropic organization that tapped into a local family department-store fortune to help Chicago's needy. The job gave Goddard, whom a friend once described as "fucking relentless," access to a wide swath of the people who formed the city's civic backbone. She also volunteered for a teen-crisis center, where she heard stories from runaways who had experienced sexual abuse. Goddard, who grew up with an abusive father and had briefly run away from home as a teenager, became consumed with the question of why so few women reported rapes--and why perpetrators were rarely punished.

That year, she met with the state's attorney Bernard Carey to discuss the "failure points in the sexual assault evidence system." He soon appointed her to a new citizens' advisory panel affiliated with the city's new Rape Task Force. Goddard thus gained access to the police department and, more important, to its crime lab. She discovered that it was a mess. Cops told her that they didn't even receive usable evidence from the hospital, such as properly collected swabs of semen, saliva, and blood. This was in part because hospital staff had never been trained to collect it properly. But even when police officers did have evidence, they weren't always trained to preserve it.

Goddard approached Sergeant Vitullo, the crime lab's chief microanalyst, with a written description of her vision: a sexual-assault-evidence collection kit. As one of Goddard's colleagues told Kennedy, Vitullo "screamed at her" and told her to leave his office.

A few days later, Kennedy reports, Vitullo invited Goddard back and, to her surprise, showed her a complete mock-up of exactly the box she had described. Both the sergeant and the State's Attorney's Office wanted the credit for Goddard's idea. As a compromise, Goddard agreed to have the kit recognized as a collaboration among them. Her accommodation was realistic and also strategic. She knew that "[Vitullo's] name could open doors--and hers couldn't," Kennedy writes. Goddard was a visionary, but she was not a lawyer, a cop, or an expert, and she had no formal experience in forensics.

Read: American law does not take rape seriously

In 1978, a nonprofit group Goddard had formed, Citizens Committee for Victims Assistance, filed a trademark for the Vitullo Evidence Collection Kit. With this move, Goddard had, as Kennedy puts it, "seemed to collaborate in her own erasure." That same year, The New York Times noted that the "Vitullo kit" was being used in 72 hospitals across Chicago, citing Goddard as the kit's co-creator. Mentions of her in the media were otherwise glancing at best. Upon Vitullo's death in 2006, Kennedy writes, "an obituary in a local paper celebrated him as the 'man who invented the rape kit.'"

Many women inventors have shared a similar fate. This past November, Kay Koplovitz, a co-founder of the business accelerator Springboard Enterprises and the founder of television's USA Networks, noted in an interview with The New York Times that "if a woman co-founder has at least one male co-founder, the woman somehow does not get credit for raising the capital." In science, this phenomenon is so common that it even has a term of art: the Matilda Effect, named for the writer and women's activist Matilda Joslyn Gage. There are scores of examples of the Matilda Effect, but to pick just a couple: Lise Meitner described the theory behind what she named nuclear fission, but credit went to her former lab partner Otto Hahn, who won the Nobel Prize in Chemistry in 1944. Eunice Newton Foote described the greenhouse effect in 1856, but posterity remembers John Tyndall, who presented his own experiments three years later. No known photograph of Foote remains today.

Every one of these backstories carries its own particular ironies. In Kennedy's telling, Goddard's obscurity stems from the sacrifices she made for the rape kit to exist. Not only did she relinquish credit for her invention, but she also did all the grunt work to get it out into the world--including the fundraising. Conservative philanthropists were just as squeamish as Sergeant Vitullo had initially been about the idea of being associated with sexual shame; the word rape simply carried too much stigma. And so she turned to an organization that had made shamelessness its mission; through her nonprofit, she applied for and received a grant of $10,000 from the Playboy Foundation. "I decided," she later said, "we had to put aside our feelings for objectification of women in [Playboy] magazine."

Taking money from the philanthropic arm of a nudie-magazine publisher turned out to be a canny move. Playboy's foundation, also headquartered in Chicago, gave generously to progressive causes. Hugh Hefner, the founder and editor in chief of Playboy, considered the feminist movement "a sister cause to his own effort to free men from shame and guilt," Kennedy wrote in The New York Times, in an opinion article that fueled the book.

Kennedy does not mention that Hefner was the subject of several accusations of sexual assault, both before and after his death in 2017. (The director Peter Bogdanovich claimed in his book The Killing of the Unicorn, published in 1984, that Hefner sexually assaulted Bogdanovich's late partner, the playmate Dorothy Stratten. Hefner denied the allegation.)

Still, when it came to Goddard's invention, Playboy stayed true to its public mission, and the organization donated more than money. The magazine's graphic artists designed the outer box of the original rape kit to feature a bright-blue line drawing of a woman's face swathed in a thick mane of wavy hair. An early "Vitullo kit" was recently acquired by the Smithsonian.

In 1982, New York City adopted the Vitullo kit, and Goddard commuted to the East Coast to train doctors, nurses, and cops. The Department of Justice paid her to travel to other states that wanted to develop their own rape-kit programs. Goddard invented not just the box but the entire training system, teaching hospital staff and the police to collaborate on evidence collection.

Without that essential training to help surmount powerful systemic barriers, the kit would have been useless--and in that sense, the job is still woefully unfinished. Untested rape kits have languished across the country: In 2009, more than 11,000 were discovered abandoned in Detroit; in 2014, Memphis had backlog of more than 12,000 kits, and 200 more were found in a warehouse. One study estimates that from 2014 to 2018, 300,000 to 400,000 kits remained untested in the United States. Since then, aggressive fundraising efforts with help from survivors, combined with $350 million from the Department of Justice, have whittled down that backlog significantly.

Read: An epidemic of disbelief

Kennedy examines the gaps that still remain in the medical system. In 2021, just over 2,100 Sexual Assault Nurse Examiner-certified nurses were registered with the International Association of Forensic Nurses. The examination requires survivors to undergo hours of waiting and testing, and can feel invasive and re-traumatizing. This may be one reason so few people--only one-fourth of victims--report rapes, she writes.

Some of these limitations can be traced to a lack of effective innovation in the 50 years since the Vitullo kit was developed. In recent years, several women have conceived of and even sold at-home rape kits that would allow a victim to collect evidence of her assault herself. These ideas and products were met with strong resistance--and in one case, death threats. Detractors argued that self-collected evidence would never be taken seriously by juries. Apparently, accusers were still considered unreliable. Only after COVID made virtual doctor visits a necessity did the push for at-home testing gain a modicum of traction. With an at-home test, the victim received instructions, sometimes via a virtual nurse, on how to swab her own body, collect other physical evidence, and seal the kit.

In the late 1980s, Goddard abruptly disappeared from public life and lost contact with friends and family members. Kennedy painstakingly traces the confluence of events that may have led to her decline: In the late '70s, she survived a violent rape while on vacation in Hawaii. A workaholic, she seems to have reached the point of burnout by the end of the decade. Somewhere along the line, she developed a problem with drinking. Kennedy concludes that she "bounced around the country, taking odd jobs and drinking heavily," until finally settling in Arizona.

Kennedy works deftly with sometimes scant information, weaving her reporting on Goddard's life and contribution into the narrative. The result is less a true-crime story, as advertised in the subtitle, than a page-turning mystery. The subject is also personal for Kennedy, who was molested in childhood. She confesses that her book was fueled by rage, pain, and her desire to restore "the woman who had believed little girls" to her rightful place in history.

As Goddard's life shrank, the influence of the rape kit grew exponentially--especially after DNA fingerprinting was invented in 1984, eventually making it possible to trace a single drop of sperm or blood to a specific person. Evidence stored in the kits, sometimes for decades, allowed cold cases to be solved and wrongful convictions to be overturned.

Goddard's last years were marked by alcoholism, erratic behavior, and diagnoses of dementia and "manic depression." In 2015--the year of her death--a CNN reporter managed to track Goddard down. The resulting article credited Vitullo with the invention but noted Goddard's role in distributing it, describing her as the "formidable woman" behind the "successful man." During the interview, Goddard expressed anger at how her role had been downsized, calling Vitullo "an asshole." The sergeant "had nothing to do with it," she told the reporter. But those comments never made it into the story, partly because Vitullo was no longer around to defend himself and partly because Goddard struck the journalist as an unreliable witness--a woman who couldn't be believed.

Thanks to Kennedy's dogged reporting, CNN's story wasn't the final one, and Goddard can step out from the shadows of history. Upon Goddard's death, no ceremonies or memorials marked her passing. In accordance with her wishes, there was no funeral or obituary. Nevertheless, her work leaves a remarkable legacy. The rape kit reoriented the public attitude toward survivors--as not potential liars but "an eyewitness whose body might reveal real evidence of a violent crime." Yet Kennedy's book isn't just the hero's journey of a forgotten heroine. It acknowledges that the system works best when it can be improved by those who are most affected by sexual assault--and the women who are willing to risk obscurity or damage to their reputation in order to finish the job Goddard started.
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A Sweeping January 6 Pardon Is an Attack on the Judiciary

The federal judges who stewarded these cases deserve more respect than that.

by Mary McCord




Donald Trump's repeated promise to consider pardons for the January 6 attackers is rightly seen as a craven political move, one that would both satiate his base and bolster the lie that the violent assault on the U.S. Capitol was a peaceful protest, and that those who have been charged and convicted are political prisoners or even "hostages." But the promise is something graver too: Blanket pardons for the January 6 rioters would be a severe assault on the legitimacy of the criminal legal system, and in particular, on the role of the judiciary in that system.

Since January 6, 2021, the federal judges of the district court in Washington, D.C., have worked tirelessly to handle the nearly 1,600 criminal cases brought by the U.S. Department of Justice against those who allegedly attacked police officers, damaged and stole government property, caused members of Congress and the vice president of the United States to flee for their lives, and prevented the counting of the Electoral College ballots for more than six hours. The charged crimes have ranged from misdemeanors such as trespassing and disorderly conduct to serious felonies such as assaulting police, obstructing an official proceeding, and seditious conspiracy.

In every case, federal judges have worked to ensure that the defendant's constitutional rights have been protected, including the rights to counsel, due process of law, and a jury trial. More than 1,000 of those charged have pleaded guilty. More than 250 have been found guilty after a trial. More than 800 have received sentences of incarceration, including some who were permitted to serve their sentences in home detention. Others have received sentences of probation. And through it all, the federal judges--whether appointed by a Republican president, a Democratic president, or former President Trump himself--have devoted themselves to carefully stewarding their cases in accordance with U.S. law.

Tom Nichols: Trump's dangerous January 6-pardon promise

This has required thousands of hours of intense, difficult work. These judges have seen the evidence over and over again--seen their fellow Americans beat police with baseball bats and flagpoles, erect a gallows to hang the vice president, scale the walls of the Capitol and break through its windows, and brag about their insurrection on social media. They have sentenced some who are contrite and remorseful, and many others who remain defiant and unapologetic, amplifying the lies about January 6. Regardless of political affiliation, the judges have been uniform in condemning the acts of those convicted in their courtrooms.

As Royce C. Lamberth, a Republican-appointed judge with nearly 40 years on the bench, said at the sentencing of a January 6 defendant:

The Court cannot condone the shameless attempts by [the defendant] or anyone else to misinterpret or misrepresent what happened. It cannot condone the notion that those who broke the law on January 6 did nothing wrong, or that those duly convicted with all the safeguards of the United States Constitution, including a right to trial by jury in felony cases, are political prisoners or hostages.
 So let me set the record straight, based on what I've learned presiding over many January 6 prosecutions, hearing from dozens of witnesses, watching hundreds of hours of video footage, and reading thousands of pages of evidence. On January 6, 2021, a mob of people invaded and occupied the United States Capitol, using force to interrupt the peaceful transfer of power mandated by the Constitution and our republican heritage ...
 Although the rioters failed in their ultimate goal, their actions nonetheless resulted in the deaths of multiple people, injury to over 140 members of law enforcement, and lasting trauma for our entire nation.  This was not patriotism; it was the antithesis of patriotism.  


These same judges, many of whom have been threatened with violence by supporters of the January 6 defendants, are now being asked by those appearing before them to postpone their proceedings, including their sentencings, because Donald Trump has promised to pardon them. For the most part, the judges have remained firm and pressed ahead. As Judge Reggie B. Walton, another Republican-appointed judge, noted, "The potential future exercise of the discretionary pardon power, an Executive Branch authority, is irrelevant to the Court's obligation to carry out the legal responsibilities of the Judicial Branch." Judge Carl J. Nichols, who was appointed by Trump, lamented that "blanket pardons for all January 6 defendants or anything close would be beyond frustrating and disappointing," though he added that it wasn't his "call" and agreed to reschedule a jury trial from late 2024 to after the inauguration.

Paul Rosenzweig: Pardon Trump's critics now

The judicial branch is an integral part of our country's criminal legal system. Federal judges in the nation's district courts must ensure that every defendant before them is treated fairly and afforded the same constitutional rights. It is their responsibility to dispense justice not only to those with means, or to those in the president's favor, but to those who are indigent and far out of favor. And in my experience as a former federal prosecutor for nearly 20 years, most defendants respect the judges who handle their case and accept the sentence imposed on them.

Some defendants who have been sentenced by a federal judge later receive clemency--either a pardon or commutation of sentence--from the president. This act of mercy is sometimes granted to defendants who have accepted responsibility and changed their lives for the better while serving their sentence. Sometimes it is used when sentencing practices have changed dramatically, making sentences imposed long ago seem draconian. But it would be an all-out assault on our criminal legal system, and on the role of the judiciary in that system, to issue blanket pardons to the January 6 attackers regardless of the seriousness of their crimes, their remorse (or lack thereof), and their actions post-January 6. These federal judges deserve more respect than that.
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Beyond Doomscrolling

The internet we have, and the one we want

by Charlie Warzel




The image that really got me on social media this week was a faded photo of a man and woman, standing on what looks like the front steps of their home. It's a candid shot--both are focusing their attention on an infant cradled in the mother's arm. It is likely one of the first photos of a new family, and the caption broke my heart: "This photo was blown into our yard during the Eaton Canyon fire. Anyone from Pasadena/Altadena recognize these people?"



The picture is perfectly intact, not singed or torn, yet it seems to represent an entire universe of loss. Staring at the photo, a piece of family history scattered by the same winds that fuel the Los Angeles fires, you can just begin to see the contours of what is gone. The kind of grief that cannot be inventoried in an insurance claim.



And then you scroll. A satellite photo of a charred, leveled neighborhood is sandwiched next to some career news. On Instagram, I see a GoFundMe for a woman who is nine months pregnant and just lost her house; it's followed immediately by someone else's ebullient ski-vacation photos and a skin-care advertisement. I proceed through the "For You" feed on X and find Elon Musk replying to a video where Alex Jones claims the fires are part of a globalist plot to ruin the United States ("True," he said), and blaming the fires on DEI initiatives; then a shitpost about Meta's content-moderation changes ("On my way to comment 'retard' on every facebook post," it reads, with 297,000 views). I scroll again: "Celebrities Reveal How They REALLY Feel About Kelly Clarkson," another post teases. This is followed by a post about a new red-flag warning in L.A.: The fire is not relenting.



Read: The unfightable fire



To watch the destruction in Los Angeles through the prism of our fractured social-media ecosystem is to feel acutely disoriented. The country is burning; your friends are going on vacation; next week Donald Trump will be president; the government is setting the fires to stage a "land grab"; a new cannabis-infused drink will help you "crush" Dry January. Mutual-aid posts stand alongside those from climate denialists and doomers. Stay online long enough and it's easy to get a sense that the world is simultaneously ending and somehow indifferent to that fact. It all feels ridiculous. A viral post suggests that "climate change will manifest as a series of disasters viewed through phones with footage that gets closer and closer to where you live until you're the one filming it." You scroll some more and learn that the author of that post wrote the line while on the toilet (though the author has since deleted the confession).



Call it doomscrolling, gawking, bearing witness, or whatever you want, but there is an irresistible pull in moments of disaster to consume information. This is coupled with the bone-deep realization that the experience of staring at our devices while others suffer rarely provides the solidarity one might hope. Amanda Hess captured this distinctly modern feeling in a 2023 article about watching footage of dead Gazan children on Instagram: "I am not a survivor or a responder. I'm a witness, or a voyeur. The distress I am feeling is shame."



For those on the ground, these networks mean something different. These people do not need to bear witness: They need specific information about their circumstances, and they need help. But the chaos of our social platforms and the splintered nature of a hollowed-out media industry extend the disorientation to them as well. "This time, I'm a civilian," Matt Pearce, a Los Angeles-based journalist, wrote last week. "And this time, the user experience of getting information about a disaster unfolding around me was dogshit." Anna Merlan, a reporter for Mother Jones, chronicled the experience of sifting through countless conspiracy theories and false-flag posts while watching the fires encroach on her home and packing her car to evacuate.



As I read these dispatches and watch helplessly from afar, the phrase time on site bangs around in my head. This is the metric that social-media companies optimize for, and it means what it sounds like: the amount of time that people spend on these apps. In recent years, there has been much handwringing over how much time users are spending on site; Tech-industry veterans such as Tristan Harris have made lucrative second careers warning of the addictive, exploitative nature of tech platforms and their algorithms. Harris's crusade began in 2016, when he suggested a healthier metric of "time well spent," which sought to reverse the "digital attention crisis." This became its own kind of metric, adopted by Mark Zuckerberg in 2018 as Facebook's north star for user satisfaction. Since then, the phrase has fallen out of favor. Harris rebranded his effort away from time well spent to a focus on "humane" technology.



But the worries persist. Parents obsess over the vague metric of "screen time," while researchers write best-selling books and debate what, exactly, phones and social media are doing to kids and how to prove it. American politicians are so worried about time on site--especially when its by-product, metadata, is being collected by foreign governments--that the United States may very well ban TikTok, an app used by roughly one-third of the country's adults. (In protest, many users have simply started spending time on another Chinese site, Xiaohongshu.) Many people suspect that time on site can't be good for us, yet time on site also is how many of us learn about the world, form communities, and entertain ourselves. The experience of logging on and consuming information through the algorithmic morass of our feeds has never felt more dispiriting, commoditized, chaotic, and unhelpful than it does right now.



Read: No one knows exactly what social media is doing to teens



It is useful, then, to juxtapose this information ecosystem--one that's largely governed by culture-warring tech executives and populated by attention seekers--with a true technological public good. Last week, I downloaded Watch Duty, a free app that provides evacuation notices, up-to-date fire maps, and information such as wind direction and air-quality alerts. The app, which was founded in 2021 after fires ravaged Sonoma County, California, has become a crucial piece of information infrastructure for L.A. residents and first responders. It is run by a nonprofit as a public service, with volunteer reporters and full-time staff who help vet information. Millions have downloaded the app just this month.



Watch Duty appears to be saving lives at a time when local-government services have been less than reliable, sending out incorrect evacuation notices to residents. It is a shining example of technology at its best and most useful, and so I was struck by something one of its co-founders, David Merritt, told to The Verge over the weekend: "We don't want you to spend time in the app," he said. "You get information and get out. We have the option of adding more photos, but we limit those to the ones that provide different views of a fire we have been tracking. We don't want people doom scrolling." This, he rightly argues, is "the antithesis of what a lot of tech does."



The contrast between Watch Duty and broad swaths of the internet feels especially stark in the early days of 2025. The toxic incentives and environments of our other apps are as visible as ever, and the men behind these services--Musk and Zuckerberg especially--seem intent on making the experience of using them worse than ever. It's all in service of engagement, of more time on site. Musk, who has transformed X into a superfund site of conspiracy theorizing, crypto ads, hateful posts, and low-rent memes, has been vehement that he wants his users to come to the platform and never leave. He has allegedly deprioritized hyperlinks that would take people away from the platform to other sites. (Musk did not deny that this is happening when confronted by Paul Graham, a Y Combinator co-founder.) He has his own name for the metric he wants X to optimize for: unregretted user seconds.



Zuckerberg recently announced his own version of the Muskian playbook, which seeks to turn his Meta platforms into a more lawless posting zone, including getting rid of fact-checkers and turning off its automated moderation systems on all content but "illegal and high-severity violations." That system kept spam and disinformation content from flooding the platform. Make no mistake: This, too, is its own play for time on site. In an interview last month with the Financial Times, a Meta executive revealed that the company plans to experiment with introducing generative-AI-powered chatbots into its services, behaving like regular users. Connor Hayes, vice president of product for generative AI at Meta, says that this feature--which, I should add, nobody asked for--is a "priority" for the company over the next two years. This is supposed to align with another goal, which is to make its apps "more entertaining and engaging."



This should feel more than disheartening for anyone who cares about or still believes in the promise of the internet and technology to broaden our worldview, increase resilience, and expose us to the version of humanity that is always worth helping and saving. Spending time on site has arguably never felt this bad; the forecast suggests that it will only get worse.



In recent days, I've been revisiting some of the work of the climate futurist Alex Steffen, who has a knack for putting language to our planetary crisis. The unprecedented disasters that appear now with more frequency are an example of discontinuity, where "past experience loses its value as a guide to decision-making about the future." Steffen argues that we have no choice but to adapt to this reality and anticipate how we'll survive it. He offers no panaceas or bromides. The climate crisis will come for each of us, but will affect us unevenly. We are not all in this together, he argues. But action is needed--specifically, proactive fixes that make our broken systems more effective and durable.



Clearly our information systems are in need of such work. They feel like they were built for a world we no longer inhabit. Most of them are run by billionaires who can afford to insulate themselves from reality, at least for now. I don't see an end to the discontinuity or brokenness of our internet. But there are glimpses of resilience. Maybe platforms like Watch Duty offer a template. "I don't want to sell this," John Clarke Mills, the company's CEO, told The Hollywood Reporter on Monday. He went further: "No one should own this. The fact that I have to do this with my team is not OK. Part of this is out of spite. I'm angry that I'm here having to do this, and the government hasn't spent the money to do this themselves." Mills's anger is righteous, but it could also be instructive. Instead of building things that make us feel powerless, Mills is building tools that give people information that can be turned into agency.



There's no tidy conclusion to any of this. There is loss, fear, anger, but also hope. Days later, I went to check back on the post that contained that photo of the man and woman with a child. I'd hoped that the internet would work its magic to reunite the photo with those who'd lost it. Throughout the replies are people trying to signal-boost the post. In one reply, a local news producer asks for permission to do a story about the photograph. Another person thinks they have a lead on the family. So far, there's no happy ending. But there is hope.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2025/01/watch-duty-la-fires/681333/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Is Moderate Drinking Okay?

"Every drink takes five minutes off your life." Maybe the thought scares you. Personally, I find comfort in it.

by Derek Thompson




Here's a simple question: Is moderate drinking okay?

Like millions of Americans, I look forward to a glass of wine--sure, occasionally two--while cooking or eating dinner. I strongly believe that an ice-cold pilsner on a hot summer day is, to paraphrase Benjamin Franklin, suggestive evidence that a divine spirit exists and gets a kick out of seeing us buzzed.

But, like most people, I understand that booze isn't medicine. I don't consider a bottle of California cabernet to be the equivalent of a liquid statin. Drinking to excess is dangerous for our bodies and those around us. Having more than three or four drinks a night is strongly related to a host of diseases, including liver cirrhosis, and alcohol addiction is a scourge for those genetically predisposed to dependency.

If the evidence against heavy drinking is clear, the research on my wine-with-dinner habit is a wasteland of confusion and contradiction. This month, the U.S. surgeon general published a new recommendation that all alcohol come with a warning label indicating it increases the risk of cancer. Around the same time, a meta-analysis published by the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine concluded that moderate alcohol drinking is associated with a longer life. Many scientists scoffed at both of these headlines, claiming that the underlying studies are so flawed that to derive strong conclusions from them would be like trying to make a fine wine out of a bunch of supermarket grapes.

I've spent the past few weeks poring over studies, meta-analyses, and commentaries. I've crashed my web browser with an oversupply of research-paper tabs. I've spoken with researchers and then consulted with other scientists who disagreed with those researchers. And I've reached two conclusions. First, my seemingly simple question about moderate drinking may not have a simple answer. Second, I'm not making any plans to give up my nightly glass of wine.



Alcohol ambivalence has been with us for almost as long as alcohol. The notion that booze is enjoyable in small doses and hellish in excess was captured well by Eubulus, a Greek comic poet of the fourth century B.C.E., who wrote that although two bowls of wine brought "love and pleasure," five led to "shouting," nine led to "bile," and 10 produced outright "madness, in that it makes people throw things."

In the late 20th century, however, conventional wisdom lurched strongly toward the idea that moderate drinking was healthy, especially when the beverage of choice was red wine. In 1991, Morley Safer, a correspondent for CBS, recorded a segment of 60 Minutes titled "The French Paradox," in which he pointed out that the French filled their stomachs with meat, oil, butter, and other sources of fat, yet managed to live long lives with lower rates of cardiovascular disease than their Northern European peers. "The answer to the riddle, the explanation of the paradox, may lie in this inviting glass" of red wine, Safer told viewers. Following the report, demand for red wine in the U.S. surged.

Read: America has a drinking problem

The notion that a glass of red wine every night is akin to medicine wasn't just embraced by a gullible news media. It was assumed as a matter of scientific fact by many researchers. "The evidence amassed is sufficient to bracket skeptics of alcohol's protective effects with the doubters of manned lunar landings and members of the flat-Earth society," the behavioral psychologist and health researcher Tim Stockwell wrote in 2000.

Today, however, Stockwell is himself a flat-earther, so to speak. In the past 25 years, he has spent, he told me, "thousands and thousands of hours" reevaluating studies on alcohol and health. And now he's convinced, as many other scientists are, that the supposed health benefits of moderate drinking were based on bad research and confounded variables.

A technical term for the so-called French paradox is the "J curve." When you plot the number of drinks people consume along an X axis and their risk of dying along the Y axis, most observational studies show a shallow dip at about one drink a day for women and two drinks a day for men, suggesting protection against all-cause mortality. Then the line rises--and rises and rises--confirming the idea that excessive drinking is plainly unhealthy. The resulting graph looks like a J, hence the name.

The J-curve thesis suffers from many problems, Stockwell told me. It relies on faulty comparisons between moderate drinkers and nondrinkers. Moderate drinkers tend to be richer, healthier, and more social, while nondrinkers are a motley group that includes people who have never had alcohol (who tend to be poorer), people who quit drinking alcohol because they're sick, and even recovering alcoholics. In short, many moderate drinkers are healthy for reasons that have nothing to do with drinking, and many nondrinkers are less healthy for reasons that have nothing to do with alcohol abstention.

Read: Not just sober-curious, but neo-temperate

When Stockwell and his fellow researchers threw out the observational studies that were beyond salvation and adjusted the rest to account for some of the confounders I listed above, "the J curve disappeared," he told me. By some interpretations, even a small amount of alcohol--as little as three drinks a week--seemed to increase the risk of cancer and death.



The demise of the J curve is profoundly affecting public-health guidance. In 2011, Canada's public-health agencies said that men could safely enjoy up to three oversize drinks a night with two abstinent days a week--about 15 drinks a week. In 2023, the Canadian Centre on Substance Use and Addiction revised its guidelines to define low-risk drinking as no more than two drinks a week.

Here's my concern: The end of the J curve has made way for a new emerging conventional wisdom--that moderate drinking is seriously risky--that is also built on flawed studies and potentially overconfident conclusions. The pendulum is swinging from flawed "red wine is basically heart medicine!" TV segments to questionable warnings about the risk of moderate drinking and cancer. After all, we're still dealing with observational studies that struggle to account for the differences between diverse groups.

Read: Is a glass of wine harmless? Wrong question.

In a widely read breakdown of alcohol-health research, the scientist and author Vinay Prasad wrote that the observational research on which scientists are still basing their conclusions suffers from a litany of "old data, shitty data, confounded data, weak definitions, measurement error, multiplicity, time-zero problems, and illogical results." As he memorably summarized the problem: "A meta-analysis is like a juicer, it only tastes as good as what you put in." Even folks like Stockwell who are trying to turn the flawed data into useful reviews are like well-meaning chefs, toiling in the kitchen, doing their best to make coq au vin out of a lot of chicken droppings.



The U.S. surgeon general's new report on alcohol recommended adding a more "prominent" warning label on all alcoholic beverages about cancer risks. The top-line findings were startling. Alcohol contributes to about 100,000 cancer cases and 20,000 cancer deaths each year, the surgeon general said. The guiding motivation sounded honorable. About three-fourths of adults drink once or more a week, and fewer than half of them are aware of the relationship between alcohol and cancer risk.

But many studies linking alcohol to cancer risk are bedeviled by the confounding problems facing many observational studies. For example, a study can find a relationship between moderate alcohol consumption and breast-cancer detection, but moderate consumption is correlated with income, as is access to mammograms.

One of the best-established mechanisms for alcohol being related to cancer is that alcohol breaks down into acetaldehyde in the body, which binds to and damages DNA, increasing the risk that a new cell grows out of control and becomes a cancerous tumor. This mechanism has been demonstrated in animal studies. But, as Prasad points out, we don't approve drugs based on animal studies alone; many drugs work in mice and fail in clinical trials in humans. Just because we observe a biological mechanism in mice doesn't mean you should live your life based on the assumption that the same cellular dance is happening inside your body.

Read: The truth about breast cancer and drinking red wine--or any alcohol

I'm willing to believe, even in the absence of slam-dunk evidence, that alcohol increases the risk of developing certain types of cancer for certain people. But as the surgeon general's report itself points out, it's important to distinguish between "absolute" and "relative" risk. Owning a swimming pool dramatically increases the relative risk that somebody in the house will drown, but the absolute risk of drowning in your backyard swimming pool is blessedly low. In a similar way, some analyses have concluded that even moderate drinking can increase a person's odds of getting mouth cancer by about 40 percent. But given that the lifetime absolute risk of developing mouth cancer is less than 1 percent, this means one drink a day increases the typical individual's chance of developing mouth cancer by about 0.3 percentage points. The surgeon general reports that moderate drinking (say, one drink a night) increases the relative risk of breast cancer by 10 percent, but that merely raises the absolute lifetime risk of getting breast cancer from about 11 percent to about 13 percent. Assuming that the math is sound, I think that's a good thing to know. But if you pass this information along to a friend, I think you can forgive them for saying: Sorry, I like my chardonnay more than I like your two percentage points with a low confidence interval. 



Where does this leave us? Not so far from our ancient-Greek friend Eubulus. Thousands of years and hundreds of studies after the Greek poet observed the dubious benefits of too much wine, we have much more data without much more certainty.

In her review of the literature, the economist Emily Oster concluded that "alcohol isn't especially good for your health." I think she's probably right. But life isn't--or, at least, shouldn't be--about avoiding every activity with a whisker of risk. Cookies are not good for your health, either, as Oster points out, but only the grouchiest doctors will instruct their healthy patients to foreswear Oreos. Even salubrious activities--trying to bench your bodyweight, getting in a car to hang out with a friend--incur the real possibility of injury.

Read: A daily drink is almost certainly not going to hurt you

An appreciation for uncertainty is nice, but it's not very memorable. I wanted a takeaway about alcohol and health that I could repeat to a friend if they ever ask me to summarize this article in a sentence. So I pressed Tim Stockwell to define his most cautious conclusions in a memorable way, even if I thought he might be overconfident in his caution.

"One drink a day for men or women will reduce your life expectancy on average by about three months," he said. Moderate drinkers should have in their mind that "every drink reduces your expected longevity by about five minutes." (The risk compounds for heavier drinkers, he added. "If you drink at a heavier level, two or three drinks a day, that goes up to like 10, 15, 20 minutes per drink--not per drinking day, but per drink.")

Every drink takes five minutes off your life. Maybe the thought scares you. Personally, I find great comfort in it--even as I suspect it suffers from the same flaws that plague this entire field. Several months ago, I spoke with the Stanford University scientist Euan Ashley, who studies the cellular effects of exercise. He has concluded that every minute of exercise adds five extra minutes of life.

When you put these two statistics together, you get this wonderful bit of rough longevity arithmetic: For moderate drinkers, every drink reduces your life by the same five minutes that one minute of exercise can add back. There's a motto for healthy moderation: Have a drink? Have a jog. 

Even this kind of arithmetic can miss a bigger point. To reduce our existence to a mere game of minutes gained and lost is to squeeze the life out of life. Alcohol is not like a vitamin or pill that we swiftly consume in the solitude of our bathrooms, which can be straightforwardly evaluated in controlled laboratory testing. At best, moderate alcohol consumption is enmeshed in activities that we share with other people: cooking, dinners, parties, celebrations, rituals, get-togethers--life! It is pleasure, and it is people. It is a social mortar for our age of social isolation.

Read: The anti-social century

An underrated aspect of the surgeon general's report is that it is following, rather than trailblazing, a national shift away from alcohol. As recently as 2005, Americans were more likely to say that alcohol was good for their health, instead of bad. Last year, they were more than five times as likely to say it was bad, instead of good. In the first seven months of 2024, alcohol sales volume declined for beer, wine, and spirits. The decline seemed especially pronounced among young people.

To the extent that alcohol carries a serious risk of excess and addiction, less booze in America seems purely positive. But for those without religious or personal objections, healthy drinking is social drinking, and the decline of alcohol seems related to the fact that Americans now spend less time in face-to-face socializing than any period in modern history. That some Americans are trading the blurry haze of intoxication for the crystal clarity of sobriety is a blessing for their minds and guts. But in some cases, they may be trading an ancient drug of socialization for the novel intoxicants of isolation.
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America Just Kinda, Sorta Banned Cigarettes

A new rule by the FDA could change smoking as we know it.

by Nicholas Florko




No drug is quite like nicotine. When it hits your bloodstream, you're sent on a ride of double euphoria: an immediate jolt of adrenaline, like a strong cup of coffee injected directly into your brain, along with the calming effect of a beer. Nicotine is what gets people hooked on cigarettes, despite their health risks and putrid smell. It is, in essence, what cigarette companies are selling, and what they've always been selling. Without nicotine, a cigarette is just smoldering leaves wrapped in some fancy paper.



But if the Biden administration gets its way, that's essentially all cigarettes will be. Today, regulators at the FDA announced that they are pushing forward with a rule that would dramatically limit how much nicotine can go in a cigarette. The average cigarette nowadays is estimated to have roughly 17 milligrams of the drug. Under the new regulation, that would fall to less than one milligram. If enacted--still a big if--it would decimate the demand for cigarettes more effectively than any public-service announcement ever could.



The idea behind the proposal is to make cigarettes nonaddictive. One study found that some young people begin feeling the symptoms of nicotine addiction within a matter of days after starting to smoke. In 2022, roughly half of adult smokers tried to quit, but fewer than 10 percent were ultimately successful.



For that reason, the rule could permanently change smoking in America. The FDA insists that the proposal isn't a ban per se. But in the rule's intended effect, ban may indeed be an apt term. The FDA estimates that nearly 13 million people--more than 40 percent of current adult smokers--would quit smoking within one year of the rule taking effect. After all, why inhale cancerous fumes without even the promise of a buzz? By the end of the century, the FDA predicts, 4.3 million fewer people would die because of cigarettes. The agency's move, therefore, should be wonderful news for just about everyone except tobacco executives. (Luis Pinto, a vice president at Reynolds American, which makes Camel and Newport cigarettes, told me in an email that the policy "would effectively eliminate legal cigarettes and fuel an already massive illicit nicotine market.")



Still, there's no telling whether the FDA's idea will actually come to fruition. The regulation released today is just a proposal. For the next eight months, the public--including tobacco companies--will have the opportunity to comment on the proposal. Then the Trump administration can decide whether to finalize the regulation as is, make changes, or scrap it entirely. Donald Trump has not signaled what he will do, and his relationship to cigarettes is complicated. In 2017, his FDA commissioner put the idea of cutting the nicotine in cigarettes to nonaddictive levels on the agency's agenda. But the tobacco industry has recently attempted to cozy up to the president-elect. A subsidiary of Reynolds donated $10 million to a super PAC backing Trump. Even if the Trump administration finalizes the rule, the FDA plans to give tobacco companies two years to comply, meaning that the earliest cigarettes would actually change would be fall 2027.



If Trump goes through with the rule, it may be the end of cigarettes. But although cigarettes might be inseparable from nicotine, nicotine is not inseparable from cigarettes. These days, people looking to consume the drug can pop a coffee-flavored Zyn in their upper lip or puff on a banana-ice-flavored e-cigarette. These products are generally safer than cigarettes because they do not burn tobacco, and it is tobacco smoke, not nicotine, that causes most of the harmful effects of cigarettes. FDA estimates that should cigarettes lose their nicotine, roughly half of current smokers would transition to other, safer products to get their fix, Brian King, the head of the FDA's tobacco center, told me.



Whether nicotine's staying power is a good thing is still unclear. Few people--even in the tobacco industry--will argue with a straight face that cigarettes are safe. Nicotine defenders, however, are far more common. In my time covering nicotine, I have spoken with plenty of people who emphatically believe that the drug helps them get through their day, and that their habit is no more shameful or harmful than an addiction to caffeine. There is clearly a market for these products. Just ask Philip Morris International, which earlier this year invested $600 million to build a new factory to meet surging demand for Zyn. But it's true, too, that nicotine is addictive, regardless of how it's consumed. There isn't much data looking at long-term impacts of these new nicotine-delivery devices, but the effects of nicotine, such as increased heart rate and blood pressure, are enough to give cardiologists pause.



I promised my parents--both smokers during my childhood--that I'd never pick up a cigarette. I kept that promise. But about a year ago, I started to wonder just how bad safer forms of nicotine could actually be. (Mom, if you're reading this, I'm sorry.) I found myself experimenting with Zyn. Doing so gave me a window into why my parents craved cigarettes, but it also quickly gave me a firsthand look at why it was always so hard for them to quit. My one-Zyn-a-day habit quickly became two, and two became four. And yet, each time the pouch hit my lip, that burst of dopamine seemed to get more and more lackluster. Soon enough, I was reaching for nicotine without even thinking about it. The FDA's new proposal, if finalized, will mean that misguided teens (or, in my case, 33-year-olds) prone to experimentation won't do so with deadly cigarettes. But that will be far from the end of America's relationship with nicotine.
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How Netanyahu Misread His Relationship With Trump

The cease-fire in Gaza reflects another triumph for Donald Trump and shows Benjamin Netanyahu who's boss.

by Franklin Foer




Let us now praise Donald Trump. It's hard for me not to choke on that phrase. But it was his bluster--his demand that Hamas release its remaining hostages before his inauguration, or else "all hell will break out"--that effectively ushered in a cease-fire, the beginning of the end of the Gaza war.

Although honesty requires crediting Trump, his success was not the product of magical powers or an indictment of Biden-administration diplomacy. Trump's splenetic threats injected urgency into floundering talks. And by allowing his envoy Steven Witkoff to coordinate with the Biden administration, the incoming president left Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu with an acute sense of isolation.

Over the course of Netanyahu's long reign, he has transformed his nation's foreign policy. For much of its history, the Jewish state cultivated bipartisan support in the United States. Netanyahu trashed that tradition; for his own domestic purposes, he has provoked spats with Democratic presidents, bolstering his reputation among his right-wing base. At the same time, he tethered himself to the Republican Party.

As the Gaza war began to meander--and as it became clear that Israel would never achieve the "total victory" that he promised--Netanyahu dipped into this old playbook. In a video he released last June, he accused Biden of denying Israel the munitions that it needed to win the war. That charge was arguably slanderous, given the large sums of money that the United States had spent on arming Israel.

Although that strategy advanced his career, it had an obvious flaw. Because of Netanyahu's lockstep partnership with the Republicans, he is beholden to the whims of the leader of that party. Once Trump emphatically expressed his desire to end the war, Netanyahu was stuck. To cross the incoming president would risk losing the most important pillar of Israel's foreign support.

Read: Trump made the Gaza cease-fire happen

Some American observers assumed that Netanyahu wanted to extend the war into Trump's term, during which he would have the Republican president's permission to behave however he liked. These were, after all, like-minded politicians. But that assessment misread the Netanyahu-Trump dynamic.

Over the past four years, Netanyahu clearly has had reason to feel insecure about his relationship with Trump. Trump reportedly abhorred the fact that Netanyahu called Joe Biden to congratulate him on winning the 2020 presidential election. By acknowledging Biden's victory, Netanyahu flunked the fundamental Trumpist loyalty test. (As Trump fumed about the episode to Axios's Barak Ravid, he declared, "Fuck him.") After October 7, Trump cast blame on the Israeli prime minister for failing to foresee the attack. Given this history, and all the anxieties it must surely provoke, Netanyahu was desperate to deliver for Trump, days before his inauguration, at the height of his prestige.

After months of diplomatic futility, Biden was shrewd to allow Trump and Witkoff to serve as the front men for the talks. Rather than clinging territorially to the office during his last days in power, or invoking cliches about how there's one president at a time, he invited his successor into an ad hoc coalition in which they operated in sync, sharing the same strategy and applying combined pressure. This moment will be remembered as an atavistic flourish of bipartisan foreign policy, but it also makes me think about Antony Blinken's eyes.

When I traveled with the secretary of state to the Middle East, and the lights of television cameras pointed at his face, I saw the toils of shuttle diplomacy in the bulging bags beneath his eyes. For months, protesters camped outside his suburban-Virginia house. They hurled red paint at his wife's car while he kept returning to the region in the hopes of brokering a deal. Indeed, it was those months of excruciating, energetic negotiation that yielded the substance of an agreement, the gritty details of peace. That hard work should be at the center of the narrative, and maybe someday it will be, but right now it feels like a footnote.

On the left, plenty of Biden's critics are now crowing. Many of those who hate "Genocide Joe" have always claimed that Trump would be better for the Palestinian cause, or perhaps just as bad, which justified a desire to punish Biden's Zionism electorally. Now that strange faith in Trump will be tested, because the coming diplomacy will be even harder than ending the war. Hamas remains a fact of life in Gaza. For the time being, it's the government there, and it has every incentive to remain an armed force. Reconstructing the Strip, rescuing it from dangerous anarchy, will require somehow navigating around that fact. I doubt that Trump cares deeply about the future of Gaza, or that he has the patience to maneuver through the tangle of complexities. But if he does, I will be the first to praise him.
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How Worried to Be About Bird Flu

A conversation with Katherine J. Wu about the spread of the virus so far

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.


Over the past several months, bird-flu numbers have been steadily ticking up, especially among farmworkers who interact closely with cows. I spoke with my colleague Katherine J. Wu, who reports on science, about her level of concern right now, and the government's response to the spread of the virus so far.





Lora Kelley: We last spoke in April, after a dairy worker became infected with bird flu. At the time, you described your level of concern about bird flu as "medium." How would you describe your level of worry now?

Katherine J. Wu: At this point, I would upgrade it to "medium-plus." I don't think I will upgrade to "high" unless we start to see strong evidence of human-to-human transmission. I am not ruling out that possibility, but we aren't there yet.

The situation has gotten quite a bit worse since last spring. We are seeing consistent infection of dairy workers, meaning an especially vulnerable population is exposed in their work environment. Each time the virus infects a new person, it's an opportunity for it to evolve into something that could eventually become a pathogen that moves easily from person to person.

Lora: What could public-health officials have done differently in recent months to contain the outbreak?

Katherine: Part of the reason I feel concerned is the government's lackluster response. The movement of the virus into cows was a huge red flag. Cows have never been a known source of this flu, so that was a complete surprise. That should have been a moment when officials said: We really need to contain this before it gets out of control. If some of the first afflicted herds had been kept from moving around, or even culled, it's possible that the virus might have been contained before dairy workers got sick.

The USDA has ramped up its testing of milk, and the CDC is still working hard to do outreach to farmworkers, who are the population most at risk here. But there could still be more testing at the individual level--individual animals, individual people. There could be more frequent, aggressive sampling of where the virus is in the environment, as well as on farms.

Representatives at USDA and CDC have denied that their response has been inadequate--though independent experts I have spoken with dispute that. To be clear, officials can't fully predict the future and stop an outbreak the second it starts to get bad, and critics aren't demanding that. But right now, it's still a very reactive approach: We see that the virus has been here; I guess we can keep checking if it's there. But a more proactive approach with testing and better communication with the public would really help.

Lora: How has the government's response to bird flu compared with its response to COVID?

Katherine: There's no doubt that having COVID in the rearview affected the government's response. I think they didn't want to overreact and cause widespread panic when there wasn't a need. That's fair, but there's a middle ground that I think they missed.

The response to COVID was by definition going to be haphazard, because we didn't have a preexisting arsenal of tests, vaccines, and antivirals. We hadn't dealt with a coronavirus like that in recent memory. Here, though, there is a slate of tools available. We've dealt with big flu outbreaks. We know what flu can do. We know that flu, in general, can move from animals into humans. We've seen this particular virus actually move into people in different contexts across the world.

Lora: Have we missed the opportunity to mitigate the spread of bird flu?

Katherine: Because there has not yet been evidence of sustained human-to-human transmission, there is still time to intervene. Did officials miss some opportunities to intervene more and earlier? Yes. But that doesn't mean that from here the attitude should be I guess we should just let this roll.

Lora: We may have RFK Jr., a vaccine skeptic, leading the Department of Health and Human Services soon. How might his leadership affect the bird-flu response?

Katherine: I don't think there is a need to roll out bird-flu vaccines to the general public yet. But I think there are likely to be major changes to public-health policy in this country. RFK Jr. has specifically said that the National Institutes of Health will be taking a break from focusing on infectious disease for the next few years, and that doesn't bode terribly well. Infectious diseases are not going to take a break from us.

Lora: Are there lessons from the COVID era that the public should better absorb in order to deal with illness more broadly?

Katherine: To be fair, it's hard to avoid getting sick in general, especially at this time of year. During the worst of the pandemic, when people were still masking more consistently and not going into public places, we did get sick a lot less often because we were avoiding each other.

That said, I think people did forget very, very quickly that the things that worked against COVID work well against a lot of other diseases, especially other respiratory viruses. I am not saying that we all need to go back to masking 24/7 and never going to school or work in person. But maybe don't go to work when you're sick--a practice that all employers should enable. Maybe don't send your child to day care sick. Maybe don't sneeze into your hand and then rub your hand all over the subway railing. Wash your hands a lot.

Unfortunately, there is this tendency for a really binary response of doing everything or nothing. Right now, people seem to be leaning toward doing nothing, because they are fatigued from what they felt like was an era of doing everything. But there's a middle ground here too.

Related:

	Bird flu is a national embarrassment. 
 	America's infectious-disease barometer is off. (From April)






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	MAGA's demon-haunted world
 	How Trump made Biden's Gaza peace plan happen
 	David Frum: Justin Trudeau's performative self-regard
 	The one Trump pick Democrats actually like




Today's News

	Israel and Hamas have agreed to a 42-day cease-fire deal that will include an exchange of hostages and prisoners, President Joe Biden announced.
 	Senate confirmation hearings were held for multiple Trump-administration nominees, including Pam Bondi for attorney general and Marco Rubio for secretary of state. During Bondi's testimony, she refused to say that President-Elect Donald Trump lost the 2020 election.
 	South Korea's impeached president, Yoon Suk Yeol, was detained and questioned last night over his attempt to impose martial law last month.




Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



The Hipster Grifter Peaked Too Soon

By Sophie Gilbert

In the spring of 2009, Vice published a blog post, notorious even by its own standards, titled "Department of Oopsies!--We Hired a Grifter." An employee had started chatting with the magazine's new executive assistant, Kari Ferrell; after she reportedly began coming on to him over instant messages, he Googled her, only to find out that she was on the Salt Lake City Police Department's most-wanted list. Instead of simply firing Ferrell, Vice outed her online.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	No more Mr. Tough Guy on China
 	No one will remember Jack Smith's report, Peter Wehner writes.
 	What happens when a plastic city burns
 	What is L.A. without its trails?
 	Aspiring parents have a new DNA test to obsess over.




Culture Break


Jan Buchczik



Test out. Here are 10 practical ways to improve your happiness, according to happiness expert Arthur C. Brooks.

Read. Kindness has become countercultural, James Parker writes. Perhaps Saint Francis can help.

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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No One Will Remember Jack Smith's Report

But indifference to truth and honor and the rule of law has a way of catching up with a country.

by Peter Wehner




Just after noon next Monday, Donald Trump will take an oath to preserve, protect, and defend the Constitution, despite having, four years before, "engaged in an unprecedented criminal effort to overturn the legitimate results of the election in order to retain power."

That is the conclusion of former Special Counsel Jack Smith's investigation into Trump's effort to interfere with the lawful transfer of power following the 2020 presidential election. Smith also found that Trump encouraged "violence against his perceived opponents" from Election Day 2020 to January 6, 2021, when a mob of Trump supporters stormed the Capitol, injuring more than 140 police officers.

The evidence amassed by Smith against Trump is overwhelming; any disinterested reader of the 137-page report will understand why Smith concluded that "but for Mr. Trump's election and imminent return to the presidency ... the admissible evidence was sufficient to obtain and sustain a conviction at trial." (Justice Department policy prohibits the prosecution of sitting presidents.)

But the fact that the incoming president was indicted on charges that constitute the most serious attack by a chief executive against American democracy in our history may not be the most notable thing about this story. The most notable thing is that, already, more Americans seem to be discussing the Los Angeles fires, Babygirl, and Pete Hegseth's nomination to be secretary of defense than Smith's report. Within a matter of days, the report, which very few people will read, will be more or less forgotten.

Read: Trump's sentencing made no one happy

I understand why. The central role Trump played in the effort to violently overturn the election has been known for four years, so the core findings of the special counsel's report are hardly news. In addition, much of the public has been worn down by the relentless intensity of the Trump era. MAGA world may draw energy and meaning from incessant conflict; the rest of us do not. After a particularly crude and ugly campaign, most people want to take a break from politics, including those whose vocation is politics.

Nor are most Americans, including fierce Trump critics, particularly interested in relitigating the past. Trump was a known commodity to voters; his maliciousness and corrupt character were on display virtually every day. And yet, Trump won the popular vote--the first Republican to do so in two decades--and he easily won the Electoral College. Trump's ethic represents the American ethic, at least for now.

It will be impossible for Americans to escape Trump over the next four years, but few of us want him to occupy more mental and emotional space than necessary. And to the degree that we do focus on him, it should be more on what he does and less on what he's done. In the meantime, there are countless things worthy of our attention and our affections, things that are beautiful and fun and edifying.

Read: The cases against Trump: a guide

"How small, of all that human hearts endure," Samuel Johnson wrote, "That part which laws or kings can cause or cure. / Still to ourselves in every place consign'd, / Our own felicity we make or find."

And still. Politics matters "because of its capacity, when benign, to allow all around it to flourish, and its capacity, when malignant, to make all around it wither," the columnist Charles Krauthammer wrote. He added that "the task of merely maintaining strong and sturdy the structures of a constitutional order is unending, the continuing and ceaseless work of every generation."

What Jack Smith's report shows, for those who have eyes to see and ears to hear, is that the structures of our constitutional order were under assault by a man who is about to become president for a second time. A convicted felon, Trump called the attack on the Capitol "a day of love." He leveraged the attack to his political advantage. He said that those in Congress who'd investigated his crimes should "go to jail." He has promised to pardon rioters--calling them "hostages" and "unbelievable patriots"--within the first hour of his second term. And very few people seem to care anymore. Since his victory two months ago, we are witnessing an almost across-the-board capitulation to Trump, in one institution after another. Broken people approach the throne on bended knee.

Read: The GOP completes its surrender

In his 1993 essay, "Defining Deviancy Down," Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan warned about the tendency of societies to respond to destructive and aberrant behavior by lowering their standards. Crimes that at one time would have shocked the nation were barely noticed at another. "We are," Moynihan wrote, "getting used to a lot of behavior that is not good for us."

That includes returning to power a president who "resorted to a series of criminal efforts to retain power," in the words of the special counsel's report. The fact that Americans are bored by this is a sign of weariness. But beware: Indifference to truth and honor and the rule of law has a way of catching up with a country.
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The One Trump Pick Democrats Actually Like

Does Lori Chavez-DeRemer's nomination for labor secretary signal a shift in the GOP's stance toward unions?

by Russell Berman




Democrats spent more than $20 million last year to end then-Representative Lori Chavez-DeRemer's congressional career. Now, however, the Republican they worked so hard to defeat is their favorite nominee for President-Elect Donald Trump's Cabinet.

Trump's selection of Chavez-DeRemer for labor secretary came as a pleasant surprise to many Democrats and union leaders, who expected him to follow past Republican presidents and name a conservative hostile to organized labor. But Chavez-DeRemer endeared herself to unions during her two years in Congress. A former mayor of an Oregon suburb who narrowly won her seat in 2022, she was one of just three House Republicans to co-sponsor the labor movement's top legislative priority: a bill known as the PRO Act, which would make unionizing easier and expand labor protections for union members.

After Chavez-DeRemer's nomination was announced, two senior Democratic senators, Elizabeth Warren of Massachusetts and Patty Murray of Washington State, issued cautiously optimistic statements about her--a rare sentiment for Democrats to express about any Trump nominee. In addition, Sean O'Brien, the Teamsters president who spoke at last year's Republican National Convention and whose union stayed neutral in the presidential race after repeatedly backing Democratic nominees, has championed Chavez-DeRemer's nomination. And it has given more progressive union leaders hope that, after winning the largest vote share from union households of any Republican in 40 years, Trump might change how his party treats the labor movement.

Annie Lowrey: The rise of the union right

"It's a positive move for those of us who represent workers and who want workers to have a better life," Randi Weingarten, the president of the American Federation of Teachers and a close ally of Democratic Party leaders, told me. She noted that Chavez-DeRemer bucked her party not only by supporting the PRO Act but also by voting against private-school vouchers and cuts to public-education funding.

Trump courted union members throughout his campaign, seeing them as a key part of a blue-collar base that helped him flip states such as Michigan and Pennsylvania, which Joe Biden won in 2020. In September, his running mate, J. D. Vance, told reporters that the drop in private-sector union membership in recent decades was "a tragedy"--a statement sharply at odds with the GOP's long-running advocacy of laws that would make unionizing harder, including in Vance's home state of Ohio. O'Brien and congressional Republicans reportedly pushed for Trump to pick Chavez-DeRemer after the election. The decision may have been a reward for the Teamsters' snub of Kamala Harris.

Yet until his selection of Chavez-DeRemer, Trump's support for unions had stopped at rhetoric. He's surrounded himself with conservative billionaires and generally sided with business interests by opposing minimum-wage increases, enhanced overtime pay, and other policies backed by organized labor. With that record in mind, Democrats have added qualifiers to their embrace of Chavez-DeRemer. "If Chavez-DeRemer commits as labor secretary to strengthen labor unions and promote worker power," Warren said in her statement, "she's a strong candidate for the job."

That remains a big if. A spokesperson for the Trump transition, Aly Beley, told me that Chavez-DeRemer no longer supports the PRO Act--a major shift that will disappoint Democrats but might help her secure the GOP support she needs to win confirmation. "President Trump and his intended nominee for secretary of labor agree that the PRO Act is unworkable," Beley said.

For the same reasons that Democrats like Chavez-DeRemer, conservatives are concerned and have pushed her to renounce her pro-union stances before Republicans agree to vote for her. "This is the one that stands out like a sore thumb," Grover Norquist, the conservative activist and president of Americans for Tax Reform, told me of her nomination. Her support for the PRO Act, Norquist said, reflected "very bad judgment." An anti-union group, the National Right to Work Committee, wrote in a letter to Trump before he announced Chavez-DeRemer's nomination that she "should have no place" in his administration: "She would not be out of place in the Biden-Harris Department of Labor, which completely sold out to Big Labor from the start."

In the Senate, Chavez-DeRemer's nomination is not moving nearly as quickly as those of other Trump picks. The Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions Committee (HELP), which oversees the Labor Department, has not scheduled her confirmation hearing. (Republicans have prioritized hearings for Trump's national-security nominees.) And she hasn't met with the committee's chair, Republican Senator Bill Cassidy of Louisiana, who issued a noncommittal statement after her nomination was announced. "I will need to get a better understanding of her support for Democrat legislation in Congress that would strip Louisiana's ability to be a right to work state, and if that will be her position going forward," Cassidy posted on X. Rand Paul, who also serves on the committee and is the leading sponsor of major anti-union legislation, has said little publicly about Chavez-DeRemer--and didn't respond to a request for comment--but his chief strategist replied to the post, urging Cassidy to "stop her." (Cassidy has been similarly lukewarm about another nominee within the committee's jurisdiction: Robert F. Kennedy Jr., Trump's pick for health and human services secretary.)

Chavez-DeRemer added her name to the PRO Act only a few months before last year's election. Norquist speculated that she did so to appease unions in her district in the hopes of keeping her seat. If that was her strategy, it failed: Chavez-DeRemer lost to Democrat Janelle Bynum after one of the most expensive campaigns in the country.

Other Republicans see Chavez-DeRemer's pro-labor stances as sincere, not strategic. A former colleague of hers, Representative Cliff Bentz of Oregon, praised her nomination and said that Trump had picked her for the Labor Department not in spite of her close ties to unions but because of them. "The fact that President-Elect Trump reached out to labor shows that he understands the need to create a better relationship between labor on the one hand and Republican folks on the other," he told me. "And he saw in Lori exactly what he is trying to do." Bentz said he would be surprised if Chavez-DeRemer "walks much of anything back."

But Chavez-DeRemer wouldn't be the first Trump Cabinet nominee to disavow a past position in order to win over Republican skeptics in the Senate. Tulsi Gabbard, the nominee for director of national intelligence, reversed her opposition to a key surveillance tool known as FISA Section 702, which was enacted after the September 11 terrorist attacks. And Kennedy is reportedly softening his long-standing attacks on vaccines in meetings with GOP senators.

Read: America's class politics have turned upside down

If Chavez-DeRemer turns against the PRO Act, Democrats and unions will surely cool on her, but they won't be shocked. Union leaders told me that they were under no illusions that Republicans would completely retract their hostility toward the labor movement, even if her nomination represented a move in that direction. "We have seen Project 2025," Jody Calemine, the director of advocacy for the AFL-CIO, said. "That agenda is anti-worker to its very core."

How much influence Chavez-DeRemer would have in an administration populated by corporate leaders is unclear. The PRO Act, for example, is unlikely to go anywhere in a Republican-controlled Congress even with a supportive labor secretary, and Norquist expects that the White House will exert tight control over policies enacted by Cabinet leaders, as it has during recent administrations of both parties.

To progressives, Chavez-DeRemer is clearly preferable to some of the other names Trump reportedly considered for labor secretary. Most notably, these include Andrew Puzder, the fast-food CEO whose nomination in 2017 collapsed amid ethical conflicts, revelations that he employed an undocumented immigrant as a housekeeper, and reports of labor-law violations at his company's restaurants. She is also seen as friendlier to unions than either of Trump's labor secretaries during his first term, Alexander Acosta and Eugene Scalia.

Chavez-DeRemer might be the best nominee Democrats can get under Trump. But labor leaders such as Weingarten will be watching closely to see how she squares her recent support for union-friendly legislation with an administration that is, in other key positions, empowering business leaders and billionaires. "This is where the rubber hits the road about whether the parties stay in their own preexisting camps" with regard to labor, Weingarten told me. She said she would lobby Democratic senators to support Chavez-DeRemer if the nominee sticks by her pro-union positions. But if she renounces them, Weingarten said, "then all bets are off."
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My Favorite Trails Are Destroyed

Many of L.A.'s signature places to get outdoors have been wiped out by the wildfires.

by Andrew Moseman


Wildfires have charred a large swath of Topanga Canyon State Park.



One of the worst-kept secrets in Los Angeles is a 130-acre swath of chaparral. On perfect weekend afternoons, I have walked my dog among the crowds at Runyon Canyon Park, a piece of rolling scrub nestled in the Hollywood Hills. I'd go more often if finding parking on Mulholland Drive wasn't nearly impossible. In a city that loves the outdoors, Runyon is the premier Sunday-afternoon trail: a dusty-chic destination for after-brunch hikers, families, couples on first dates, and everyone else from around the city to get in steps, spot movie stars, or both. What makes the area so popular is that it's a mountain hike in the middle of the city--across the freeway from Universal Studios and over the hill from the Hollywood Bowl. Rugged paths lead downhill to meet Hollywood Boulevard, close to the Walk of Fame.



As colossal wildfires have raged across L.A.--the most destructive in the city's history--Runyon Canyon has not been spared. Last week, a blaze erupted in the heart of the park, forcing some nearby Hollywood residents to flee. Mercifully, firefighters halted the march of the flames before they turned into another major fire. But the blaze still left a 43-acre scar across the expanse. Treasured trails are charred.


Photographs by Daniel Dorsa



Compared with all that has been lost here in L.A., the devastation of Runyon Canyon and other hiking trails is trivial. Colleagues of mine have lost their homes. Entire neighborhoods have been wiped out, and winds threaten to keep fanning the flames. At least 25 people have died. Against the grim scale of this disaster, those ruined trails are a quieter kind of loss that the city will have to reckon with. Core to L.A.'s identity is easy access to nature--wild trails and canyons and vistas--along with perfect weather for visiting them almost any day of the year. Even the Hollywood sign is at the end of a hike. Just like that, many of the signature places to get outdoors have been wiped out.

The city burns because the city is wild. Multiple mountain ranges that demarcate the disparate communities of Los Angeles County create picturesque settings for homes--in dangerous proximity to scrub that is prone to catching fire. Those same areas house an ample supply of easily accessible trailheads that make these peaks and canyons our backyard. On the trails, dadcore REI hikers like me intermingle with athleisure-clad Angelenos who look like they started walking uphill from an Erewhon and wandered into mountain-lion territory. We cross paths with flocks of students carrying Bluetooth speakers, 5 a.m. trail runners, and tourists who underestimated the ascent to Griffith Observatory.



Any given morning in the secluded heights of Pacific Palisades, you would have found hikers on the hunt for a precious legal parking spot between the driveways. From there, well-worn paths lead through Temescal and Topanga Canyons, up to lookout points where hikers could watch the city meet the sea. It now appears this beloved area is destroyed. The horrific Palisades Fire may have started at a spot near the popular Temescal Ridge trail. Despite heroic, lifesaving firefighting, the fire continues to burn deeper into Topanga State Park. Gorgeous hiking country above Pacific Palisades may be closed off to the public for years as the area recovers.


Photograph by Daniel Dorsa





The Eaton Fire, the other major blaze, has also claimed some of the most beautiful spots around L.A. The fire's namesake, Eaton Canyon, is home to a waterfall so photogenic that you once had to make a reservation to hike its trail. The blaze has burned up that walk, along with so many more in the foothills of the San Gabriel Mountains: trails that take you to Echo Mountain, Millard Falls, or toward the historic Mount Wilson Observatory that overlooks the city.



These bits of the outdoors have defined my life here, as they have for so many others. Those San Gabriel hikes are where my wife and I spent much of our time during the pandemic. The month after we got our dog, Watson, in 2020, the world shut down. There was nothing to do but hike. We drove to the trailheads that dot the Angeles Crest Highway, where hikers' dirty Subarus dodge the gearheads who test their modified racers on the mountain curves. We parked in now-devastated parts of Altadena to get lost in the stunning foothills. We walked among the yucca all spring until Southern California's unrelenting summer sun forced us indoors.



Much of L.A.'s nature still remains intact, of course. But even before the current fires, the sprawling Angeles National Forest that houses those peaks and trails of the San Gabriel Mountains has had it tough. In the autumn of 2020, the Bobcat Fire burned all the way across the range from north to south, torching 100,000-plus acres. This past fall, the Bridge Fire burned new patches of the mountains, with flames creeping toward the mountain town of Wrightwood and the ski slopes. Some of the areas my wife and I would traverse during the pandemic were decimated during these previous fires, and they are still recovering.


Photographs by Daniel Dorsa



Los Angeles County was ready to burn. The wet winters of the past two years helped keep the big blazes at bay. The current mix of drought and ferocious winds have proved to be prime conditions for a major fire. These conditions will inevitably return, and they will bring more flames that scorch L.A.'s trails. Yet the growing incidence of wildfire, and its threat to our most loved natural spaces, is far more than a California story. Forest fires are getting worse all around the globe; nearly a third of Americans live somewhere threatened by wildfire. National parks, forests, and other irreplaceable places for communing with nature are under threat. Last month, a 500-acre fire sparked by a downed power line burned up a big chunk of a national forest in North Carolina. In November, a brush fire broke out in Brooklyn's Prospect Park.



Here in L.A., the city has only started to contend with the toll of these wildfires. On top of the lives, homes, and businesses, the legacy of the destruction will include natural areas. Los Angeles is hiking to Skull Rock just as much as it's rolling down Imperial Highway. It is the studio lot and the Santa Monica Mountains. The open spaces all around us invite Angelenos to ditch the concrete grid for the wandering switchbacks. With so many trails that are damaged and closed, the mountains aren't calling quite as loudly as they used to.


Photograph by Daniel Dorsa
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Trump Made the Gaza Cease-Fire Happen

But not for the reasons he or Biden's critics say

by Yair Rosenberg




Today, after 15 months of brutal war, Israel and Hamas agreed to a deal to secure the release of Israeli hostages and the cessation of hostilities in Gaza. The agreement's first six weeks will see Israel withdraw from much of the enclave and release hundreds of Palestinian prisoners, including convicted mass murderers, in exchange for Hamas releasing 33 captive Israelis--some living, some dead. Should everything proceed according to plan, subsequent negotiations would assure the release of the remaining Israeli hostages and the reconstruction of Gaza in the deal's second and third stages.

Given the precarious nature of the deal's phased structure, the matter is far from settled, despite the headlines and handshakes. The accord must also still be ratified by the Israeli cabinet. If that happens, the ensuing weeks will be traumatic, as returning Gazan refugees discover whether their homes are still standing, and the families of Israel's hostages discover whether their loved ones are still alive.

The tentative agreement is nonetheless a victory for the foreign-policy teams of Presidents Joe Biden and Donald Trump, who worked in tandem with regional partners Qatar and Egypt to bring it about. The terms largely echo a proposal laid out by Biden himself in May 2024, but the incoming president dragged the parties over the finish line. What changed was not Washington's general orientation toward the conflict. Far from turning up the heat on Israel, Trump telegraphed a further embrace of its positions during his 2024 campaign, repeatedly attacking Biden for restricting arms sales to Israel. But this posture may have helped deliver both sides: Hamas could reasonably surmise that it would not get a better deal during Trump's presidency, while Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's hard-right government likely acceded to the arrangement in order to stay in the new leader's good graces as he assumed office.

Eliot A. Cohen: Cancel the foreign-policy apocalypse

The Israeli far right, whose lawmakers hold the margin of power in Netanyahu's coalition, had previously threatened to collapse the government should a deal be reached without Hamas fully vanquished from Gaza. But amid Trump's return, the radicals have their eyes on bigger prizes, such as the annexation of the West Bank--which the Palestinians claim for their future state--and are loath to forgo such opportunities. For this reason, they will likely vote against the cease-fire but leave Netanyahu in power, allowing him to enact it.

Put another way, it's not that Trump had a stick with which to beat Israel that Biden didn't have; it's that his presidency holds out the prospect of carrots that Biden would never offer. It was less the president-elect's pressure than his potential promise that brought the Israeli far right onside. With Trump, everything is a transaction, and for his would-be suitors--not just Israel, but also Hamas's sponsors in Qatar--the Gaza cease-fire is a down payment.

Samer Sinijlawi: My hope for Palestine

On the Palestinian side, the deal marks a momentary if Pyrrhic triumph for an eviscerated Hamas, which will get to claim that it outlasted the Israeli army and parade some of the released prisoners through the streets of Gaza. But with its leaders killed and its territory devastated, the group will have little to celebrate or to show for its atrocities on October 7. The terrorist organization may continue to impose its will by force, but it is deeply unpopular in its own backyard, according to recent polls.

Meanwhile, with Hamas chief Yahya Sinwar dead, Lebanon's Hezbollah decimated, Syria's pro-Iran regime overthrown, and Iran's so-called Axis of Resistance shattered, Netanyahu has a plausible claim to victory, should the deal hold. And if it doesn't, or should Hamas prove insufficiently forthcoming in negotiations over the remaining hostages, he has a new American president in office who may happily underwrite a return to hostilities.

The guns might mercifully fall silent for now, but if history is any indication, the long war between Israel and Hamas will continue, in one form or another.
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Aspiring Parents Have a New DNA Test to Obsess Over

An emerging field of genetics promises to let parents choose the "healthiest" baby.

by Kristen V. Brown




The first time Jamie Cassidy was pregnant, the fetus had a genetic mutation so devastating that she and her husband, Brennan, decided to terminate in the second trimester. The next time they tried for a baby, they weren't taking chances: They would use IVF and screen their embryos' DNA. They wanted to avoid transferring any embryos with the single-gene mutation that had doomed their first pregnancy. And then they started wondering what other ailments they could save their future son or daughter from.

The Cassidys' doctor told them about a company, Genomic Prediction, that could assess their potential children's odds of developing conditions that aren't tied to a single gene, such as heart disease, diabetes, and schizophrenia. The test wouldn't be any more invasive than screening for a single gene--all the company needed was an embryo biopsy. The science is still in its early stages, but the Cassidys didn't mind. Brennan has Type 1 diabetes and didn't want to pass that condition on, either. "If I can forecast that my baby is going to have less chance to have Type 1 diabetes than I did, I want that," he told me. "I'd burn all my money to know that."

Thanks to more sophisticated genetic-testing techniques, IVF--an expensive, invasive treatment originally developed to help people with fertility troubles--is becoming a tool for optimizing health. A handful of companies offer screening for diseases and disorders that range from life-threatening (cancer) to life-altering (celiac disease). In many cases, these conditions' genetic links are poorly understood or weak, just one factor of many that determine whether a person develops a particular condition. But bringing another human being into the universe can be a terrifying-enough prospect that some parents are turning to extensive genetic testing to help pick their future offspring.

Genetic screening has been a crucial part of IVF--and pregnancy--for decades. Medical guidelines recommend that any aspiring mother should be given the option to test her own DNA and find out whether she risks passing on dangerous genes, a practice known as carrier screening. If both parents carry a particular mutation, doctors will likely suggest IVF and embryo screening. These measures are traditionally limited to conditions linked to single-gene mutations, such as Huntington's disease, most of which are exceedingly rare and seriously affect a child's quality of life. During IVF, embryos are also typically screened for chromosomal abnormalities to help avoid miscarriages, and generally nonheritable conditions such as Down syndrome.

Read: Genetic discrimination is coming for us all

As the scientific understanding of the genome has progressed, companies including Genomic Prediction and a competitor called Orchid have begun offering a test that promises a more comprehensive investigation of the risks lurking in an embryo's genes, using what's known as a polygenic risk score. Most common ailments aren't connected to a single gene; polygenic risk scores aim to predict the lifetime likelihood of conditions, such as diabetes, in which many genes contribute to a person's risk. Consumer DNA-testing companies such as 23andMe use these scores to tell customers whether they have, say, a slightly above-average likelihood of developing celiac disease, along with a disclaimer that lifestyle and other factors can also influence their chances. These risk scores could theoretically help identify customers who, say, need a colonoscopy earlier in life, or who need to double down on that New Year's resolution to eat healthier. But the current scientific consensus is that polygenic risk scores can't yet provide useful insights into a person's health, if indeed they ever will.

Analyzing an embryo's DNA to predict its chances of developing genetically complex conditions such as diabetes is an even thornier issue. The tests, which can run thousands of dollars and are typically not covered by insurance, involve sending a small sample of the embryos to the companies' labs. In the United States, such tests don't need to be approved by the FDA. Genomic Prediction even offers customers an assessment of which embryos are "healthiest" overall. But the control these services offer is an illusion, like promising to predict the weather a year in advance, Robert Klitzman, a Columbia University bioethicist and the author of the book Designing Babies, told me. A spokesperson for the American Society for Reproductive Medicine told me there aren't enough quality data to even take a position on whether such tests are useful. And last year, the American College of Medical Genetics and Genomics published a lengthy position statement concluding that the benefits of screening embryos for polygenic risk were "unproven" and that the tests "should not be offered as a clinical service." The statement raised the possibility that people might undergo extra, unnecessary rounds of IVF in search of ever healthier embryos.

Genomic Prediction published a rebuttal to the ACMG that cited, among other research, several studies led by company researchers that concluded that among siblings, those with a lower risk score were significantly less likely to have a given condition. The truth is, though, the effect of screening embryos for polygenic risk won't be clear until the embryos chosen to develop into fetuses are born, grow up, and either develop diabetes or don't. Genomic Prediction and Orchid both told me that humanity shouldn't have to wait that long for the insights their tests provide. Polygenic risk scores are "one of the most valuable pieces of information that you can get," Orchid's founder and CEO, Noor Siddiqui, told me. Nathan Treff, Genomic Prediction's chief science officer, was similarly bullish. "Everybody has some kind of family history of diabetes, cancer, and heart disease. So we really don't have a situation where there's no reason for testing," he told me.

Many of the experts I spoke with about these tests are concerned that people might opt into IVF because they're chasing certainty that companies can't really promise. A study last year found both high interest and approval among Americans when it comes to screening embryos for polygenic risk. For now, most of the customers I interviewed used advanced tests that included polygenic risk because they were going through IVF anyway. Many of Genomic Prediction's customers using the scores are participants in a clinical trial. But Tara Harandi-Zadeh, an investor in Orchid, told me she planned to do IVF even though she and her husband have no fertility issues or history of genetic disease. Harandi-Zadeh is especially worried about de novo mutations--genetic changes that occur spontaneously, without any hereditary link. She wants to screen her embryos to weed out monogenic diseases and plan for the risks of polygenic ones. "If I have that information, I can help my child at the stages of life to be able to get treatment or tests or just prepare for it," she said. Treff told me that people like Harandi-Zadeh make up a small percentage of Genomic Prediction's customers, but their numbers are growing.

Emi Nietfeld: America's IVF failure

Scientists just don't understand enough about the genome to confidently predict what any single embryo will be like should it go on to become a person. Most genes influence many facets of our being--our health, our physical traits, our personality--and only a fraction of those interactions have been investigated. "You don't know the full package," Klitzman said. "Bipolar disorder is associated with creativity. So if you screen out bipolar disorder, you may also be screening out genes for creativity, for instance." Because no embryo is completely risk-free, future parents might also have to decide whether they think, say, a risk of diabetes or a risk of heart disease sounds worse. A paper out last week put it this way: "The expected reductions in disease risk are modest, at best--even if the clinical, ethical and social concerns are dismissed."

Those concerns are significant. More and more people are already turning to IVF for reasons other than infertility. Some select their children based on sex. Jeffrey Steinberg, a fertility doctor with clinics in the U.S. and internationally, offers eye color selection and told me he is working on height. Orchid assesses genetic risk for some autism-spectrum disorders, and Genomic Prediction plans to add a similar screening to its catalog. A paper published last week argued that editing embryos--not just testing them--could mitigate genetic risk for a variety of conditions, while also acknowledging it could "deepen health inequalities." (In the U.S., clinical trials of embryo editing cannot be approved by the FDA, and public funds cannot be used for research in which embryos are edited.) Critics say that even if technology could cut the prevalence of diseases like diabetes, doing so could drive discrimination against those born with such "undesirable" traits. Social services and support for people with those conditions could also erode--similar concerns have been raised, for example, in Iceland, where pregnancy screenings have all but eliminated Down-syndrome births.

From the December 2020 issue: The last children of Down syndrome

Even if the science does catch up to the ambitions of companies like Genomic Prediction, genetics will never guarantee a child a healthy life. "Of the 100 things that could go wrong with your baby, 90 percent of them or more are not genetic," Hank Greely, the director of the Center for Law and the Biosciences at Stanford University, told me. That's partly why the Cassidys decided to ignore most of their screening results and simply select the embryo that didn't have the monogenic mutation that Jamie carried, and had the lowest risk of diabetes. "We're not trying to have a kid that's 6 foot 2 and blond hair and blue eyes and going to go to Harvard. We just want a healthy baby," Brennan told me.
 
 Their son was born in 2023 and so far has been at the top of the curve for every developmental marker: He's big and tall; he talked and walked early. It will be years, probably, before they know whether or not he's diabetic. But it's hard, they said, not to feel that they picked the right embryo.
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        Life in Another Light, 2024 Infrared-Photography-Contest Winners

        
            	Alan Taylor
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            After reviewing more than 3,000 entries in 11 categories from photographers around the world, the judges of this year's "Life in Another Light" biannual infrared-photography competition recently made their top picks. Contest organizer Kolari Vision was kind enough to share some of the top and winning images below.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A mountaintop meadow and path, with all of the grass a pinkish-purple color]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "Switzerland" First Place, Landscape Infrared.
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                Gavin Spooner / Kolari Vision
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A child plays in an open space beneath a broad roof with large square holes cut into it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "Dreams of Reality - Dream 5" First Place, IR Chrome.
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                Mitja Kobal / Kolari Vision
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A dark image showing a close view of a blue flower]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "Magnolia Grandiflora" First Place, Ultraviolet.
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                Michael Riffle / Kolari Vision
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A dilapidated and abandoned stone building stands in a rolling field, with the surrounding grass appearing orange in color.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "Ragnar's Castle" Honorable Mention, IR Chrome.
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                Jurgen M Lobert / Kolari Vision
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An old, windswept tree standing alone in a field beneath clouds]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "Divide" Third Place, Black & White.
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                Edd Allen / Kolari Vision
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Rocky mountains stand above an alpine valley, with red-colored trees and grass.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "Wind River" Honorable Mention, IR Chrome.
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                Jason Kurth / Kolari Vision
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Patches on several lichen-covered stones glow under ultraviolet light, with the Milky Way stretching across the night sky above.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "Luminous Jewels" Honorable Mention, Astro Landscape.
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                Tony Casswell / Kolari Vision
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A bluish-tinted view of snow-covered trees and a meadow]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "WA1K345" Second Place, Landscape Infrared.
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                Jonas Hangartner / Kolari Vision
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An egret sits in a treetop, surrounded by pink-colored leaves.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "Candy Egret" Honorable Mention, Candy Chrome.
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                Jeetu Rohra / Kolari Vision
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A group of four people stand beside a large, swooping modern building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "Space Oddity" Honorable Mention, Black & White.
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                Pierre Banoori / Kolari Vision
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Deer graze in a meadow; the surrounding foliage is pinkish-colored.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "Grazing" Third Place, Candy Chrome.
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                Mark Burke / Kolari Vision
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A long exposure image of a rocky coastline and a partly cloudy sky]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "Tintagel" Third Place, Long Exposure.
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                Peter Pelosi / Kolari Vision
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An elevated view of a mountain fjord, with the trees and grasses colored reddish-pink]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "Majestic Fjord" Honorable Mention, Landscape Infrared.
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                Katie Farr / Kolari Vision
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A small tree-covered island stands in an alpine lake. The trees and bushes have an orangey-red color.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "Spirit Island" Honorable Mention, Landscape Infrared.
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                Kert Gartner / Kolari Vision
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    
  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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What Happens When a Plastic City Burns

Most modern couches are basically blocks of gasoline.

by Zoe Schlanger




As flames rip through Los Angeles County, burning restaurants, businesses, and whole blocks of houses, it's clear that the threat of urban fire has returned to the United States. But this time, the urban landscape is different: Modern homes are full of plastic, turning house fires into chemical-laced infernos that burn hotter, faster, and more toxic than their predecessors.

Firefighters are warning that the smoke pouring out of neighborhoods in Southern California is a poisonous soup, in part because of the ubiquity of plastics and other petrochemical products inside them. "It's one of the reasons why we can't put firefighters in front of these houses," the Cal Fire battalion chief David Acuna told me on Monday. After any lifesaving work has been done, keeping firefighters in the toxic air is too great a risk.

Very few fixtures of the modern home are entirely free of plastic. If your couch is like many available on the market today, it's made of polyester fabric (plastic) wrapped around polyurethane foam (plastic). When polyurethane foam burns, it releases potentially deadly hydrogen-cyanide gas. Perhaps those plastic-wrapped plastic cushions sit on a frame of solid wood, or perhaps the frame is made from an engineered wood product held together with polymer-based glues (plastic). Consider, too, the ubiquity of vinyl plank flooring, popular for its resistance to scuffing, and vinyl siding, admired for its durability. Then there is foam insulation, laminate countertops, and the many synthetic textiles in our bedding and curtains and carpets. Nearly all house paint on the market is best understood as pigment suspended in liquid plastic.

Research has long shown that exposure to the tiny particles that make up wildfire smoke is a major health hazard; as I've written before, wildfire smoke kills thousands of people prematurely each year and is linked to a range of maladies. Burning trees release gases such as carbon monoxide and carbon dioxide, along with tiny solid particles called PM2.5, which can penetrate deep into a person's lungs and circulate in their blood stream, and are linked to heart and lung problems, low birth weight, preterm birth, and cognitive impairment. A burning town takes many of the chemical hazards of a burning forest and adds in a suite of new ones, Nadine Borduas-Dedekind, an atmospheric chemist at the University of British Columbia, told me. As structure fires eat through the plethora of materials inside a home, they can release not just hydrogen-cyanide gas but also hydrochloric acid, dioxins, furans, aerosolized phthalates, and a range of other gaseous contaminants broadly known as volatile organic compounds. Some may be harmless. Others are associated with health problems. As gas-detection technology improves, "we're discovering new molecules of incomplete combustion that we didn't know existed," Borduas-Dedekind said. "When you're burning a home or an entire neighborhood, we don't have a handle on the breadth of VOCs being emitted." And many of these can react with one another in the atmosphere, creating yet more compounds. Whereas N95 masks are good for filtering out the fine particles associated with fire smoke, they do nothing for these gases; only a gas mask can filter them out.

Read: You have every reason to avoid breathing wildfire smoke

Plastic is made from petroleum, and petroleum burns fast and hot. A retired Maryland state fire marshal told Newsweek that, from a fire perspective, a typical couch is akin to a block of gasoline. Acuna invited me to think of placing a log on a campfire: It takes some time to heat up, charring first. It eventually ignites and becomes a steady fire, releasing its heat at a slow, consistent rate over, say, 20 minutes. If you threw a two-liter soda bottle on a campfire (which is a highly inadvisable thing to do), it would begin to distort immediately. Within several seconds it would ignite and burn fast.

In 2020, the Fire Safety Research Institute set two living rooms on fire, on purpose. Both were identical in size and full of furnishings in an identical arrangement. But in one room, almost everything was synthetic: a polyurethane-foam sofa covered in polyester fabric sat behind an engineered-wood coffee table, both set on a polyolefin carpet. The curtains were polyester, and a polyester throw blanket was draped on the couch. In the other room, a wood sofa with cotton cushions sat on a hardwood floor, along with a solid-wood coffee table. The curtains and throw blanket were cotton. In the natural-material room, the cotton couch appeared to light easily, and then maintained a steady flame where it was lit, releasing little smoke. After 26 minutes, the flames had spread to the other side of the couch, but the rest of the room was still intact, if smoky. Meanwhile, in the synthetic room, a thick dark smoke rose out of the flame on the polyester couch. At just under five minutes, a flash of orange flame consumed the whole room all at once. "Flashover," firefighters call it--when escape becomes impossible. In the natural-material room, flashover took longer than 30 minutes. Perhaps that difference helps explain why, although the rate of home fires in the U.S. has more than halved since 1980, more people are dying in their homes when they do catch fire.

Read: How bad are plastics, really?

When I spoke with Acuna, of Cal Fire, he was sitting in his office, fielding calls from reporters. He looked around the room. "I'm struggling right now to find anything that is of a natural material. In fact, the only thing I can find is my notebook," he said. Plastic, he added, is undeniably useful. But it comes with a clear risk. One day, if fire strikes, "it will burn faster, and it will burn hotter." The advantages will turn to threats.
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The Hipster Grifter Peaked Too Soon

Kari Ferrell's memoir is a zippy, intimate account of low-level trickery before the era of scams fully erupted.

by Sophie Gilbert




In the spring of 2009, Vice published a blog post, notorious even by its own standards, titled "Department of Oopsies!--We Hired a Grifter." An employee had started chatting with the magazine's new executive assistant, Kari Ferrell; after she reportedly began coming on to him over instant messages, he Googled her, only to find out that she was on the Salt Lake City Police Department's most-wanted list. Instead of simply firing Ferrell, Vice outed her online, confessing that it probably should have done a cursory search before hiring someone with "less-than-desirable traits, like, say, five outstanding warrants for fraud." Oopsie! Read it now and you might find the post unrepentantly confessional in a prescient kind of way, anticipating a future in which any sin or failure can be transfigurated as long as it makes for good-enough content.

Which is to say: The fact that only now is Ferrell profiting from her own story illustrates how innocent--easily shocked, even--we once were, and what brazen shamelessness we've since come to accept as normal. In 2009, Ferrell's unfortunate tendency toward pathological lying and light theft made her the internet's main character for weeks on end. She was fodder for countless Gawker updates and a detailed profile in The Observer titled "The Hipster Grifter" before she ended up serving time in jail and changing her name to evade her past. Conversely, consider Billy McFarland of Fyre Festival fame, sentenced to prison in 2018 for defrauding investors of more than $26 million, who, during the 2024 presidential campaign, served as a conduit between rappers and Donald Trump. Or Anna Delvey, convicted in 2019 for stealing hundreds of thousands of dollars while posing as an art-world heiress, who, since her jail stint, has gained more than 1 million Instagram followers and drew attention for a recent appearance on Dancing With the Stars in which her court-mandated ankle bracelet featured prominently.

Read: The scams are winning

You can understand why Ferrell might think it's well past time for a comeback. Her new memoir, You'll Never Believe Me, is subtitled A Life of Lies, Second Tries, and Things I Should Only Tell My Therapist, as if to sublimate the unreliability of its narrator into an honest and unfiltered account. And, for the most part, it works. Ferrell is, as she herself confesses, a gifted communicator and manipulator of words, charming and garrulous and breezily intimate. Her story is compelling by any standard. She tells us she still doesn't know exactly why she did what she did: tricking her closest friends into cashing bad checks, leaving one on the hook for thousands in bail fees; lying about having terminal cancer; seducing easy marks by writing them notes in which she invited them to "throw a hot dog down my hall." (Her Instagram handle is still "hotdoghandjobs.") But she is at least willing to consider the question--which these days is perhaps as much as we can ask for.

New York, in the spring of 2009, was still reeling from the financial crisis, which had revealed profiteering and scammery to be essential American traditions. The implosion of the global economy had fostered a kind of hedonistic nihilism among many recent graduates, which Ferrell worked to her (minimal, it turned out) advantage. But there also just wasn't that much happening online yet--it was the era after Myspace had normalized online connection and before Instagram had turned creative self-branding into a viable career--which helps explain why the exposure of a very small-time Brooklyn grifter with a prominent chest tattoo fascinated people so much. After The Observer's Doree Shafrir ran a lengthy feature on Ferrell, uncovering her history of conning her friends and lovers, she became an obsession at Gawker, Gothamist, and other New York-area publications. She was an origin story for an enduring generational cliche: the feckless, inked-up Millennial indulging in petty larceny and shameless self-mythologizing for avocado toast and a Viceland email address. (Remember Hannah Horvath on Girls, quietly filching the cash her parents had left for their hotel maid?)

Ferrell resists this kind of lazy stereotyping. She is, and has only ever been, she insists, entirely her own person. The early chapters of her memoir act as a kind of ABCs of scamming, trying to lightly analyze how she might have been led astray. Adopted from South Korea as a baby, she was raised lovingly by parents who did their best, recalling a home where household goods were often purchased on layaway. When Ferrell was 2, her parents became Mormon converts, packing their family up and moving to Salt Lake City. Ferrell credits Sunday services for providing her with what she describes as "a MasterClass in manipulation," and a doctor who put her on a diet as a child for unintentionally teaching her to lie (to her parents, about what she'd eaten that day). She writes that, as a teenager, she shoplifted with enthusiasm from big-box stores, as did her friends, but also had a gun drawn on her once for stealing a Sidekick from an acquaintance's little sister.

With regard to her first con, which she orchestrated in Utah when she was 18, Ferrell writes, "It all sort of happened." The mark was Charlie, her "brilliant, emotionally mature ... caring, and trusting" boyfriend at the time; the scam was to get him to cash a check from her at his bank and pass her the funds (which she didn't have in her account). That was it. After scoring her first $500 from Charlie, Ferrell repeated the scheme with other friends and acquaintances, sometimes ripping off new people to pay back the old ones when the checks bounced. "I didn't steal money for drugs," she writes. "I stole money in hopes that people wouldn't forget me." I'm not a therapist, but it's hard not to psychoanalyze Ferrell's behavior: the need to feel loved and tended to, coupled with the compulsion to lie and steal, forcing the people closest to her to reject her in ways that would ultimately affirm her worldview. When she was arrested for check fraud, identity fraud, and forgery, she marveled at how flattering her mug shot was and wondered whether she could buy it as a high-res print. She then persuaded another friend to pay her bail, before skipping town when a group of her victims banged on her door demanding their money back.

Read: Millennial burnout is being televised

Ferrell fled Utah for New York, where she had dreams of working at Vice or some other idealized cult brand. At first, she wanted to turn over a new leaf. But, she writes somewhat unconvincingly, she "grappled with how to be good in a world that punishes kind people. Mr. Rogers always said to 'look for the helpers' in times of turmoil, but whenever I found them they'd be getting kicked in the face by a richer, more ambitious person in power." Still, she insists, "I didn't want to blame the world for the way I was." She'd often laser in on men at parties and concerts, send them sexually aggressive notes, and then pinch whatever she could from them. She'd reportedly love-bomb friends with offers of VIP passes; if they proved resistant, she'd occasionally tell them she had terminal cancer or a psychotic ex-boyfriend who was threatening her, or that she was pregnant. (Not all of this is in the book--I'm relying on other sources.) "I could have gone anywhere to find my marks, but I liked to shit where I ate," Ferrell writes. This was ultimately her downfall--when her mug shot first appeared online, it wasn't hard for gossip bloggers to find people who knew her. Some even had Ferrell stories of their own.

A strong personal brand is helpful for a Millennial internet personality; it's less so for a con artist. You might wonder why people got so caught up with what Ferrell was alleged to have done at the time, given the $1.3 trillion value of subprime loans in 2007, or the $18 billion lost in Bernie Madoff's Ponzi scheme before his arrest in 2008. But the reality is that money lost to institutions can feel depressingly clinical. The betrayal of being robbed by a friend, or a lover, or a hipster with a pixie cut who likes all the same music you do and signs her notes "Korean Abdul-Jabbar," is different--more intimate, and much harder to anticipate. Combine this dynamic with revelations about Ferrell trying to scam for things as trivial as Flight of the Conchords DVDs and cab fare, and you have all the absurd, small-scale ingredients for a bona fide internet spectacle.

The title of Ferrell's memoir is, if you recall, You'll Never Believe Me, and we probably shouldn't--there's enough that she seems to omit, or gloss over, that her account is best taken as an interpretation of events rather than as historical record. But she's commendable for the ways in which she does try to confess, reflect, self-analyze, adjudicate. Her inability to check her worst impulses seems to have caused her considerable pain, to the point that when she was finally arrested, she writes, she was smiling in the photos--"an expression of pure relief." Of all the infamous, shameless scammers who emerged after her, none has tried as she has to wrestle with the need to cheat others and the psychology behind the art of the steal. For that, consider You'll Never Believe Me a job worth waiting for.
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No More Mr. Tough Guy on China

Trump's relations with corporate titans seem to have softened his hard line.

by Michael Schuman




Updated at 2:45 p.m. ET on January 15, 2025

Talking tough about China has been a hallmark of Donald Trump's political career. But now, with his second administration only days away, he appears to be prioritizing Big Business's interests in his China policy--even to the possible detriment of U.S. national security.

These are early days, of course, and Trump's position is subject to change. But the very nature of his political coalition looks likely to prevent him from taking a hard-line approach toward China. The corporate titans in his camp--most of all, Tesla founder Elon Musk--have major financial interests in China. They could try to use their influence to restrain Trump and the China hawks on his team, such as his choice for secretary of state, Marco Rubio, from actions that might threaten those investments.

Striking the right balance between security and business is admittedly tricky. Left to themselves, many American CEOs would likely sell equipment and technology to China, or make investments in Chinese firms, that could help Beijing upgrade its military capabilities and high-tech industries. In trying to prevent this, Washington could wind up depriving U.S. companies of innocuous opportunities in the world's second-largest economy. President Joe Biden attempted to resolve this dilemma by putting some restrictions on American companies' interactions and investments in China, but specifically targeting the technologies that are most vital to U.S. security, such as advanced chips and artificial intelligence.

Key Republicans around Trump seem to believe that these curbs went too far. Last month, amid the late scramble to avert a government shutdown, House Republicans dropped a provision from the spending bill that aimed to toughen restrictions on U.S. investment in China. Jim McGovern, a Democratic representative, asserted that Musk used his influence to scuttle the original budget deal in order to get that China provision excised. Musk "got what he wanted," McGovern posted on X. "The ability to sell out the U.S. so he could make money in China." Whether or not that was Musk's intent--he criticized the House for spending too much--the provision's removal cleared a potential hurdle for U.S. companies that want to expand their investments in China.

That decision is part of a pattern. A week later, Trump asked the Supreme Court to stop the impending ban on the Chinese-owned social-media platform TikTok. Congress had passed a law mandating the ban in 2024, out of concern that the Chinese government could pressure the app's Beijing-based parent company, ByteDance, to cough up the data it collects about American citizens. The law gave ByteDance a chance to save TikTok by divesting its stake in the app, but that never happened. As president in 2020, Trump similarly sought to ban TikTok or force ByteDance to sell the app's U.S. business. Now Trump's legal team suggests that shutting down TikTok would infringe on free speech.

Read: Has Trump gone soft on China?

But the flip-flop may be motivated by a less idealistic purpose. Perhaps Trump now sees TikTok as a valuable tool for self-promotion. More ominous, Trump's TikTok turnaround (at least in public) happened to coincide with a meeting he had with a billionaire donor early last year: Jeff Yass is the co-founder of a financial firm, Susquehanna International Group, that is a shareholder in ByteDance and stands to lose from a TikTok ban. Trump has said that the two men didn't discuss the company.

Democratic Representative Raja Krishnamoorthi, a co-author of the TikTok bill, suggested to me that he does not think such concerns are unrelated to Trump's change of heart. "My Republican colleagues tell me it's because of one or two donors on his side who have basically tried to persuade him to undo the law," Krishnamoorthi said. But he noted that the only way Trump can unwind the legislation is to "come back to Congress," where the law was approved with bipartisan support.

Trump appears to be watering down his plan for tariffs on China as well. During the presidential campaign, he pledged to impose duties of 60 percent on Chinese imports. Shortly after the election in November, he changed that to 10 percent, presumably on top of existing tariffs. This reduction (if it is indeed Trump's final plan) would benefit the American economy. The extremely high duty Trump originally proposed would have wreaked havoc on supply chains and raised prices on everyday necessities for American households, given how many of these the United States still imports from China. And if Trump slaps higher tariffs on other countries that produce low-cost imports--say, Mexico--he may actually help China, because U.S. companies will choose to keep their manufacturing there instead.

Chinese leaders have been trying to woo wary American investors back into Beijing's struggling economy, and they would surely welcome a softer stance from Washington. For his part, Trump seems to believe that he can work with Chinese leader Xi Jinping. He even invited Xi to his inauguration (Xi is not expected to attend but may send a high-level envoy to represent him). Earlier this month, Trump said that the two are already communicating through their aides (China's Foreign Ministry did not confirm this).

Trump's apparent softening puts U.S. interests at risk. Relations between the United States and China have deteriorated since Trump left the White House in 2021; Xi has become even more hostile toward Washington, and he is unlikely to waver from economic, security, and foreign policies designed to counter American global power. Among these are enormous government subsidies to Chinese industry and efforts to undermine the current world order. In a speech published in a recent issue of the Chinese Communist Party's top ideological journal, Xi expressed his contempt for the West in especially harsh terms: "Many Western countries find themselves increasingly in difficulty, largely because they cannot curb the greedy nature of capital or address the deep-rooted maladies of materialism and spiritual emptiness," Xi said.

The timing of the speech's publication--two years after Xi delivered it and three weeks before Trump's inauguration--could be a warning to the incoming president. Xi may be more implacable and willing to retaliate against Trump this time around. "History has repeatedly proven that striving for security through struggle brings genuine security, while seeking security through weakness and concession ultimately leads to insecurity," he said in the speech.

American tycoons, including Musk, could become Xi's targets. When Trump imposed tariffs on China during his first administration, Beijing generally limited its response to tit-for-tat duties and curbs on U.S. imports. Now the Chinese government is signaling that it could go after American companies more aggressively. In December, Chinese authorities launched an antitrust probe into the U.S. AI chip giant Nvidia. Three months earlier, China's Commerce Ministry threatened to bar PVH, which owns the Calvin Klein and Tommy Hilfiger brands, from doing business in the country. The American apparel firm had offended Beijing by abiding by a U.S. regulation--one that prohibits importing cotton from the Xinjiang region, where China is alleged to be using forced labor.

Read: The global outrage machine skips the Uyghurs

Tesla could easily be next. Musk and other business leaders know this and may see it as a reason to press Trump to go easy on China. But what's good for profits could be bad for national security and undermine America's technological advantage. An incoming U.S. president who puts his rich backers above the national interest would surely prove Xi correct about American greed causing American decline.



This article originally stated that Trump pledged to impose duties of 50 percent on Chinese imports during his campaign. In fact, he pledged to impose duties of 60 percent. 
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A New Kind of Immigrant Novel

Aria Aber's debut about an Afghan German party girl in Berlin shows that there are plenty of ways to tell an outsider's story.

by Laila Lalami




Years ago, at a writers' conference, I happened to sit across from a famous novelist at lunch. At the time, I was working on a novel about Moroccan immigrants and desperate for affirmation that the draft I had completed held worth, that I hadn't been wasting my time. But as soon as I started talking about it, the writer leaned across the table and told me, with the weariness of a seasoned professional, "The novel of immigration doesn't work. The narrative just isn't interesting."

I sat there, staring at my salad, holding back tears. The contempt for what was, to my mind, an essential part of the human condition was hard to swallow. For a long time afterward, I became furious every time I thought about this summary dismissal. But in my better moments, I think that perhaps what this writer meant was that the novel of exile and immigration sometimes relies on predictable tropes: the shock of arrival, the inescapable feeling of alienation, climactic scenes in which the protagonist witnesses or experiences discrimination, and then, after a series of trials, a moment of realization that signals a successful, if uneasy, integration.

The challenge (and, frankly, the pleasure) of writing about exile or immigration is to find, as with any other novel, new ways of exploring the familiar. In Someone Like Us, for example, Dinaw Mengestu cleverly flips the trope of arrival on its head, sending an American expat on a disorienting journey back to the United States. Jennine Capo Crucet's inventive Say Hello to My Little Friend uses a captive orca at the Miami Seaquarium as a stand-in for Cuban refugees, trapped in a place too small for their ambitions. All of this is in service of bringing alive "the overriding sensation," as Edward Said once put it, "of being out of place."

In her impressive debut, Good Girl, the poet Aria Aber turns to the bildungsroman, a form that allows her to narrate the immigrant's dream of social ascent while also wrestling with the shame that comes with this ambition. Set in Berlin about 15 years ago, the story follows Nila, a teenage girl who aspires to be a photographer. At heart, the novel is about the allure of freedom and the estrangement from others that is the cost of both exile and artistic creation. If the immigrant is an outsider, even an "alien," then so is the artist: Many of us make art not because we feel well adjusted and content with our life, but because we are weird or curious or different.

Good Girl opens with Nila returning home after graduating from boarding school. Home is a dingy apartment in Gropiussdat, a "nightmare of brutalist concrete" in a poor borough of Berlin, where her family settled after leaving Afghanistan. She pursues a philosophy and art-history degree at Humboldt Universitat, she says, "not because I wanted to study, but because I wanted the free U-Bahn pass." At the bar one night, she meets Marlowe Woods, an American writer who is something of a local celebrity, having published a well-received novel and secured an advance for his second book. He has a square jaw, a dimpled chin, and piercing blue eyes. The red flags are apparent from the start--he is nearly 20 years her senior and carries speed on him at all times. Nila's attraction to him is immediate and intense, unimpeded by the appearance of a girlfriend. Nila tells Marlowe that she is Greek, banters with him, makes him laugh. The first part of the novel is taken up by her pursuit of Marlowe's attention, which persists despite his initial indifference to her.

Read: This is not your typical campus novel

Eventually, the two of them begin a sexual relationship that is largely built on drugs and degradation, a spiral that is so harrowing and so meticulously chronicled that it is almost difficult to read. For Nila, Marlowe's allure isn't merely physical or chemical; it stems from the fact that he is everything she isn't, and everything she strives to be. He is an American, so unburdened by history that he can say of a famous bombing in Germany, "Well, it was ten years ago. I'm sorry, how am I to remember that someone died?" More important, he is a working artist, perhaps the only one Nila knows. She takes pictures wherever she goes but is too stifled by shame to seize the freedom that art promises its practitioners--and that it also requires of them.

Why shame? Because back in Kabul, Nila's parents were doctors. Karim and Anahita owned a handsome house and had live-in help, but after the Soviet invasion in 1979, they fled the country, using fake papers. Documents and identification loom large in Good Girl, determining the fates of multiple characters. Because they left Afghanistan under assumed names, Nila's parents can't recover copies of their medical licenses, making it impossible for them to achieve the middle-class life they left behind. Anahita works as a nurse in a retirement home ("she was just a maid for old people"), and Karim drives a taxi, just like his brothers--all of them refugees from both Afghanistan and the middle class.

Karim and Anahita view this fall from the petite bourgeoisie as a failure and try to hide it any way they can. If Karim has to drive a cab, it will be at night, when no one he knows can see him. And if Anahita has to visit the food bank, it will be in a thrifted fur coat. Nila grows up with this inherited shame, coupled with the surveillance and control that attends her conservative Muslim upbringing.

Nila's shame about being Afghan in a world that dehumanizes Muslims is palpable on every page. She carries within her the weight of a country she has never known and a language in which she isn't fully fluent, making her a stranger even to herself. It is not a coincidence that we discover her real name only after six chapters: Nilab Haddadi. Crushed by the pressure to be a "good girl," she rebels with drugs and booze. But her relationship with Marlowe, though ostensibly transgressive, only mirrors the one she has with her parents. The question is whether she will manage to break away from it and find the true freedom she seeks for herself.

"I am going to be a photographer," Nila announces early in the novel. But to make art, she will have to face the chaos and confusion she has been running away from all her life. She can neither travel back through time to restore her parents to their country and social class nor change the fact that she is both German and not quite German. Art comes from the acceptance and celebration of all that is broken within us. The act of taking a photograph--framing the subject, selecting the appropriate aperture, pressing the shutter button--is really the only form of control available to Nila.

Read: How to belong in America

All of this is revealed slowly. Aber writes with the masterful precision of an archivist. Each scene is carefully documented, and the narrative maintains its forward momentum even when it is out of chronological order. There is a deep naivete to Nila--after all, she is only 18--and this inexperience is reflected in the cycle she finds herself trapped in: Nila and Marlowe meet up, do ecstasy or cocaine or meth or ketamine, have sex, and have a fight--not always in that order. This repetitiveness can wear on the reader, but Aber manages to redeem it through the impeccable rhythm of her prose and her inspired choice of detail.

Exile, migration, displacement: These will splinter even the most solid self. But out of the shards, it is possible to make art, as Nila finally realizes--and as Aber has done in this touching novel.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/books/archive/2025/01/aria-abers-refreshing-immigrant-novel-good-girl/681307/?utm_source=feed
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Justin Trudeau's Performative Self-Regard

The Canadian leader made progressivism his brand--and ended up looking like a hypocrite.

by David Frum




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


Updated at 11:23 a.m. ET on January 15, 2025

The Liberal Party has held power in Canada for 68 of the past 100 years. That record is a testament to the party's pragmatism and prudence. A satirist once mocked William Lyon Mackenzie King, the most enduring of Liberal prime ministers, for supposedly believing: "Do nothing by halves which can be done by quarters." Not all the Liberal leaders were as very cautious as King, but almost all of them absorbed his lesson: Don't overdo things.

Until recently, the Liberals rarely deviated from King's guidance. The one major exception occurred during the prime ministership of Pierre Elliott Trudeau, Justin Trudeau's father. In 1980, the elder Trudeau was returned to office after a brief spell in opposition. The previous year, the Iranian revolution had caused a geopolitical crisis that spiked oil prices worldwide. The elder Trudeau convinced himself and his inner circle that the opportunity had now come to build a state-directed energy economy. His new government fixed prices, expropriated foreign holdings, and taxed producers to subsidize consumers.

This rattletrap project soon collapsed into economic ruin. The Liberals were crushed in the following election, in 1984, losing 95 of their 135 seats in Parliament.

Pierre Trudeau himself had retired just ahead of the implosion. For decades afterward, the 1984 defeat revived Liberal prudence: Don't overdo things. When the Liberals returned to power in 1993, they delivered middle-of-the-road economic policy. When they lost power again, in 2006, they did so not for want of moderation, but because of a classic Canadian scandal of patronage and kickbacks in government contracting.

I recite this history to make a point: Justin Trudeau inherited not only a famous name and a handsome face, but also a detailed playbook of what and what not to do in Canadian politics.

Canada is a country that does not reward imported ideologies--the nation is too riven by its own native fault lines: French versus English, resource producers versus industry and finance, rural versus urban, central Canada versus the Atlantic east and the prairie and mountain west. The successful Canadian politician must bridge those divides. The work of doing so is never easy. If a would-be leader makes the mistake of adding too many borrowed ideological isms, the already difficult becomes practically impossible.

Successful Canadian governments mix and match. The Conservative government of 1984-93 undid Pierre Trudeau's heavy-handed government controls. At the same time, it negotiated an agreement with the United States that hugely reduced the acid rain that poisoned lakes in Ontario and Quebec. Next, the Liberal governments of 1993-2006 exercised the fiscal discipline that balanced Canada's budgets and reduced the huge debt accumulation of the Trudeau years. Then, the Conservative government of 2006-15 both cut taxes and enacted the most ambitious anti-poverty program in recent history, a generous child benefit for poor and middle-class families.

These Conservative and Liberal governments also did much that their base voters wanted, of course. But they always remembered: Don't overdo things.

Enter Justin Trudeau. Trudeau gained the leadership of the Liberal Party in 2013. His rise coincided with a sharp turn in U.S. politics. During Barack Obama's second term, American liberals shifted in a much more radically progressive direction on issues of race, gender, immigration, and identity generally. Exactly why the shift happened cannot easily be explained, but it can be accurately dated. Trayvon Martin was killed by a neighborhood patrol in February 2012. After Eric Garner was choked to death by police in July 2014, and Michael Brown was shot in Ferguson, Missouri, in August 2014, the first Black Lives Matter protests and riots broke out. Social-media use intensified the new dynamics of online activism: The most striking early Twitter mobbing erupted in December 2013. By the early Donald Trump years, polling found that white liberals expressed more progressive views on race than actual members of the minority groups those liberals supposedly championed. Detractors named this progressive veer "the great awokening." Trudeau absorbed the turn, and rapidly came to personify it.

David Frum: Canada lurches to the left

At the White House Correspondents' Association dinner in 2016, President Obama joked about the enthusiasm for Trudeau among progressives on both sides of the border: "Somebody recently said to me, Mr. President, you are so yesterday. Justin Trudeau has completely replaced you--he's so handsome; he's so charming; he's the future. And I said, 'Justin, just give it a rest.'"

Trudeau won a majority in the election of 2015: 184 of the 338 seats in Parliament. He won nearly 40 percent of the popular vote, a creditable plurality in a five-party system. Somewhere along the way, however, the playbook that warned Don't overdo things got lost.

On issue after issue, the new Trudeau government implemented progressive ideas adapted from American activists, typically with harrowing consequences. In Canada, the federal government has a large role in criminal justice. The Trudeau government enthusiastically mimicked U.S. ideas about restorative justice. Canada's incarceration rate dropped from about 86 per 100,000 adults in 2013-14 to about 72 in 2022-23. Over that period of nearly a decade, Canada's rate of violent crime surged by 30 percent. From 2014 to 2022, the rate of homicides spiked by 53 percent. Residents of the greater Toronto area now share horror stories of violent home invasions. Invaders are typically seeking to grab keys to expensive cars. Toronto contractors now do a lively business in automatic driveway bollards designed to deter thieves from driving right up to the house and being able to make an easy getaway.

In 2018, the Trudeau government legalized the sale and distribution of cannabis. Enforcement of laws against the possession of harder drugs relaxed too. British Columbia currently permits personal possession of less than 2.5 grams of almost any drug, including heroin. In 2021, Ontario courts dismissed 85 percent of all drug-possession charges before they came to trial--this compared with only 45 percent of charges dropped pretrial in 2019, prior to a new policy directive in 2020.

Opioid-overdose deaths in British Columbia reached a new peak of 2,500 in 2023. Canadian cities--once famously safe and orderly--are now crowded with homeless addicts. In the three years from 2020 to '23, Vancouver reported a more than 30 percent increase in homelessness. Vancouver's permissive policies and mild weather have lured thousands of people who are vulnerable to addiction to a city notorious for Canada's most expensive housing. The grim spectacle of people lying unconscious on streets, of syringes and needles discarded in parks and public places, has earned Vancouver the unenviable title of "fentanyl capital of the world."


A view shows housing structures behind fences on March 25, 2024, as the City of Vancouver plans a cleanup of the waterfront Crab Park where homeless people have been camping for three years. (Paige Taylor White / Reuters)



Canadian-government efforts at reconciliation with Indigenous populations predated the Trudeau administration: The Conservative government of the early 2000s had paid $2 billion to settle claims of abuse from Indigenous Canadians who had attended residential schools. But the Trudeau government redoubled such initiatives, paying tens of billions of dollars more to settle additional claims. Over nine years, the Trudeau government tripled spending on what it labeled "Indigenous priorities" to nearly $32 billion annually, more than Canada spends on national defense. It negotiated settlements to Indigenous lawsuits that have added an estimated $76 billion to Canada's future liabilities.

David Frum: Against guilty history

Indigenous groups have also been granted significant approval rights over major resource projects. During the Trudeau years, land acknowledgments have become a near-universal feature of public life in Canada. Public, academic, and corporate events habitually open with an expression of obligation to Indigenous groups that once dwelt on or near the meeting place.

Yet over this period of fervent commitment to restitution, Canada's Indigenous people have suffered a catastrophic decline in life expectancy. As I noted recently:

From 2017 to 2021, average life expectancy for Indigenous people in British Columbia dropped by six years, to 67.2 years (the average for non-Indigenous Canadians in 2021 was 82.5 years). From 2015 to 2021, Indigenous people in Alberta suffered a collapse in life expectancy of seven years, to 60 for men and 66 for women. The principal culprit: opioid addiction and overdose. In Alberta, Indigenous people die from opioids at a rate seven times higher than non-Indigenous Albertans.


The Trudeau government faces its gravest problem because of Canada's poor economic performance under his leadership. Fifteen years ago, Canada made a strong and rapid recovery from the global financial crisis. Of the Group of Seven countries (Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, the United Kingdom, and the United States), Canada was the first to return to pre-crisis levels of both employment and output. But Trudeau has not succeeded so well with the crisis that erupted on his watch. Measured by growth in GDP per capita, Trudeau's Canada has posted some of the worst scores of the 38 most developed countries both before the coronavirus pandemic and after.

The Trudeau government has tried to accelerate weak productivity growth by a lavish surge in federal spending and a massive increase in immigration.

Canadian public expenditure of course spiked during the pandemic. Yet even now, three years after the pandemic emergency, Trudeau's government is still spending 2.5 percentage points more of its GDP on programs other than interest payments than it spent when Trudeau entered office. Because tax revenues have not kept pace, deficits have swelled, and the country's overall debt burden has grown crushingly.

The immigration trend is equally arresting. Before Trudeau, Canada accepted about 250,000 new permanent residents a year. Relative to population, that figure was already substantially higher than the corresponding U.S. number. The Trudeau government raised the level past 300,000 after 2015, and now to nearly 500,000.

Canada under Trudeau has pivoted from what economists call "intensive" growth (which involves each worker producing more) to "extensive" growth (which means producing more by increasing the number of workers). There are three big problems with the extensive-growth strategy.

The first problem is that it does not raise Canadians' living standards. The country produces more in aggregate, but the individual does not, so there is no basis for paying workers more.

A second problem is that the new immigrant workers are also new immigrant consumers, who compete with the existing population for, among other things, housing. Relative to people's incomes, housing in Toronto is now more expensive than in New York City or Miami. The nearby new metropolis of Hamilton-Burlington, Ontario, now ranks among the 10 least affordable cities in North America, as people priced out of Toronto relocate westward around Lake Ontario.

A third problem is that new immigrants may welcome Canadian opportunities, but they do not always share Canadian values. When privately reproached for the Trudeau government's weak response to anti-Semitic outrages, his foreign minister, Melanie Joly, reportedly replied, "Have you seen the demographics of my riding?" (Canadian electoral districts are known as "ridings." Joly's riding is 40 percent foreign-born, with Algeria the top source of migrants, followed by Morocco, Haiti, Syria, and Lebanon.) Since the Hamas terror attacks of October 7, Canadian cities have been disgraced by anti-Semitic incidents of accelerating violence. Shots have been fired at synagogues and schools, though mercifully nobody has been hurt. One Montreal synagogue has been firebombed twice. Police have given broad leeway to anti-Israel protests that would likely have been suppressed as prohibited hate speech had they been targeted at any other minority group but Jewish Canadians.

These specifics do not, however, quite capture all that has gone wrong for Trudeau. His party now stands at about 22 percent in the polls, six points worse than the Liberals' share in the wipeout election of 1984. Look back through Trudeau's personal-approval ratings, and you see a much earlier break point: the spring of 2018. Until then, Trudeau was remarkably popular, scoring a peak of 65 percent in September 2016. (The contrast with Trump probably helped him a great deal that fall: Trump was, and is, a widely despised figure in Canada.) Trudeau was still polling at and above 50 percent in the fall of 2017. Six months later, his rating had collapsed, to just 40 percent.

David Frum: Justin Trudeau falls from grace

What changed in the spring of 2018? During the school break of that year, Trudeau took his wife and three children on an eight-day tour of India. On that trip, Trudeau and his family were repeatedly photographed wearing the local costume. Here he was, as prime minister of Canada, playing dress-up in ways that looked simultaneously foolish and patronizing, all at taxpayers' expense.

Canadians who paid closer attention to Indian politics noticed something even more disturbing on the 2018 visit. The Canadian embassy invited a notorious Sikh extremist to its dinner honoring Trudeau in New Delhi. The invitation was rescinded and blamed on an unfortunate misunderstanding. Then it turned out that Trudeau had met with the extremist before, apparently as part of an ill-considered political strategy to woo Sikh ultranationalist votes in Canada.

For Canadians, the photos of the India dress-up drove home the sting in Obama's joke about Trudeau's preening: "Give it a rest." Meanwhile, the implausible explanation of the invitation to a murderous terrorist cast a shadow upon the high ideals Trudeau so often professed.

Trudeau lost his parliamentary majority in the election of October 2019. Thereafter, he governed with the support of the more left-wing New Democratic Party. Although his poll numbers would sometimes rally, especially in the first shock of the coronavirus pandemic, the gloss never lasted. Trudeau tried to regain his majority in a post-pandemic election in September 2021 and failed again.


Prime Minister Justin Trudeau speaks during an election-campaign stop in Toronto. (Carlos Osorio / Reuters)



At the beginning of his prime ministership, Trudeau described Canada as a post-national state: "There is no core identity, no mainstream, in Canada." In his mind, no membrane seemed to exist between "foreign" and "domestic." Hence his apparent belief that Sikh extremism in India might be used as a political resource in Canada.

In 2023, however, Trudeau learned that the Chinese state had been interfering in Canadian elections for some time. China was accused of funding pro-Beijing Chinese-language media in Canada, and of pressuring individual members of the Chinese Canadian diaspora. The then-leader of the Conservative Party would later estimate that the clandestine Chinese effort cost his party at least five, and as many as nine, seats in the election of 2021--not enough to change the outcome of the election, but a significant impact nonetheless. The Chinese government also allegedly intervened in the Liberal Party's internal politics to replace a Beijing-skeptical Liberal member of Parliament with a Beijing-friendly one in 2019.

Reportedly, the Chinese government made veiled threats to Chinese-citizen students in Canada that their visas might be revoked if they did not join the Liberal Party and back the Beijing-friendly candidate in the nominating contest. Some of those students were allegedly provided with false documents to make them eligible to vote. At a public inquiry last year, the Beijing-friendly member of Parliament testified that he'd known international students were bused in to support him but said that he did not--at the time of his nomination--realize any impropriety was taking place.

The Canadian public knew nothing of this until more than a year after Trudeau had received an intelligence briefing about it all--even then, the government seemed more outraged by the report's leaking than by the Chinese interference. Trudeau in fact praised the Liberal lawmaker who'd been elected with Chinese help, and scolded journalists that their questions about Chinese interference verged on racism.

Yet Trudeau sometimes could discover the limits of post-nationalism. When right-wing U.S. backers provided financial support for a truck blockade of Ottawa in early 2022 to protest COVID-19 restrictions, Trudeau invoked emergency powers and froze hundreds of bank accounts associated with the protests. The two cases of foreign interference were different in many ways, but it was not easy to quell suspicions that one difference was that the 2019 interference had helped Trudeau's party, whereas the 2022 interference did not.

As he sought Canada's prime ministership a decade ago, Trudeau proudly described himself as a feminist. Half of his cabinet appointees would be female, because--a formula he often used--"it's 2015." In office, however, Trudeau tended to assign his female appointees the dirty work that men avoided. In the worst scandal of Trudeau's leadership, Canada's ethics commissioner found that the prime minister had pressured the justice minister, Jody Wilson-Raybould, to save an important corporate backer from criminal prosecution; Trudeau has denied that he ever ordered her to do so, but the scandal led to her resignation. Then, in his government's terminal crisis, he forced from office via Zoom call his loyal female finance minister, Chrystia Freeland--after asking her to deliver one more round of bad news for him even as he offered her a demotion. For the self-advertised feminist, the gap between image and reality appeared wider and wider.

Trudeau has resigned as leader of the Liberal Party, but not yet as prime minister. The party will now choose a new leader to face the election that is expected sometime soon this year. For whoever wins the job, impending Liberal defeat seems impossible to avert. More likely, he or she will have signed up for the long work of reinvention and rebuilding. Trudeau's successors will have to decide: Should the Liberal Party return to its historic pragmatism and prudence, or should it continue on his path of valuing declared intentions over measured outcomes?

The post-Trudeau Liberals may do well to rediscover the foundational rule of Canadian party politics: Seriously, we weren't kidding. Don't overdo things.



This article originally included reference to a revelation that Justin Trudeau had once worn blackface, stating that this came to light before his trip to India in 2018. In fact, the revelation did not surface until 2019.
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MAGA's Demon-Haunted World

Peter Thiel is the latest pro-Trump luminary to take a conspiracist turn.

by Helen Lewis




Just two years ago, Dominion Voting Systems' defamation lawsuit against Fox News showed that many right-wing influencers didn't believe a word of the stuff they were peddling to their audiences. In text messages that surfaced during litigation, top Fox anchors and executives poured scorn on the idea that the 2020 presidential election had been stolen, even as the network amplified that conspiracy theory to its audience. "Our viewers are good people and they believe it," Tucker Carlson wrote in one message.

Today, though, some of the country's most mainstream, most influential conservatives are stoking paranoid conspiracism--and seem to genuinely believe what they're saying.

The venture capitalist Peter Thiel, for example, could not be more of an establishment figure: He was an early investor in Facebook, is now a mentor of Vice President-Elect J. D. Vance, and has strong links to the U.S. defense industry through his company Palantir. But in a recent opinion column in the ultra-establishment Financial Times, Thiel sounds like The X-Files' Fox Mulder after a long night in the Bigfoot forums. "The future demands fresh and strange ideas," he writes.

Read: Peter Thiel is taking a break from democracy

After Donald Trump's second inauguration, Thiel implies, we might finally know the truth about the assassination of President John F. Kennedy and whether the coronavirus was a bioweapon. Thiel notes that the internet also has questions about the death of the well-connected sex offender Jeffrey Epstein. "Trump's return to the White House augurs the apokalypsis"--that is, a revealing--"of the ancien regime's secrets," he adds. (Two pretentious expressions in one sentence? Monsieur, watch out for hubris.) Thiel wants large-scale declassifications and a truth-and-reconciliation commission, in the model of South Africa's reckoning with apartheid. "The apokalypsis cannot resolve our fights over 1619," Thiel writes, referring to the year the first enslaved Africans arrived in Virginia, "but it can resolve our fights over Covid-19; it will not adjudicate the sins of our first rulers, but the sins of those who govern us today."

Thiel portrays Trump's resurgence as a defeat for the "Distributed Idea Suppression Complex," or DISC--his friend and employee Eric Weinstein's term for legacy media outlets and nongovernmental organizations that supposedly prevent politically inconvenient truths from reaching the public. Thanks to the internet, information can no longer be suppressed.

Like most classic conspiracism, Thiel's arguments contain grains of truth. As Naomi Klein's Doppelganger wisely notes, "The line between unsupported conspiracy claims and reliable investigative research is neither as firm nor as stable as many of us would like to believe." Thiel is right that some liberal commentators and mainstream outlets were too quick to dismiss the question of whether COVID-19 originated anywhere other than a Wuhan meat market. At one point, a New York Times reporter suggested on Twitter that racism underlay any suspicions that the virus had escaped from a research lab. None of this shows, however, that the coronavirus was a bioweapon, or that Anthony Fauci deserves to be prosecuted. (For that matter, the Times has run multiple articles that are open-minded about the origins of the virus.) In any case, who was president in 2020, when the COVID-origins debate was emerging? If any classified evidence existed that would have cleared up the controversy, Donald Trump had the power to disclose it.

From the October 2023 issue: From feminist to right-wing conspiracist

As for Epstein, his death, in 2019, was certainly very convenient for anyone who might have been embarrassed by what he knew. Nevertheless, the so-called mainstream media are not covering up the lingering questions; definitive answers simply aren't available, and may never be. (CBS broadcast an episode of 60 Minutes with graphic photos of Epstein's autopsy all the way back in January 2020.) Besides, if anyone is hiding the truth about Epstein, it's probably not the left-wing blob. Who would benefit from killing a man who hung out with Trump, Prince Andrew, and various tech billionaires? Probably not blue-haired vegans from Portland, Oregon; racial-justice campaigners; or humanities academics. Meanwhile, the idea that anyone stifled doubts about the official explanation of the Kennedy assassination before social media is laughable. The subject has captivated Americans for more than six decades. Oliver Stone's JFK, which highlighted florid conspiracy theories about the former president's death, came out in 1991. The film starred Kevin Costner and won two Oscars.

Thiel's quest for closure about the pandemic is noteworthy. Something happened during that period to drive influential, apparently rational people toward beliefs that were once associated with crackpots. Others suddenly lost trust in institutions and expertise. The podcaster Bryan Johnson--a successful tech entrepreneur who is now pursuing literal immortality--went from boasting about receiving the Moderna vaccine in 2021, because he had invested in one of the companies involved in its development, to complaining that "vaccines are a holy war" and that he regretted getting a COVID shot because not enough data supported its use. This is a man who pops enough pills that if you shook him, he'd rattle.

Read: I went to a rave with a 46-year-old millionaire who claims to have the body of a teenager

High-profile figures across the political right have revealed their penchant for woo-woo. Skepticism of conventional medicine has become a staple of heterodox podcasts that simultaneously promote unproven, unregulated dietary supplements. My colleague Anne Applebaum has described this trend toward mysticism, fringe religious beliefs, and pseudo-spirituality as the New Obscurantism.

Until recently, I had assumed that the anti-establishment sentiments promoted by Thiel and others were merely opportunistic, a way for elites to stoke a form of anti-elitism that somehow excluded themselves as targets of popular rage. Thiel has always made a point of entertaining provocative heterodox opinions, but he has also demonstrated himself to be eloquent, analytical, and capable of going whole paragraphs without saying something unhinged. But reading his Financial Times column, I thought: My God, he actually believes this stuff. The entire tone is reminiscent of a stranger sitting down next to you on public transit and whispering that the FBI is following him.

The correct response to uncertainty is humility, not conspiracy. But conspiracy is exactly what many of those who are influential in Trump's orbit have succumbed to--everything must be a product of the DISC, or the deep state, or the World Economic Forum, or other sinister and hidden controlling hands. The cynical Tucker Carlson of the Dominion era has given way to a more crankish version since his firing from Fox. When Carlson first went independent, he seemed to be hosting kooks for clicks. On his live tour, for example, he looked faintly embarrassed as Roseanne Barr told him that Democrats "love the taste of human flesh and they drink human blood." And maybe he didn't really believe the former crack user who claimed to have had a gay affair with Barack Obama, or the historian who asserts that Winston Churchill--not Adolf Hitler--was the "chief villain" in the Second World War. But at a certain point, I started to take Carlson at his word. Recently, he claimed that he'd woken up with scars and claw marks after being attacked by a demon in his bedroom. A few days before this, he said that America needed a "vigorous spanking" from Daddy Trump, and a few days after, Carlson revealed that he thought demons had invented the atom bomb. He's clearly working through some stuff.

What can we learn from this kind of credulity? First, that maintaining an appropriate level of skepticism is the intellectual discipline needed to navigate the rest of the 2020s. Yes, the legacy media will get things wrong. But that doesn't mean you should believe every seductive narrative floating around online, particularly when it's peddled by those who are trying to sell you something.

The second lesson is that, no matter how smart a person might be in their business dealings, humans are all prone to the same lizard-brain preference for narratives over facts. That makes choosing your information sources carefully even more important. If you spend all day listening to people who think that every inexplicable event has a malevolent hand behind it, you will start to believe that too. The fact that this paranoia has eaten up America's most influential men is an apokalypsis of its own.
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The GOP Is No Longer the Party of National Security

America's allies and enemies watched as Trump's pick for defense secretary failed to quell concerns about his character and qualifications.

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.


Not long after Secretary of Defense nominee Pete Hegseth read his opening statement and began fielding questions from the Senate Armed Services Committee, I began thinking: I hope neither America's allies nor its enemies are watching this. The hope was, of course, completely unreasonable. Such hearings are watched closely by friends and foes alike, in order to take the measure of a nominee who might lead the most powerful military in the world and would be a close adviser to the president of the United States.

What America and the world saw today was not a serious examination of a serious man. Instead, Republicans on the committee showed that they would rather elevate an unqualified and unfit nominee to a position of immense responsibility than cross Donald Trump, Elon Musk, or the most ardent Republican voters in their home states. America's allies should be deeply concerned; America's enemies, meanwhile, are almost certainly laughing in amazement at their unexpected good fortune.

Most of the GOP senators asked questions that had little to do with the defense of the United States and everything to do with the peculiar obsessions that dominate the alternative reality of right-wing television and talk radio, especially the bane of "wokeness." Perhaps that was just as well for Hegseth, because the few moments where anything of substance came up did not go well for him. When Senator Deb Fischer of Nebraska, for example, tried early on to draw Hegseth out with some basic questions about nuclear weapons, he was lost. He tried to fumble his way around to an answer that included harnessing the creativity of Silicon Valley to innovate a future nuclear force ... or something.

On many other questions, including adherence to the Geneva Conventions, the role of the military in domestic policing, and the obligation to disobey illegal orders, Hegseth fudged and improvised. He seemed aware that he had to avoid sounding extreme while still playing for the only audience that really matters: 50 Republican senators and one former and future president of the United States. His evasions were not particularly clever, but they didn't need to be. He was clear that his two priorities as secretary will be to lead a culture war within the Pentagon, and to do whatever Trump tells him to do.

If America's friends and adversaries saw an insubstantial man in front of the committee, they also saw Republicans--members of what once advertised itself as the party of national security--acting with a complete lack of gravity and purpose. Few Republicans, aside from Fischer and a rather businesslike Senator Joni Ernst of Iowa, asked Hegseth anything meaningful about policy. Ernst extracted a promise from Hegseth to appoint a senior official to be in charge of sexual-assault prevention, but most of her colleagues resorted to the usual buzzwords about DEI and cultural Marxism while throwing Hegseth softballs. (Senator Eric Schmitt of Missouri also managed to mention drag queens, but the trophy for most cringe-inducing moment goes to Senator Tim Sheehy of Montana, who asked Hegseth how many genders there are. When Hegseth said "two," Sheehy said: "I know that well. I'm a she-he." Get it? Sheehy? She-he? He's here all week, folks; tip your waiters.)

And speaking of buzzwords, most of Hegseth's answers relied on his vow to support "the warfighters" and their "lethality," two words that have been floating around the Pentagon--as things full of helium will do--for years. Hegseth, to his credit, has learned how to speak fluent Pentagon-ese, the content-free language in which the stakeholders help the warfighters leverage their assets to increase their lethality. (I taught military officers for years at the Naval War College. I can write this kind of Newspeak at will.) As Senator Richard Blumenthal of Connecticut noted, Hegseth might not be qualified to be secretary of defense, but he could squeak by as a Pentagon spokesperson.

Some Democrats highlighted that Hegseth has never run anything of any significant size, and that his record even in smaller organizations hasn't been particularly impressive. Senator Gary Peters of Michigan pointed out that no board of directors would hire Hegseth as the CEO even of a medium-size company. Other Democrats drilled Hegseth on his personal behavior, including accusations (which he has denied) that he has engaged in sexual assault and alcohol abuse. At one point, Senator Mark Kelly of Arizona listed specific incidents, asking Hegseth to confirm or deny them. Each time, Hegseth responded only by saying "anonymous smears," which he seems to think is like invoking the Fifth Amendment. Hegseth also said he wasn't perfect, and that he's been redeemed by his faith in Jesus Christ, whose name came up more often than one might expect during a hearing related to national security.

Senator Tammy Duckworth of Illinois, an Army veteran who was wounded during her service in Iraq, brought out a large poster of the Soldier's Creed, emphasizing the insistence on standards and integrity embodied in it. She asked Hegseth how the Defense Department could still demand that service members train and serve at such high standards if the Senate lowered the bar for leading the Pentagon just for him. After she quizzed him on various matters and Hegseth again floundered, she put it simply and directly: "You're not qualified, Mr. Hegseth."

Not that any of it mattered to the Republicans on the committee, some of whom took great offense at questions about Hegseth's character. Senator Markwayne Mullin of Oklahoma tried to turn the tables on his colleagues by asking how many of them had ever voted while drunk or cheated on their spouses, as if that somehow obviated any further fussing about whether a possible secretary of defense was an adulterer or struggles with substance abuse.

Unfortunately for Mullin, he doesn't know his Senate history, so Senator Jack Reed of Rhode Island, the ranking member, helpfully spelled it out for him: If any member of the Senate were nominated to such a position, Reed said, they too would have to answer such questions. And then he added that the late Senator John Tower was in 1989 rejected for the same job Hegseth wants--over accusations of a drinking problem.

Throughout this all, I tried to imagine the reaction in Moscow or Beijing, where senior defense-ministry officials were almost certainly watching Hegseth stumble his way through this hearing. They learned today that their incoming opponent apparently has few thoughts about foreign enemies, but plenty of concerns about the people Trump calls "the enemy from within." The MAGA Republicans, for their part, seem eager only for Hegseth to get in there and tear up the Pentagon.

After today, I suspect America's enemies are happily awaiting the same thing.

Related:

	Pete Hegseth declines to answer.
 	The perverse logic of Trump's nomination circus






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Jack Smith gives up, David Frum writes.
 	How Los Angeles must rebuild
 	A secret way to fight off stomach bugs




Today's News

	Israel and Hamas are "on the brink" of accepting an agreement for a cease-fire in Gaza and the exchange of some hostages and prisoners, according to U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken.
 	Former Special Counsel Jack Smith's final report on Donald Trump's effort to overturn the 2020 presidential election was released last night.
 	The Biden administration announced that Cuba will be removed from the state-sponsor-of-terrorism list, which would help clear the way for the release of some political prisoners.




Evening Read


Illustration by Federico Tramonte



They Stole Yogi Berra's World Series Rings. Then They Did Something Really Crazy.

By Ariel Sabar

On a Wednesday morning in October 2014, in a garage in the woods of Pennsylvania, Tommy Trotta tried on some new jewelry: a set of rings belonging to the baseball great Yogi Berra. Each hunk of gold bore a half-carat diamond and the words "New York Yankees World Champions."


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Why didn't Jack Smith charge Trump with insurrection?
 	Iran's return to pragmatism
 	"Dear James": I have a huge crush on a writer.




Culture Break


Paramount Pictures



Watch. The musical biopic Better Man (out now in theaters) is so much more than its chimpanzee gimmick, David Sims writes.

Read. In Han Kang's novels, the South Korean Nobel laureate returns again and again to her country's bloody past, Judith Shulevitz 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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        Is Moderate Drinking Okay?
        Derek Thompson

        Here's a simple question: Is moderate drinking okay?Like millions of Americans, I look forward to a glass of wine--sure, occasionally two--while cooking or eating dinner. I strongly believe that an ice-cold pilsner on a hot summer day is, to paraphrase Benjamin Franklin, suggestive evidence that a divine spirit exists and gets a kick out of seeing us buzzed.But, like most people, I understand that booze isn't medicine. I don't consider a bottle of California cabernet to be the equivalent of a liqui...

      

      
        What Happens When a Plastic City Burns
        Zoe Schlanger

        As flames rip through Los Angeles County, burning restaurants, businesses, and whole blocks of houses, it's clear that the threat of urban fire has returned to the United States. But this time, the urban landscape is different: Modern homes are full of plastic, turning house fires into chemical-laced infernos that burn hotter, faster, and more toxic than their predecessors.Firefighters are warning that the smoke pouring out of neighborhoods in Southern California is a poisonous soup, in part beca...

      

      
        America Just Kinda, Sorta Banned Cigarettes
        Nicholas Florko

        No drug is quite like nicotine. When it hits your bloodstream, you're sent on a ride of double euphoria: an immediate jolt of adrenaline, like a strong cup of coffee injected directly into your brain, along with the calming effect of a beer. Nicotine is what gets people hooked on cigarettes, despite their health risks and putrid smell. It is, in essence, what cigarette companies are selling, and what they've always been selling. Without nicotine, a cigarette is just smoldering leaves wrapped in s...

      

      
        A Gaza Deal Closed, but No Closure
        Gershom Gorenberg

        Israel and Hamas have reached a hostage-release and cease-fire agreement, offering a measure of relief and hope to the region. But the deal brings no certain closure to the catastrophic Gaza war. It does not guarantee an end to the fighting, a full release of the Israeli hostages, or a lasting political solution for Gaza.For Israelis, joy at the return of some of the hostages is tempered by trepidation about the fate of the rest. The deal provides for a six-week cease-fire, during which 33 Israel...

      

      
        Why Your Job Hunt Should Be a Quest
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out."My job is a Kafkaesque nightmare," a young friend told me. I understood him to  be referring to Franz Kafka's famous 1915 surrealist novella, The Metamorphosis, in which the protagonist, Gregor Samsa, is trapped in a life as a traveling salesman that he finds monotonous and meaningless. "Day in, day out--on the road," Gregor reflects. "I've got the torture of traveling, worrying about changing tr...

      

      
        A Sweeping January 6 Pardon Is an Attack on the Judiciary
        Mary McCord

        Donald Trump's repeated promise to consider pardons for the January 6 attackers is rightly seen as a craven political move, one that would both satiate his base and bolster the lie that the violent assault on the U.S. Capitol was a peaceful protest, and that those who have been charged and convicted are political prisoners or even "hostages." But the promise is something graver too: Blanket pardons for the January 6 rioters would be a severe assault on the legitimacy of the criminal legal system,...

      

      
        Beyond Doomscrolling
        Charlie Warzel

        The image that really got me on social media this week was a faded photo of a man and woman, standing on what looks like the front steps of their home. It's a candid shot--both are focusing their attention on an infant cradled in the mother's arm. It is likely one of the first photos of a new family, and the caption broke my heart: "This photo was blown into our yard during the Eaton Canyon fire. Anyone from Pasadena/Altadena recognize these people?"The picture is perfectly intact, not singed or t...

      

      
        The One Trump Pick Democrats Actually Like
        Russell Berman

        Democrats spent more than $20 million last year to end then-Representative Lori Chavez-DeRemer's congressional career. Now, however, the Republican they worked so hard to defeat is their favorite nominee for President-Elect Donald Trump's Cabinet.Trump's selection of Chavez-DeRemer for labor secretary came as a pleasant surprise to many Democrats and union leaders, who expected him to follow past Republican presidents and name a conservative hostile to organized labor. But Chavez-DeRemer endeared...

      

      
        Israel Never Defined Its Goals
        Graeme Wood

        A good deal is one in which everyone walks away happy or everyone walks away mad. The moods must match. By this standard, the deal between Israel and Hamas is good but not great: Both groups are relishing what they are getting, and choking a bit on what they have given up. Israel is choking more than Hamas. There will be scenes of jubilation and triumph from Gazans and Israelis, and efforts by both sides' leadership to spin the Gaza war as a victory. But for Israel and Gaza, the past 15 months ha...

      

      
        January 6 and the Case for Oblivion
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsDonald Trump has said, at different times, that he will pardon some, most, or even all of the January 6 insurrectionists. He's also said at least once that he would do this on his first day in office, which is imminent. Given Trump's past rhetoric about the incident (calling it a "day of love") and the people who were jailed for acts they committed that day ("political prisoners," "hostages"), his pardons can be understoo...

      

      
        Milk Has Divided Americans for More Than 150 Years
        Yasmin Tayag

        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.For such a ubiquitous beverage, milk is surprisingly controversial. In recent years, the drink--appetizingly defined by the FDA as the "lacteal secretion" of cows--has sparked heated disputes about its healthiness, its safety, and, with the proliferation of milk alternatives, what it even is. The ongoing outbreak of bird flu, which has sp...

      

      
        A Secret Way to Fight Off Stomach Bugs
        Daniel Engber

        Influenza cases have been surging. RSV activity is "very high." Signs of COVID have been mounting in sewer water, and norovirus, too, is spawning outbreaks like we haven't seen for at least a dozen years. You might even say that America is in the midst of a "quad-demic," although I really hope you don't, because "quad-demic" is not a word that anyone should say.With that in mind, here are The Atlantic's tips and tricks for steering clear of any illness during this year's terrible quad-demic. What...

      

      
        The Forgotten Woman Who Transformed Forensics
        Sheila McClear

        One of the most powerful inventions of the 20th century is also an object that no one ever wants a reason to use. The sexual-assault-evidence collection box, colloquially known as the "rape kit," is a simple yet potent tool: a small case, perhaps made of cardboard, containing items such as sterile nail clippers, cotton swabs, slides for holding bodily fluids, paper bags, and a tiny plastic comb. Designed to gather and preserve biological evidence found on the body of a person reporting a sexual a...

      

      
        How Netanyahu Misread His Relationship With Trump
        Franklin Foer

        Let us now praise Donald Trump. It's hard for me not to choke on that phrase. But it was his bluster--his demand that Hamas release its remaining hostages before his inauguration, or else "all hell will break out"--that effectively ushered in a cease-fire, the beginning of the end of the Gaza war.  Although honesty requires crediting Trump, his success was not the product of magical powers or an indictment of Biden-administration diplomacy. Trump's splenetic threats injected urgency into flounderin...

      

      
        How Worried to Be About Bird Flu
        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.Over the past several months, bird-flu numbers have been steadily ticking up, especially among farmworkers who interact closely with cows. I spoke with my colleague Katherine J. Wu, who reports on science, about her level of concern right now, and the government's response to the spread of the virus so ...

      

      
        No One Will Remember Jack Smith's Report
        Peter Wehner

        Just after noon next Monday, Donald Trump will take an oath to preserve, protect, and defend the Constitution, despite having, four years before, "engaged in an unprecedented criminal effort to overturn the legitimate results of the election in order to retain power."That is the conclusion of former Special Counsel Jack Smith's investigation into Trump's effort to interfere with the lawful transfer of power following the 2020 presidential election. Smith also found that Trump encouraged "violence...

      

      
        My Favorite Trails Are Destroyed
        Andrew Moseman

        Photographs by Daniel DorsaOne of the worst-kept secrets in Los Angeles is a 130-acre swath of chaparral. On perfect weekend afternoons, I have walked my dog among the crowds at Runyon Canyon Park, a piece of rolling scrub nestled in the Hollywood Hills. I'd go more often if finding parking on Mulholland Drive wasn't nearly impossible. In a city that loves the outdoors, Runyon is the premier Sunday-afternoon trail: a dusty-chic destination for after-brunch hikers, families, couples on first dates...

      

      
        Trump Made the Gaza Cease-Fire Happen
        Yair Rosenberg

        Today, after 15 months of brutal war, Israel and Hamas agreed to a deal to secure the release of Israeli hostages and the cessation of hostilities in Gaza. The agreement's first six weeks will see Israel withdraw from much of the enclave and release hundreds of Palestinian prisoners, including convicted mass murderers, in exchange for Hamas releasing 33 captive Israelis--some living, some dead. Should everything proceed according to plan, subsequent negotiations would assure the release of the rem...

      

      
        Aspiring Parents Have a New DNA Test to Obsess Over
        Kristen V. Brown

        The first time Jamie Cassidy was pregnant, the fetus had a genetic mutation so devastating that she and her husband, Brennan, decided to terminate in the second trimester. The next time they tried for a baby, they weren't taking chances: They would use IVF and screen their embryos' DNA. They wanted to avoid transferring any embryos with the single-gene mutation that had doomed their first pregnancy. And then they started wondering what other ailments they could save their future son or daughter f...

      

      
        Life in Another Light, 2024 Infrared-Photography-Contest Winners
        Alan Taylor

        After reviewing more than 3,000 entries in 11 categories from photographers around the world, the judges of this year's "Life in Another Light" biannual infrared-photography competition recently made their top picks. Contest organizer Kolari Vision was kind enough to share some of the top and winning images below.To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.

      

      
        The Hipster Grifter Peaked Too Soon
        Sophie Gilbert

        In the spring of 2009, Vice published a blog post, notorious even by its own standards, titled "Department of Oopsies!--We Hired a Grifter." An employee had started chatting with the magazine's new executive assistant, Kari Ferrell; after she reportedly began coming on to him over instant messages, he Googled her, only to find out that she was on the Salt Lake City Police Department's most-wanted list. Instead of simply firing Ferrell, Vice outed her online, confessing that it probably should have...
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Is Moderate Drinking Okay?

"Every drink takes five minutes off your life." Maybe the thought scares you. Personally, I find comfort in it.

by Derek Thompson




Here's a simple question: Is moderate drinking okay?

Like millions of Americans, I look forward to a glass of wine--sure, occasionally two--while cooking or eating dinner. I strongly believe that an ice-cold pilsner on a hot summer day is, to paraphrase Benjamin Franklin, suggestive evidence that a divine spirit exists and gets a kick out of seeing us buzzed.

But, like most people, I understand that booze isn't medicine. I don't consider a bottle of California cabernet to be the equivalent of a liquid statin. Drinking to excess is dangerous for our bodies and those around us. Having more than three or four drinks a night is strongly related to a host of diseases, including liver cirrhosis, and alcohol addiction is a scourge for those genetically predisposed to dependency.

If the evidence against heavy drinking is clear, the research on my wine-with-dinner habit is a wasteland of confusion and contradiction. This month, the U.S. surgeon general published a new recommendation that all alcohol come with a warning label indicating it increases the risk of cancer. Around the same time, a meta-analysis published by the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine concluded that moderate alcohol drinking is associated with a longer life. Many scientists scoffed at both of these headlines, claiming that the underlying studies are so flawed that to derive strong conclusions from them would be like trying to make a fine wine out of a bunch of supermarket grapes.

I've spent the past few weeks poring over studies, meta-analyses, and commentaries. I've crashed my web browser with an oversupply of research-paper tabs. I've spoken with researchers and then consulted with other scientists who disagreed with those researchers. And I've reached two conclusions. First, my seemingly simple question about moderate drinking may not have a simple answer. Second, I'm not making any plans to give up my nightly glass of wine.



Alcohol ambivalence has been with us for almost as long as alcohol. The notion that booze is enjoyable in small doses and hellish in excess was captured well by Eubulus, a Greek comic poet of the fourth century B.C.E., who wrote that although two bowls of wine brought "love and pleasure," five led to "shouting," nine led to "bile," and 10 produced outright "madness, in that it makes people throw things."

In the late 20th century, however, conventional wisdom lurched strongly toward the idea that moderate drinking was healthy, especially when the beverage of choice was red wine. In 1991, Morley Safer, a correspondent for CBS, recorded a segment of 60 Minutes titled "The French Paradox," in which he pointed out that the French filled their stomachs with meat, oil, butter, and other sources of fat, yet managed to live long lives with lower rates of cardiovascular disease than their Northern European peers. "The answer to the riddle, the explanation of the paradox, may lie in this inviting glass" of red wine, Safer told viewers. Following the report, demand for red wine in the U.S. surged.

Read: America has a drinking problem

The notion that a glass of red wine every night is akin to medicine wasn't just embraced by a gullible news media. It was assumed as a matter of scientific fact by many researchers. "The evidence amassed is sufficient to bracket skeptics of alcohol's protective effects with the doubters of manned lunar landings and members of the flat-Earth society," the behavioral psychologist and health researcher Tim Stockwell wrote in 2000.

Today, however, Stockwell is himself a flat-earther, so to speak. In the past 25 years, he has spent, he told me, "thousands and thousands of hours" reevaluating studies on alcohol and health. And now he's convinced, as many other scientists are, that the supposed health benefits of moderate drinking were based on bad research and confounded variables.

A technical term for the so-called French paradox is the "J curve." When you plot the number of drinks people consume along an X axis and their risk of dying along the Y axis, most observational studies show a shallow dip at about one drink a day for women and two drinks a day for men, suggesting protection against all-cause mortality. Then the line rises--and rises and rises--confirming the idea that excessive drinking is plainly unhealthy. The resulting graph looks like a J, hence the name.

The J-curve thesis suffers from many problems, Stockwell told me. It relies on faulty comparisons between moderate drinkers and nondrinkers. Moderate drinkers tend to be richer, healthier, and more social, while nondrinkers are a motley group that includes people who have never had alcohol (who tend to be poorer), people who quit drinking alcohol because they're sick, and even recovering alcoholics. In short, many moderate drinkers are healthy for reasons that have nothing to do with drinking, and many nondrinkers are less healthy for reasons that have nothing to do with alcohol abstention.

Read: Not just sober-curious, but neo-temperate

When Stockwell and his fellow researchers threw out the observational studies that were beyond salvation and adjusted the rest to account for some of the confounders I listed above, "the J curve disappeared," he told me. By some interpretations, even a small amount of alcohol--as little as three drinks a week--seemed to increase the risk of cancer and death.



The demise of the J curve is profoundly affecting public-health guidance. In 2011, Canada's public-health agencies said that men could safely enjoy up to three oversize drinks a night with two abstinent days a week--about 15 drinks a week. In 2023, the Canadian Centre on Substance Use and Addiction revised its guidelines to define low-risk drinking as no more than two drinks a week.

Here's my concern: The end of the J curve has made way for a new emerging conventional wisdom--that moderate drinking is seriously risky--that is also built on flawed studies and potentially overconfident conclusions. The pendulum is swinging from flawed "red wine is basically heart medicine!" TV segments to questionable warnings about the risk of moderate drinking and cancer. After all, we're still dealing with observational studies that struggle to account for the differences between diverse groups.

Read: Is a glass of wine harmless? Wrong question.

In a widely read breakdown of alcohol-health research, the scientist and author Vinay Prasad wrote that the observational research on which scientists are still basing their conclusions suffers from a litany of "old data, shitty data, confounded data, weak definitions, measurement error, multiplicity, time-zero problems, and illogical results." As he memorably summarized the problem: "A meta-analysis is like a juicer, it only tastes as good as what you put in." Even folks like Stockwell who are trying to turn the flawed data into useful reviews are like well-meaning chefs, toiling in the kitchen, doing their best to make coq au vin out of a lot of chicken droppings.



The U.S. surgeon general's new report on alcohol recommended adding a more "prominent" warning label on all alcoholic beverages about cancer risks. The top-line findings were startling. Alcohol contributes to about 100,000 cancer cases and 20,000 cancer deaths each year, the surgeon general said. The guiding motivation sounded honorable. About three-fourths of adults drink once or more a week, and fewer than half of them are aware of the relationship between alcohol and cancer risk.

But many studies linking alcohol to cancer risk are bedeviled by the confounding problems facing many observational studies. For example, a study can find a relationship between moderate alcohol consumption and breast-cancer detection, but moderate consumption is correlated with income, as is access to mammograms.

One of the best-established mechanisms for alcohol being related to cancer is that alcohol breaks down into acetaldehyde in the body, which binds to and damages DNA, increasing the risk that a new cell grows out of control and becomes a cancerous tumor. This mechanism has been demonstrated in animal studies. But, as Prasad points out, we don't approve drugs based on animal studies alone; many drugs work in mice and fail in clinical trials in humans. Just because we observe a biological mechanism in mice doesn't mean you should live your life based on the assumption that the same cellular dance is happening inside your body.

Read: The truth about breast cancer and drinking red wine--or any alcohol

I'm willing to believe, even in the absence of slam-dunk evidence, that alcohol increases the risk of developing certain types of cancer for certain people. But as the surgeon general's report itself points out, it's important to distinguish between "absolute" and "relative" risk. Owning a swimming pool dramatically increases the relative risk that somebody in the house will drown, but the absolute risk of drowning in your backyard swimming pool is blessedly low. In a similar way, some analyses have concluded that even moderate drinking can increase a person's odds of getting mouth cancer by about 40 percent. But given that the lifetime absolute risk of developing mouth cancer is less than 1 percent, this means one drink a day increases the typical individual's chance of developing mouth cancer by about 0.3 percentage points. The surgeon general reports that moderate drinking (say, one drink a night) increases the relative risk of breast cancer by 10 percent, but that merely raises the absolute lifetime risk of getting breast cancer from about 11 percent to about 13 percent. Assuming that the math is sound, I think that's a good thing to know. But if you pass this information along to a friend, I think you can forgive them for saying: Sorry, I like my chardonnay more than I like your two percentage points with a low confidence interval. 



Where does this leave us? Not so far from our ancient-Greek friend Eubulus. Thousands of years and hundreds of studies after the Greek poet observed the dubious benefits of too much wine, we have much more data without much more certainty.

In her review of the literature, the economist Emily Oster concluded that "alcohol isn't especially good for your health." I think she's probably right. But life isn't--or, at least, shouldn't be--about avoiding every activity with a whisker of risk. Cookies are not good for your health, either, as Oster points out, but only the grouchiest doctors will instruct their healthy patients to foreswear Oreos. Even salubrious activities--trying to bench your bodyweight, getting in a car to hang out with a friend--incur the real possibility of injury.

Read: A daily drink is almost certainly not going to hurt you

An appreciation for uncertainty is nice, but it's not very memorable. I wanted a takeaway about alcohol and health that I could repeat to a friend if they ever ask me to summarize this article in a sentence. So I pressed Tim Stockwell to define his most cautious conclusions in a memorable way, even if I thought he might be overconfident in his caution.

"One drink a day for men or women will reduce your life expectancy on average by about three months," he said. Moderate drinkers should have in their mind that "every drink reduces your expected longevity by about five minutes." (The risk compounds for heavier drinkers, he added. "If you drink at a heavier level, two or three drinks a day, that goes up to like 10, 15, 20 minutes per drink--not per drinking day, but per drink.")

Every drink takes five minutes off your life. Maybe the thought scares you. Personally, I find great comfort in it--even as I suspect it suffers from the same flaws that plague this entire field. Several months ago, I spoke with the Stanford University scientist Euan Ashley, who studies the cellular effects of exercise. He has concluded that every minute of exercise adds five extra minutes of life.

When you put these two statistics together, you get this wonderful bit of rough longevity arithmetic: For moderate drinkers, every drink reduces your life by the same five minutes that one minute of exercise can add back. There's a motto for healthy moderation: Have a drink? Have a jog. 

Even this kind of arithmetic can miss a bigger point. To reduce our existence to a mere game of minutes gained and lost is to squeeze the life out of life. Alcohol is not like a vitamin or pill that we swiftly consume in the solitude of our bathrooms, which can be straightforwardly evaluated in controlled laboratory testing. At best, moderate alcohol consumption is enmeshed in activities that we share with other people: cooking, dinners, parties, celebrations, rituals, get-togethers--life! It is pleasure, and it is people. It is a social mortar for our age of social isolation.

Read: The anti-social century

An underrated aspect of the surgeon general's report is that it is following, rather than trailblazing, a national shift away from alcohol. As recently as 2005, Americans were more likely to say that alcohol was good for their health, instead of bad. Last year, they were more than five times as likely to say it was bad, instead of good. In the first seven months of 2024, alcohol sales volume declined for beer, wine, and spirits. The decline seemed especially pronounced among young people.

To the extent that alcohol carries a serious risk of excess and addiction, less booze in America seems purely positive. But for those without religious or personal objections, healthy drinking is social drinking, and the decline of alcohol seems related to the fact that Americans now spend less time in face-to-face socializing than any period in modern history. That some Americans are trading the blurry haze of intoxication for the crystal clarity of sobriety is a blessing for their minds and guts. But in some cases, they may be trading an ancient drug of socialization for the novel intoxicants of isolation.
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What Happens When a Plastic City Burns

Most modern couches are basically blocks of gasoline.

by Zoe Schlanger




As flames rip through Los Angeles County, burning restaurants, businesses, and whole blocks of houses, it's clear that the threat of urban fire has returned to the United States. But this time, the urban landscape is different: Modern homes are full of plastic, turning house fires into chemical-laced infernos that burn hotter, faster, and more toxic than their predecessors.

Firefighters are warning that the smoke pouring out of neighborhoods in Southern California is a poisonous soup, in part because of the ubiquity of plastics and other petrochemical products inside them. "It's one of the reasons why we can't put firefighters in front of these houses," the Cal Fire battalion chief David Acuna told me on Monday. After any lifesaving work has been done, keeping firefighters in the toxic air is too great a risk.

Very few fixtures of the modern home are entirely free of plastic. If your couch is like many available on the market today, it's made of polyester fabric (plastic) wrapped around polyurethane foam (plastic). When polyurethane foam burns, it releases potentially deadly hydrogen-cyanide gas. Perhaps those plastic-wrapped plastic cushions sit on a frame of solid wood, or perhaps the frame is made from an engineered wood product held together with polymer-based glues (plastic). Consider, too, the ubiquity of vinyl plank flooring, popular for its resistance to scuffing, and vinyl siding, admired for its durability. Then there is foam insulation, laminate countertops, and the many synthetic textiles in our bedding and curtains and carpets. Nearly all house paint on the market is best understood as pigment suspended in liquid plastic.

Research has long shown that exposure to the tiny particles that make up wildfire smoke is a major health hazard; as I've written before, wildfire smoke kills thousands of people prematurely each year and is linked to a range of maladies. Burning trees release gases such as carbon monoxide and carbon dioxide, along with tiny solid particles called PM2.5, which can penetrate deep into a person's lungs and circulate in their blood stream, and are linked to heart and lung problems, low birth weight, preterm birth, and cognitive impairment. A burning town takes many of the chemical hazards of a burning forest and adds in a suite of new ones, Nadine Borduas-Dedekind, an atmospheric chemist at the University of British Columbia, told me. As structure fires eat through the plethora of materials inside a home, they can release not just hydrogen-cyanide gas but also hydrochloric acid, dioxins, furans, aerosolized phthalates, and a range of other gaseous contaminants broadly known as volatile organic compounds. Some may be harmless. Others are associated with health problems. As gas-detection technology improves, "we're discovering new molecules of incomplete combustion that we didn't know existed," Borduas-Dedekind said. "When you're burning a home or an entire neighborhood, we don't have a handle on the breadth of VOCs being emitted." And many of these can react with one another in the atmosphere, creating yet more compounds. Whereas N95 masks are good for filtering out the fine particles associated with fire smoke, they do nothing for these gases; only a gas mask can filter them out.

Read: You have every reason to avoid breathing wildfire smoke

Plastic is made from petroleum, and petroleum burns fast and hot. A retired Maryland state fire marshal told Newsweek that, from a fire perspective, a typical couch is akin to a block of gasoline. Acuna invited me to think of placing a log on a campfire: It takes some time to heat up, charring first. It eventually ignites and becomes a steady fire, releasing its heat at a slow, consistent rate over, say, 20 minutes. If you threw a two-liter soda bottle on a campfire (which is a highly inadvisable thing to do), it would begin to distort immediately. Within several seconds it would ignite and burn fast.

In 2020, the Fire Safety Research Institute set two living rooms on fire, on purpose. Both were identical in size and full of furnishings in an identical arrangement. But in one room, almost everything was synthetic: a polyurethane-foam sofa covered in polyester fabric sat behind an engineered-wood coffee table, both set on a polyolefin carpet. The curtains were polyester, and a polyester throw blanket was draped on the couch. In the other room, a wood sofa with cotton cushions sat on a hardwood floor, along with a solid-wood coffee table. The curtains and throw blanket were cotton. In the natural-material room, the cotton couch appeared to light easily, and then maintained a steady flame where it was lit, releasing little smoke. After 26 minutes, the flames had spread to the other side of the couch, but the rest of the room was still intact, if smoky. Meanwhile, in the synthetic room, a thick dark smoke rose out of the flame on the polyester couch. At just under five minutes, a flash of orange flame consumed the whole room all at once. "Flashover," firefighters call it--when escape becomes impossible. In the natural-material room, flashover took longer than 30 minutes. Perhaps that difference helps explain why, although the rate of home fires in the U.S. has more than halved since 1980, more people are dying in their homes when they do catch fire.

Read: How bad are plastics, really?

When I spoke with Acuna, of Cal Fire, he was sitting in his office, fielding calls from reporters. He looked around the room. "I'm struggling right now to find anything that is of a natural material. In fact, the only thing I can find is my notebook," he said. Plastic, he added, is undeniably useful. But it comes with a clear risk. One day, if fire strikes, "it will burn faster, and it will burn hotter." The advantages will turn to threats.
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America Just Kinda, Sorta Banned Cigarettes

A new rule by the FDA could change smoking as we know it.

by Nicholas Florko




No drug is quite like nicotine. When it hits your bloodstream, you're sent on a ride of double euphoria: an immediate jolt of adrenaline, like a strong cup of coffee injected directly into your brain, along with the calming effect of a beer. Nicotine is what gets people hooked on cigarettes, despite their health risks and putrid smell. It is, in essence, what cigarette companies are selling, and what they've always been selling. Without nicotine, a cigarette is just smoldering leaves wrapped in some fancy paper.



But if the Biden administration gets its way, that's essentially all cigarettes will be. Today, regulators at the FDA announced that they are pushing forward with a rule that would dramatically limit how much nicotine can go in a cigarette. The average cigarette nowadays is estimated to have roughly 17 milligrams of the drug. Under the new regulation, that would fall to less than one milligram. If enacted--still a big if--it would decimate the demand for cigarettes more effectively than any public-service announcement ever could.



The idea behind the proposal is to make cigarettes nonaddictive. One study found that some young people begin feeling the symptoms of nicotine addiction within a matter of days after starting to smoke. In 2022, roughly half of adult smokers tried to quit, but fewer than 10 percent were ultimately successful.



For that reason, the rule could permanently change smoking in America. The FDA insists that the proposal isn't a ban per se. But in the rule's intended effect, ban may indeed be an apt term. The FDA estimates that nearly 13 million people--more than 40 percent of current adult smokers--would quit smoking within one year of the rule taking effect. After all, why inhale cancerous fumes without even the promise of a buzz? By the end of the century, the FDA predicts, 4.3 million fewer people would die because of cigarettes. The agency's move, therefore, should be wonderful news for just about everyone except tobacco executives. (Luis Pinto, a vice president at Reynolds American, which makes Camel and Newport cigarettes, told me in an email that the policy "would effectively eliminate legal cigarettes and fuel an already massive illicit nicotine market.")



Still, there's no telling whether the FDA's idea will actually come to fruition. The regulation released today is just a proposal. For the next eight months, the public--including tobacco companies--will have the opportunity to comment on the proposal. Then the Trump administration can decide whether to finalize the regulation as is, make changes, or scrap it entirely. Donald Trump has not signaled what he will do, and his relationship to cigarettes is complicated. In 2017, his FDA commissioner put the idea of cutting the nicotine in cigarettes to nonaddictive levels on the agency's agenda. But the tobacco industry has recently attempted to cozy up to the president-elect. A subsidiary of Reynolds donated $10 million to a super PAC backing Trump. Even if the Trump administration finalizes the rule, the FDA plans to give tobacco companies two years to comply, meaning that the earliest cigarettes would actually change would be fall 2027.



If Trump goes through with the rule, it may be the end of cigarettes. But although cigarettes might be inseparable from nicotine, nicotine is not inseparable from cigarettes. These days, people looking to consume the drug can pop a coffee-flavored Zyn in their upper lip or puff on a banana-ice-flavored e-cigarette. These products are generally safer than cigarettes because they do not burn tobacco, and it is tobacco smoke, not nicotine, that causes most of the harmful effects of cigarettes. FDA estimates that should cigarettes lose their nicotine, roughly half of current smokers would transition to other, safer products to get their fix, Brian King, the head of the FDA's tobacco center, told me.



Whether nicotine's staying power is a good thing is still unclear. Few people--even in the tobacco industry--will argue with a straight face that cigarettes are safe. Nicotine defenders, however, are far more common. In my time covering nicotine, I have spoken with plenty of people who emphatically believe that the drug helps them get through their day, and that their habit is no more shameful or harmful than an addiction to caffeine. There is clearly a market for these products. Just ask Philip Morris International, which earlier this year invested $600 million to build a new factory to meet surging demand for Zyn. But it's true, too, that nicotine is addictive, regardless of how it's consumed. There isn't much data looking at long-term impacts of these new nicotine-delivery devices, but the effects of nicotine, such as increased heart rate and blood pressure, are enough to give cardiologists pause.



I promised my parents--both smokers during my childhood--that I'd never pick up a cigarette. I kept that promise. But about a year ago, I started to wonder just how bad safer forms of nicotine could actually be. (Mom, if you're reading this, I'm sorry.) I found myself experimenting with Zyn. Doing so gave me a window into why my parents craved cigarettes, but it also quickly gave me a firsthand look at why it was always so hard for them to quit. My one-Zyn-a-day habit quickly became two, and two became four. And yet, each time the pouch hit my lip, that burst of dopamine seemed to get more and more lackluster. Soon enough, I was reaching for nicotine without even thinking about it. The FDA's new proposal, if finalized, will mean that misguided teens (or, in my case, 33-year-olds) prone to experimentation won't do so with deadly cigarettes. But that will be far from the end of America's relationship with nicotine.
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A Gaza Deal Closed, but No Closure

The cease-fire agreement between Israel and Hamas is no guarantee of peace.

by Gershom Gorenberg




Israel and Hamas have reached a hostage-release and cease-fire agreement, offering a measure of relief and hope to the region. But the deal brings no certain closure to the catastrophic Gaza war. It does not guarantee an end to the fighting, a full release of the Israeli hostages, or a lasting political solution for Gaza.

For Israelis, joy at the return of some of the hostages is tempered by trepidation about the fate of the rest. The deal provides for a six-week cease-fire, during which 33 Israeli hostages will come home--some alive, some for burial--in exchange for the release of a much larger number of Palestinian prisoners held by Israel. A second stage of negotiations will then begin, to include the return of the remaining 65 hostages in Gaza and a lasting cease-fire. The success of those talks is just one of the questions the current deal leaves open.

Another is why the agreement wasn't reached months ago. The framework appears to be the same one--"but for a few small nuances," the Israeli ex-cabinet minister and former general Gadi Eisenkot said in a radio interview yesterday--that President Joe Biden presented last spring. Had both parties agreed to these terms then, thousands of Gazans might still be alive, and the recent destruction in the northern Gaza Strip could have been averted. At least eight Israeli hostages--including Hersh Goldberg-Polin, the best-known--might have survived, along with more than 100 Israeli soldiers.

So why was the agreement reached only now? The most significant development in recent days appears to be Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's new urgency. This week, unlike in May, he pressed the leaders of his coalition's two resistant, far-right parties to accept a hostage agreement. One new element is Donald Trump. The president-elect demanded a hostage deal before his inauguration, promising that there would be "hell to pay" otherwise. He sent his own envoy, Steven Witkoff, to Qatar, where the indirect negotiations were taking place. Witkoff went from Qatar to Israel on Saturday and insisted on having a meeting with the prime minister on the afternoon of the Jewish sabbath--a violation of Israeli protocol rudely designed to remind Netanyahu who was the vassal and who was the suzerain.

Israeli government and military sources have tried to explain the timing of the deal to national media outlets by pointing to the death of Hamas's leader Yahya Sinwar in October; the defeats suffered by its Lebanese ally, Hezbollah; and the devastation of northern Gaza. But the purpose of this account largely appears to be presenting the agreement as the fruit of Israel's military success--rather than a sharp change of course under pressure. In reality, Hamas managed to sustain its war of attrition despite being weakened.

Read: Sinwar's death changes nothing

Meanwhile, Netanyahu's willingness to pursue a deal is a major reversal. Last summer, he reportedly stymied progress toward a cease-fire by raising new conditions, which infuriated his then-defense minister, Yoav Gallant. (The dispute was one reason Netanyahu dismissed Gallant in November.)

The Israeli right, which assumed that Trump's bluster was aimed only at Hamas, is in shock. One clue as to what Trump may have threatened--or promised--the prime minister has come from leaks about Netanyahu's talks with his finance minister, Bezalel Smotrich. The leader of the far-right Religious Zionist Party, Smotrich is a prominent patron of West Bank settlement. In a meeting between the two on Sunday, Netanyahu reportedly told Smotrich that "we must not harm relations with the Trump administration," and explained that Trump would help with the government's designs for "Judea and Samaria"--apparently referring to plans to expand West Bank settlement construction.

That promise did not satisfy Smotrich's party. After a meeting of its Knesset members today, the party demanded a commitment from Netanyahu that he resume the war "after completion of the first stage of the deal." This, it said, was "a condition for the party remaining in the [ruling] coalition and the government." As of this writing, Netanyahu has not responded.

While the ultimatum is unlikely to scuttle the deal immediately, it underlines a central question: whether the first stage will lead to an agreement on the next one and a lasting cease-fire. The previous agreement, in November 2023, furnished only a pause. This one could be similar--a six-week hiatus, after which the fighting and destruction resume, while the rest of the hostages remain in Gaza.

A more lasting settlement would require political arrangements in Gaza that Netanyahu has so far studiously avoided discussing. Gaza needs a new Palestinian governing authority, with its own forces or foreign troops capable of keeping the peace. Without that, Hamas will almost certainly resume control in the shattered territory after Israeli troops pull out--and this war will have been just one particularly destructive round of fighting, but not the last. Israel should have been working with the United States, Egypt, the United Arab Emirates, and the Palestinian Authority in the West Bank to create the framework for a new government in Gaza from the very beginning of this conflict. Instead, by failing to define a policy for Gaza's future, the Netanyahu government turned the war into a highway to nowhere.

Yair Rosenberg: Trump made the Gaza cease-fire happen

Netanyahu's far-right partners have pledged to reverse the 2005 Israeli withdrawal from Gaza and resume Israeli settlement there. Netanyahu has not endorsed that goal, but he has opposed any governing role for the Palestinian Authority in Gaza, despite the fact that foreign partners consider its inclusion essential. Outgoing Secretary of State Antony Blinken emphasized as much in a speech on Tuesday.

For the second stage of the deal to succeed--for the war to end and for the remaining hostages to come home--both Hamas and the Israeli government will have to face the complex problem of Gaza's future. Anyone who wants an end to the agony of the past 15 months must conjure up at least a quarter measure of hope. But best to hold off on any celebrations until a final deal is reached.
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Why Your Job Hunt Should Be a Quest

Being miserable at work is definitely a good reason for change. But how you go about it really matters for a happy outcome.

by Arthur C. Brooks




Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.

"My job is a Kafkaesque nightmare," a young friend told me. I understood him to  be referring to Franz Kafka's famous 1915 surrealist novella, The Metamorphosis, in which the protagonist, Gregor Samsa, is trapped in a life as a traveling salesman that he finds monotonous and meaningless. "Day in, day out--on the road," Gregor reflects. "I've got the torture of traveling, worrying about changing trains, eating miserable food at all hours, constantly seeing new faces, no relationships that last or get more intimate." His life seems no more significant than that of, well, maybe a cockroach that mindlessly scurries from place to place and ultimately dies in complete obscurity. And this is where the author's surreal genius enters: Gregor actually turns into a giant bug (often rendered in pictorial adaptations as a cockroach).

I assumed that my friend was making a figurative comparison--and didn't think I needed to check whether he had met Gregor's fate. Instead, I judged that he needed to change his situation and offered some social-science-based advice on the best way to hit the job market. Perhaps you in your working life can relate to my friend's feeling of alienation and helplessness. Or perhaps you would simply like to be earning more. Either way, you are not alone: At any given time, a substantial proportion of American workers are looking for a better job.

Even so, you may be hesitant to take the leap, in an uncertain economic environment, out of doubt about whether a change will make things better or worse. So let me share the advice I gave my friend, as a way to help you structure the search for a job that suits you better by understanding your fears and facing them logically.

From the July/August 2024 issue: Stop trying to understand Kafka

For most people, changing jobs is a significant cause of stress. According to a study that used the Holmes-Rahe Life Stress Inventory standard assessment tool, altering your employment creates on average about a third as much stress as the death of a spouse, half as much as divorce, about the same amount as the death of a close friend, and 50 percent more than quitting smoking. No surprise, then, that normal people with steady jobs are reluctant to quit them, even when their work-life experience is not great.

People resist big life changes, such as finding a new job, partly for biological reasons. For example, the brain is more efficient, using less energy, when it can rely on consolidated memory--when it does not have to process too much new information. One neuroscientific hypothesis is that this explains why some people are dogmatic and closed-minded; it also explains people's resistance to novelty--why they can be reluctant to learn new job skills, meet a group of new colleagues, figure out how to stay on the right side of a new boss, and work out a faster new commute.

Psychologists have studied the characteristics of people who are most reluctant to quit. As expected, they found that this applies to those who have risk-averse personalities. In a 2015 study of German IT employees, for example, researchers showed that even when the employees had an equally high intention to quit their job, those resistant to change were about a third as likely to jump, compared with those open to change.

My late father belonged to this resistant category. I remember him looking once at employment listings for his profession and saying, "I would love to apply for one of these jobs." "Why don't you?" I asked. He looked at me as if I were insane to even suggest such a thing. But my dad had another characteristic, which explains his reluctance to change jobs even better: high conscientiousness. Psychologists in 2016 theorized that people high in this positive personality trait may be especially reluctant to be seen as job hoppers and are more likely to make the best of the position they have.

Given such resistance, what people really want to know is whether a job change, with all the disruption and uncertainty, is likely to lead to greater happiness. The answer is probably. Obviously, a final determination depends on how miserable you are in the old gig and the quality of the new one. But as I have written in a previous column, according to one study, job changers typically rated their satisfaction with the position they're leaving at 4.5 on a 1 to 7 scale. The new job earned a 6 during the first six weeks, but that tended to decay over the next six months to about 5.5. Still, a long-term net gain of one satisfaction point is nothing to sneeze at.

Much more interesting to the Gregor Samsas in the workforce is what happens if you don't quit your job. Although you can probably count on not turning into a cockroach, chronically low job satisfaction has been shown in research to provoke mental-health problems. In a 2019 study of Japanese civil servants, psychologists looked at the effects on workers' mood a year after they reported job dissatisfaction. They found that job dissatisfaction was significantly related to depression at the one-year follow-up.

Not surprisingly, the quality of one's work suffers as well. Researchers studying "off-the-job embeddedness"--when a person stays in a particular employment because of such extrinsic factors as convenience for a child's school or a home-purchase location--found in 2017 that this behavior lowers job performance and commitment, and increases absenteeism.

Roge Karma: The California job-killer that wasn't

If the American labor market were in recession, any worries you might have about quitting could be well justified. In present conditions, however, you might want to find a way to deal with your anxiety and take the plunge. The best way to do this is by starting with the recognition that worrying is a form of unfocused fear. To make good decisions in an uncertain situation with less anxiety, you need to focus your attention on exactly why you are unhappy and on exactly what you want instead. This way, the whole job-switching process is less amorphous and frightening.

A helpful guide for doing so comes from my Harvard colleague Ethan Bernstein and his co-authors Michael B. Horn and Bob Moesta. Their new book, Job Moves, documents the experiences of hundreds of job changers, and finds that their switches are motivated largely by one of four "quests." Your principal job dissatisfaction probably falls under their schema--just as one of their quests may fit how you should assess a new opportunity.

Quest 1: Get out.
 Your job feels like a dead end, and your future looks very cockroach-like as a result. This may be because you see no room for advancement or change, and that may include a boss who makes progress impossible. The aim here is to look for a new job in which you believe you can be both supported and challenged. Make a point of asking about that opportunity when you are interviewed for a position.

Quest 2: Regain control.
 Here, the problem is that you don't have any say in the way you work. The zoological metaphor is less cockroach, more hamster. Generally, this indicates a rigid company culture or a controlling boss. The goal in your employment search is to find a new spot that will allow you more of a voice in how, when, and where you work.

Quest 3: Regain alignment.
 Your dissatisfaction may instead stem from being misunderstood, disrespected, or undervalued. This almost always reflects a management problem and is extremely common. According to the Harvard Business Review, 54 percent of American workers report that they don't get enough respect from their boss. The way to find a better match is not just to assess your potential manager in an interview, but also talk with employees of the organization. When you do so, be sure to ask specifically about whether the institution fosters a culture of respect and recognition.

Quest 4: Take the next step.
 In this case, your job dissatisfaction is not your employer's fault; you have simply outgrown your old job or career path. This realization tends to occur when you hit a life milestone, such as turning 50 or when your kids leave home. The telltale sign here is low-level boredom with the status quo. Diagnosing this requires some discernment: You will need to listen carefully to your gut feeling to figure out some different options.

Arthur C. Brooks: The secret to happiness at work

The authors of Job Moves urge their readers to keep one especially important point in mind as they change employment: Look for improvement, not perfection. When you are feeling stuck in life, it is easy to see a job change as a panacea for all of your troubles. Of course, things are rarely as simple as that. As we saw earlier, the realistic scenario is that, over the first year of a job move, you will go from a 4.5 to a 5.5, not all the way to a 7, on the satisfaction scale. A new job won't fix your marriage or help me grow hair. And you should probably expect to find some things you like less in a new position--a better job can be a more demanding one, for instance.

When you think about it, finding a new job that is perfect in every way would actually be rather surreal. Like turning into a roach.
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A Sweeping January 6 Pardon Is an Attack on the Judiciary

The federal judges who stewarded these cases deserve more respect than that.

by Mary McCord




Donald Trump's repeated promise to consider pardons for the January 6 attackers is rightly seen as a craven political move, one that would both satiate his base and bolster the lie that the violent assault on the U.S. Capitol was a peaceful protest, and that those who have been charged and convicted are political prisoners or even "hostages." But the promise is something graver too: Blanket pardons for the January 6 rioters would be a severe assault on the legitimacy of the criminal legal system, and in particular, on the role of the judiciary in that system.

Since January 6, 2021, the federal judges of the district court in Washington, D.C., have worked tirelessly to handle the nearly 1,600 criminal cases brought by the U.S. Department of Justice against those who allegedly attacked police officers, damaged and stole government property, caused members of Congress and the vice president of the United States to flee for their lives, and prevented the counting of the Electoral College ballots for more than six hours. The charged crimes have ranged from misdemeanors such as trespassing and disorderly conduct to serious felonies such as assaulting police, obstructing an official proceeding, and seditious conspiracy.

In every case, federal judges have worked to ensure that the defendant's constitutional rights have been protected, including the rights to counsel, due process of law, and a jury trial. More than 1,000 of those charged have pleaded guilty. More than 250 have been found guilty after a trial. More than 800 have received sentences of incarceration, including some who were permitted to serve their sentences in home detention. Others have received sentences of probation. And through it all, the federal judges--whether appointed by a Republican president, a Democratic president, or former President Trump himself--have devoted themselves to carefully stewarding their cases in accordance with U.S. law.

Tom Nichols: Trump's dangerous January 6-pardon promise

This has required thousands of hours of intense, difficult work. These judges have seen the evidence over and over again--seen their fellow Americans beat police with baseball bats and flagpoles, erect a gallows to hang the vice president, scale the walls of the Capitol and break through its windows, and brag about their insurrection on social media. They have sentenced some who are contrite and remorseful, and many others who remain defiant and unapologetic, amplifying the lies about January 6. Regardless of political affiliation, the judges have been uniform in condemning the acts of those convicted in their courtrooms.

As Royce C. Lamberth, a Republican-appointed judge with nearly 40 years on the bench, said at the sentencing of a January 6 defendant:

The Court cannot condone the shameless attempts by [the defendant] or anyone else to misinterpret or misrepresent what happened. It cannot condone the notion that those who broke the law on January 6 did nothing wrong, or that those duly convicted with all the safeguards of the United States Constitution, including a right to trial by jury in felony cases, are political prisoners or hostages.
 So let me set the record straight, based on what I've learned presiding over many January 6 prosecutions, hearing from dozens of witnesses, watching hundreds of hours of video footage, and reading thousands of pages of evidence. On January 6, 2021, a mob of people invaded and occupied the United States Capitol, using force to interrupt the peaceful transfer of power mandated by the Constitution and our republican heritage ...
 Although the rioters failed in their ultimate goal, their actions nonetheless resulted in the deaths of multiple people, injury to over 140 members of law enforcement, and lasting trauma for our entire nation.  This was not patriotism; it was the antithesis of patriotism.  


These same judges, many of whom have been threatened with violence by supporters of the January 6 defendants, are now being asked by those appearing before them to postpone their proceedings, including their sentencings, because Donald Trump has promised to pardon them. For the most part, the judges have remained firm and pressed ahead. As Judge Reggie B. Walton, another Republican-appointed judge, noted, "The potential future exercise of the discretionary pardon power, an Executive Branch authority, is irrelevant to the Court's obligation to carry out the legal responsibilities of the Judicial Branch." Judge Carl J. Nichols, who was appointed by Trump, lamented that "blanket pardons for all January 6 defendants or anything close would be beyond frustrating and disappointing," though he added that it wasn't his "call" and agreed to reschedule a jury trial from late 2024 to after the inauguration.

Paul Rosenzweig: Pardon Trump's critics now

The judicial branch is an integral part of our country's criminal legal system. Federal judges in the nation's district courts must ensure that every defendant before them is treated fairly and afforded the same constitutional rights. It is their responsibility to dispense justice not only to those with means, or to those in the president's favor, but to those who are indigent and far out of favor. And in my experience as a former federal prosecutor for nearly 20 years, most defendants respect the judges who handle their case and accept the sentence imposed on them.

Some defendants who have been sentenced by a federal judge later receive clemency--either a pardon or commutation of sentence--from the president. This act of mercy is sometimes granted to defendants who have accepted responsibility and changed their lives for the better while serving their sentence. Sometimes it is used when sentencing practices have changed dramatically, making sentences imposed long ago seem draconian. But it would be an all-out assault on our criminal legal system, and on the role of the judiciary in that system, to issue blanket pardons to the January 6 attackers regardless of the seriousness of their crimes, their remorse (or lack thereof), and their actions post-January 6. These federal judges deserve more respect than that.
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Beyond Doomscrolling

The internet we have, and the one we want

by Charlie Warzel




The image that really got me on social media this week was a faded photo of a man and woman, standing on what looks like the front steps of their home. It's a candid shot--both are focusing their attention on an infant cradled in the mother's arm. It is likely one of the first photos of a new family, and the caption broke my heart: "This photo was blown into our yard during the Eaton Canyon fire. Anyone from Pasadena/Altadena recognize these people?"



The picture is perfectly intact, not singed or torn, yet it seems to represent an entire universe of loss. Staring at the photo, a piece of family history scattered by the same winds that fuel the Los Angeles fires, you can just begin to see the contours of what is gone. The kind of grief that cannot be inventoried in an insurance claim.



And then you scroll. A satellite photo of a charred, leveled neighborhood is sandwiched next to some career news. On Instagram, I see a GoFundMe for a woman who is nine months pregnant and just lost her house; it's followed immediately by someone else's ebullient ski-vacation photos and a skin-care advertisement. I proceed through the "For You" feed on X and find Elon Musk replying to a video where Alex Jones claims the fires are part of a globalist plot to ruin the United States ("True," he said), and blaming the fires on DEI initiatives; then a shitpost about Meta's content-moderation changes ("On my way to comment 'retard' on every facebook post," it reads, with 297,000 views). I scroll again: "Celebrities Reveal How They REALLY Feel About Kelly Clarkson," another post teases. This is followed by a post about a new red-flag warning in L.A.: The fire is not relenting.



Read: The unfightable fire



To watch the destruction in Los Angeles through the prism of our fractured social-media ecosystem is to feel acutely disoriented. The country is burning; your friends are going on vacation; next week Donald Trump will be president; the government is setting the fires to stage a "land grab"; a new cannabis-infused drink will help you "crush" Dry January. Mutual-aid posts stand alongside those from climate denialists and doomers. Stay online long enough and it's easy to get a sense that the world is simultaneously ending and somehow indifferent to that fact. It all feels ridiculous. A viral post suggests that "climate change will manifest as a series of disasters viewed through phones with footage that gets closer and closer to where you live until you're the one filming it." You scroll some more and learn that the author of that post wrote the line while on the toilet (though the author has since deleted the confession).



Call it doomscrolling, gawking, bearing witness, or whatever you want, but there is an irresistible pull in moments of disaster to consume information. This is coupled with the bone-deep realization that the experience of staring at our devices while others suffer rarely provides the solidarity one might hope. Amanda Hess captured this distinctly modern feeling in a 2023 article about watching footage of dead Gazan children on Instagram: "I am not a survivor or a responder. I'm a witness, or a voyeur. The distress I am feeling is shame."



For those on the ground, these networks mean something different. These people do not need to bear witness: They need specific information about their circumstances, and they need help. But the chaos of our social platforms and the splintered nature of a hollowed-out media industry extend the disorientation to them as well. "This time, I'm a civilian," Matt Pearce, a Los Angeles-based journalist, wrote last week. "And this time, the user experience of getting information about a disaster unfolding around me was dogshit." Anna Merlan, a reporter for Mother Jones, chronicled the experience of sifting through countless conspiracy theories and false-flag posts while watching the fires encroach on her home and packing her car to evacuate.



As I read these dispatches and watch helplessly from afar, the phrase time on site bangs around in my head. This is the metric that social-media companies optimize for, and it means what it sounds like: the amount of time that people spend on these apps. In recent years, there has been much handwringing over how much time users are spending on site; Tech-industry veterans such as Tristan Harris have made lucrative second careers warning of the addictive, exploitative nature of tech platforms and their algorithms. Harris's crusade began in 2016, when he suggested a healthier metric of "time well spent," which sought to reverse the "digital attention crisis." This became its own kind of metric, adopted by Mark Zuckerberg in 2018 as Facebook's north star for user satisfaction. Since then, the phrase has fallen out of favor. Harris rebranded his effort away from time well spent to a focus on "humane" technology.



But the worries persist. Parents obsess over the vague metric of "screen time," while researchers write best-selling books and debate what, exactly, phones and social media are doing to kids and how to prove it. American politicians are so worried about time on site--especially when its by-product, metadata, is being collected by foreign governments--that the United States may very well ban TikTok, an app used by roughly one-third of the country's adults. (In protest, many users have simply started spending time on another Chinese site, Xiaohongshu.) Many people suspect that time on site can't be good for us, yet time on site also is how many of us learn about the world, form communities, and entertain ourselves. The experience of logging on and consuming information through the algorithmic morass of our feeds has never felt more dispiriting, commoditized, chaotic, and unhelpful than it does right now.



Read: No one knows exactly what social media is doing to teens



It is useful, then, to juxtapose this information ecosystem--one that's largely governed by culture-warring tech executives and populated by attention seekers--with a true technological public good. Last week, I downloaded Watch Duty, a free app that provides evacuation notices, up-to-date fire maps, and information such as wind direction and air-quality alerts. The app, which was founded in 2021 after fires ravaged Sonoma County, California, has become a crucial piece of information infrastructure for L.A. residents and first responders. It is run by a nonprofit as a public service, with volunteer reporters and full-time staff who help vet information. Millions have downloaded the app just this month.



Watch Duty appears to be saving lives at a time when local-government services have been less than reliable, sending out incorrect evacuation notices to residents. It is a shining example of technology at its best and most useful, and so I was struck by something one of its co-founders, David Merritt, told to The Verge over the weekend: "We don't want you to spend time in the app," he said. "You get information and get out. We have the option of adding more photos, but we limit those to the ones that provide different views of a fire we have been tracking. We don't want people doom scrolling." This, he rightly argues, is "the antithesis of what a lot of tech does."



The contrast between Watch Duty and broad swaths of the internet feels especially stark in the early days of 2025. The toxic incentives and environments of our other apps are as visible as ever, and the men behind these services--Musk and Zuckerberg especially--seem intent on making the experience of using them worse than ever. It's all in service of engagement, of more time on site. Musk, who has transformed X into a superfund site of conspiracy theorizing, crypto ads, hateful posts, and low-rent memes, has been vehement that he wants his users to come to the platform and never leave. He has allegedly deprioritized hyperlinks that would take people away from the platform to other sites. (Musk did not deny that this is happening when confronted by Paul Graham, a Y Combinator co-founder.) He has his own name for the metric he wants X to optimize for: unregretted user seconds.



Zuckerberg recently announced his own version of the Muskian playbook, which seeks to turn his Meta platforms into a more lawless posting zone, including getting rid of fact-checkers and turning off its automated moderation systems on all content but "illegal and high-severity violations." That system kept spam and disinformation content from flooding the platform. Make no mistake: This, too, is its own play for time on site. In an interview last month with the Financial Times, a Meta executive revealed that the company plans to experiment with introducing generative-AI-powered chatbots into its services, behaving like regular users. Connor Hayes, vice president of product for generative AI at Meta, says that this feature--which, I should add, nobody asked for--is a "priority" for the company over the next two years. This is supposed to align with another goal, which is to make its apps "more entertaining and engaging."



This should feel more than disheartening for anyone who cares about or still believes in the promise of the internet and technology to broaden our worldview, increase resilience, and expose us to the version of humanity that is always worth helping and saving. Spending time on site has arguably never felt this bad; the forecast suggests that it will only get worse.



In recent days, I've been revisiting some of the work of the climate futurist Alex Steffen, who has a knack for putting language to our planetary crisis. The unprecedented disasters that appear now with more frequency are an example of discontinuity, where "past experience loses its value as a guide to decision-making about the future." Steffen argues that we have no choice but to adapt to this reality and anticipate how we'll survive it. He offers no panaceas or bromides. The climate crisis will come for each of us, but will affect us unevenly. We are not all in this together, he argues. But action is needed--specifically, proactive fixes that make our broken systems more effective and durable.



Clearly our information systems are in need of such work. They feel like they were built for a world we no longer inhabit. Most of them are run by billionaires who can afford to insulate themselves from reality, at least for now. I don't see an end to the discontinuity or brokenness of our internet. But there are glimpses of resilience. Maybe platforms like Watch Duty offer a template. "I don't want to sell this," John Clarke Mills, the company's CEO, told The Hollywood Reporter on Monday. He went further: "No one should own this. The fact that I have to do this with my team is not OK. Part of this is out of spite. I'm angry that I'm here having to do this, and the government hasn't spent the money to do this themselves." Mills's anger is righteous, but it could also be instructive. Instead of building things that make us feel powerless, Mills is building tools that give people information that can be turned into agency.



There's no tidy conclusion to any of this. There is loss, fear, anger, but also hope. Days later, I went to check back on the post that contained that photo of the man and woman with a child. I'd hoped that the internet would work its magic to reunite the photo with those who'd lost it. Throughout the replies are people trying to signal-boost the post. In one reply, a local news producer asks for permission to do a story about the photograph. Another person thinks they have a lead on the family. So far, there's no happy ending. But there is hope.
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The One Trump Pick Democrats Actually Like

Does Lori Chavez-DeRemer's nomination for labor secretary signal a shift in the GOP's stance toward unions?

by Russell Berman




Democrats spent more than $20 million last year to end then-Representative Lori Chavez-DeRemer's congressional career. Now, however, the Republican they worked so hard to defeat is their favorite nominee for President-Elect Donald Trump's Cabinet.

Trump's selection of Chavez-DeRemer for labor secretary came as a pleasant surprise to many Democrats and union leaders, who expected him to follow past Republican presidents and name a conservative hostile to organized labor. But Chavez-DeRemer endeared herself to unions during her two years in Congress. A former mayor of an Oregon suburb who narrowly won her seat in 2022, she was one of just three House Republicans to co-sponsor the labor movement's top legislative priority: a bill known as the PRO Act, which would make unionizing easier and expand labor protections for union members.

After Chavez-DeRemer's nomination was announced, two senior Democratic senators, Elizabeth Warren of Massachusetts and Patty Murray of Washington State, issued cautiously optimistic statements about her--a rare sentiment for Democrats to express about any Trump nominee. In addition, Sean O'Brien, the Teamsters president who spoke at last year's Republican National Convention and whose union stayed neutral in the presidential race after repeatedly backing Democratic nominees, has championed Chavez-DeRemer's nomination. And it has given more progressive union leaders hope that, after winning the largest vote share from union households of any Republican in 40 years, Trump might change how his party treats the labor movement.

Annie Lowrey: The rise of the union right

"It's a positive move for those of us who represent workers and who want workers to have a better life," Randi Weingarten, the president of the American Federation of Teachers and a close ally of Democratic Party leaders, told me. She noted that Chavez-DeRemer bucked her party not only by supporting the PRO Act but also by voting against private-school vouchers and cuts to public-education funding.

Trump courted union members throughout his campaign, seeing them as a key part of a blue-collar base that helped him flip states such as Michigan and Pennsylvania, which Joe Biden won in 2020. In September, his running mate, J. D. Vance, told reporters that the drop in private-sector union membership in recent decades was "a tragedy"--a statement sharply at odds with the GOP's long-running advocacy of laws that would make unionizing harder, including in Vance's home state of Ohio. O'Brien and congressional Republicans reportedly pushed for Trump to pick Chavez-DeRemer after the election. The decision may have been a reward for the Teamsters' snub of Kamala Harris.

Yet until his selection of Chavez-DeRemer, Trump's support for unions had stopped at rhetoric. He's surrounded himself with conservative billionaires and generally sided with business interests by opposing minimum-wage increases, enhanced overtime pay, and other policies backed by organized labor. With that record in mind, Democrats have added qualifiers to their embrace of Chavez-DeRemer. "If Chavez-DeRemer commits as labor secretary to strengthen labor unions and promote worker power," Warren said in her statement, "she's a strong candidate for the job."

That remains a big if. A spokesperson for the Trump transition, Aly Beley, told me that Chavez-DeRemer no longer supports the PRO Act--a major shift that will disappoint Democrats but might help her secure the GOP support she needs to win confirmation. "President Trump and his intended nominee for secretary of labor agree that the PRO Act is unworkable," Beley said.

For the same reasons that Democrats like Chavez-DeRemer, conservatives are concerned and have pushed her to renounce her pro-union stances before Republicans agree to vote for her. "This is the one that stands out like a sore thumb," Grover Norquist, the conservative activist and president of Americans for Tax Reform, told me of her nomination. Her support for the PRO Act, Norquist said, reflected "very bad judgment." An anti-union group, the National Right to Work Committee, wrote in a letter to Trump before he announced Chavez-DeRemer's nomination that she "should have no place" in his administration: "She would not be out of place in the Biden-Harris Department of Labor, which completely sold out to Big Labor from the start."

In the Senate, Chavez-DeRemer's nomination is not moving nearly as quickly as those of other Trump picks. The Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions Committee (HELP), which oversees the Labor Department, has not scheduled her confirmation hearing. (Republicans have prioritized hearings for Trump's national-security nominees.) And she hasn't met with the committee's chair, Republican Senator Bill Cassidy of Louisiana, who issued a noncommittal statement after her nomination was announced. "I will need to get a better understanding of her support for Democrat legislation in Congress that would strip Louisiana's ability to be a right to work state, and if that will be her position going forward," Cassidy posted on X. Rand Paul, who also serves on the committee and is the leading sponsor of major anti-union legislation, has said little publicly about Chavez-DeRemer--and didn't respond to a request for comment--but his chief strategist replied to the post, urging Cassidy to "stop her." (Cassidy has been similarly lukewarm about another nominee within the committee's jurisdiction: Robert F. Kennedy Jr., Trump's pick for health and human services secretary.)

Chavez-DeRemer added her name to the PRO Act only a few months before last year's election. Norquist speculated that she did so to appease unions in her district in the hopes of keeping her seat. If that was her strategy, it failed: Chavez-DeRemer lost to Democrat Janelle Bynum after one of the most expensive campaigns in the country.

Other Republicans see Chavez-DeRemer's pro-labor stances as sincere, not strategic. A former colleague of hers, Representative Cliff Bentz of Oregon, praised her nomination and said that Trump had picked her for the Labor Department not in spite of her close ties to unions but because of them. "The fact that President-Elect Trump reached out to labor shows that he understands the need to create a better relationship between labor on the one hand and Republican folks on the other," he told me. "And he saw in Lori exactly what he is trying to do." Bentz said he would be surprised if Chavez-DeRemer "walks much of anything back."

But Chavez-DeRemer wouldn't be the first Trump Cabinet nominee to disavow a past position in order to win over Republican skeptics in the Senate. Tulsi Gabbard, the nominee for director of national intelligence, reversed her opposition to a key surveillance tool known as FISA Section 702, which was enacted after the September 11 terrorist attacks. And Kennedy is reportedly softening his long-standing attacks on vaccines in meetings with GOP senators.

Read: America's class politics have turned upside down

If Chavez-DeRemer turns against the PRO Act, Democrats and unions will surely cool on her, but they won't be shocked. Union leaders told me that they were under no illusions that Republicans would completely retract their hostility toward the labor movement, even if her nomination represented a move in that direction. "We have seen Project 2025," Jody Calemine, the director of advocacy for the AFL-CIO, said. "That agenda is anti-worker to its very core."

How much influence Chavez-DeRemer would have in an administration populated by corporate leaders is unclear. The PRO Act, for example, is unlikely to go anywhere in a Republican-controlled Congress even with a supportive labor secretary, and Norquist expects that the White House will exert tight control over policies enacted by Cabinet leaders, as it has during recent administrations of both parties.

To progressives, Chavez-DeRemer is clearly preferable to some of the other names Trump reportedly considered for labor secretary. Most notably, these include Andrew Puzder, the fast-food CEO whose nomination in 2017 collapsed amid ethical conflicts, revelations that he employed an undocumented immigrant as a housekeeper, and reports of labor-law violations at his company's restaurants. She is also seen as friendlier to unions than either of Trump's labor secretaries during his first term, Alexander Acosta and Eugene Scalia.

Chavez-DeRemer might be the best nominee Democrats can get under Trump. But labor leaders such as Weingarten will be watching closely to see how she squares her recent support for union-friendly legislation with an administration that is, in other key positions, empowering business leaders and billionaires. "This is where the rubber hits the road about whether the parties stay in their own preexisting camps" with regard to labor, Weingarten told me. She said she would lobby Democratic senators to support Chavez-DeRemer if the nominee sticks by her pro-union positions. But if she renounces them, Weingarten said, "then all bets are off."
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Israel Never Defined Its Goals

When I talked with Israeli national-security officials last year, the most realistic of them spoke of Gaza's future as resembling the West Bank today.

by Graeme Wood




A good deal is one in which everyone walks away happy or everyone walks away mad. The moods must match. By this standard, the deal between Israel and Hamas is good but not great: Both groups are relishing what they are getting, and choking a bit on what they have given up. Israel is choking more than Hamas. There will be scenes of jubilation and triumph from Gazans and Israelis, and efforts by both sides' leadership to spin the Gaza war as a victory. But for Israel and Gaza, the past 15 months have been a miserable failure, and from the perspective of negotiation, the only good news is that both sides taste some of the bitterness.

No hostages have been freed yet, and the cease-fire doesn't start until Sunday, so all reports so far remain speculative and optimistic. The terms resemble those leaked over the past week. Israel will release a large number of Palestinian prisoners. Hamas will release in tranches the remaining hostages, living and dead, whom it seized on October 7, 2023. Nearly 100 remain. The two sides will stop fighting for 42 days, with the aim (again, speculative) of making that cease-fire permanent and ending the war. The unaccounted-for Israeli hostages include civilians, among them the Bibas children, who were nine months old and 4 years old when they were kidnapped from Kibbutz Nir Oz, after the slaughter of their grandparents.

Hamas's failure even to acknowledge whether these children are alive, or to allow welfare checks by the Red Crescent, has done much to convince Israelis that negotiation with the group is pointless. Why talk with someone too sadistic to let you know whether they have shot a baby or fed him? Taking civilian hostages is a war crime, and negotiating with a group that brags about taking them is more like negotiating with the Joker than with Nelson Mandela. The act of kidnapping a child is particularly taxing on one's moral imagination. It's no surprise that negotiations have faltered so far. Negotiating demands trust, and it's hard to trust someone who snatched a baby.

Franklin Foer: How Netanyahu misread his relationship with Trump

From the beginning of the war, Israel has struggled to define its goals--in part because it is, as a country, so divided about its nature and purpose that any real goal articulated would be unsatisfactory to a large portion of its population. It was left instead with reassuring but vague slogans. "Free the hostages" was a defensible one from the start--the objective was just, and within Israel's rights--but it concealed many harder strategic questions. What if freeing the hostages involved freeing murderers and terrorists from Israeli prisons? Evidently it does. What if their freedom was conditional on letting Hamas survive and rule Gaza?

Evidently it is. Gaza is wrecked, and tens of thousands of its people are dead. But Hamas is still the only armed force likely to rule Gaza when Israel withdraws. If the intention is to end the war, then the war will end with Hamas bloodied but unbowed. Israel estimates that only two of Hamas's battalions remain intact, but the analyst Seth Frantzman, a professional Bad News Bear on this topic, has listed the evidence that perhaps a dozen battalions' worth of Hamas fighters have survived. Moreover, the plans for a post-Hamas Gaza amount to squat. For more than a year, Israel and its allies have been pondering a role for the Palestinian Authority, or the Gulf States, or Egypt in providing security forces in a post-Hamas Gaza. I wonder about the mental health of those proposing this option. Are these security forces in the room with us right now? So far there is no prospect that any such group will materialize, or that anyone will want to send soldiers into a rubble-strewn urban combat zone, to contend with Hamas fighters who are themselves reluctant to disarm.

Hamas will celebrate this deal, because it will survive, and by its survival it will demonstrate the failure of the other slogan Israel adopted, which was "Destroy Hamas." That slogan, too, was easy and just. But like "Free the hostages," it left all the big questions unanswered, and looming ahead of it like thunderclouds. The first question was whether Israel was willing to inflict collateral civilian casualties, and absorb military casualties, at a level that experts thought would be necessary to accomplish its goal. This question is partially answered: Israel has by its own account inflicted many civilian casualties, and taken remarkably few military casualties of its own. (Before the war, analysts predicted thousands of Israeli soldiers dead in tunnel-clearing operations.)

The second question about the slogan was whether Hamas's "destruction" meant what it seemed to mean. When Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu used it, it sounded a lot like eradication, so that Hamas would cease to exist in any form, the way ETA and the Red Army Faction have. It would lose and close up shop, without even maintaining a token website or leaving a masked dead-ender broadcasting from a basement somewhere. The other possible interpretation of destroy would be merely to destroy Hamas's ability to perpetrate another attack like October 7. The latter, reduced version of the slogan offered a better chance of success. But it is also less satisfying, and no longer fits on a bumper sticker.

When I talked with Israeli national-security officials last year, the most realistic of them spoke of Gaza's future as resembling the West Bank today. The Palestinian population would live unhappily, but under the day-to-day administration of a Palestinian government. Israel would go in regularly on missions to kill or capture Hamas members. This vision is consistent with the more limited version of Israel's goal for Hamas: to reduce it to a permanent but manageable problem. A cease-fire in Gaza, as of right now, will leave Hamas in power at a level well beyond manageable for Israel. It will probably postpone large-scale fighting rather than end it for good.

There has always been one further Israeli goal--less often articulated publicly, but shared by most Israelis and certainly by their government. That is to establish regret among Gazans for the October 7 attacks, and deterrence for future ones. Deterrence means asking Hamas, Do you enjoy the fruits of your actions? It means asking Gazans, Are you willing to accept what Hamas has dragged you into? The most distressing thing about this hostage deal is that Gazans might regret the results of the October 7 attack, but Hamas is still celebrating it. Hamas is a military organization; militaries fight, and Hamas just fought a better-armed opponent to a draw.

Yair Rosenberg: Trump made the Gaza cease-fire happen

Tempering this enthusiasm is a downward trend in its allies' fortunes. In the days after October 7, Israel was skittish and concerned, because it looked possible that Hezbollah would take advantage of the country's post-raid shock to enter the war from the north. It was not obvious that Israel, having failed to defend itself against an attack in the south, could withstand a much more formidable one in the north. After Israel's largely successful war with Hezbollah at the end of last year, and the downfall of Bashar al-Assad in Syria, Israel has removed, at least temporarily, two major potential distractions. Hamas now knows that it has Israel's undivided attention--and that prospect may have motivated it to consider offers of negotiation that it rejected months ago.

In the end, the most promising aspect of the deal is that it breaks a streak of nearly a year, during which the war in Gaza went on and on, without any clearly articulated end point or plan. Israel fought Hamas and degraded it. But fighting is a tool rather than an objective; a cease-fire at least gives civilians on both sides a spell of relief, and a moment to pause and figure out what they want out of what comes next.
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January 6 and the Case for Oblivion

The difference between forgetting the past and choosing not to remember it

by Hanna Rosin




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

Donald Trump has said, at different times, that he will pardon some, most, or even all of the January 6 insurrectionists. He's also said at least once that he would do this on his first day in office, which is imminent. Given Trump's past rhetoric about the incident (calling it a "day of love") and the people who were jailed for acts they committed that day ("political prisoners," "hostages"), his pardons can be understood only as part of his alarming--and alarmingly successful--attempt to rewrite the history of the day that nearly brought down our democracy. But what if the pardon were to come in a different spirit? That could move the country a long way toward healing.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we invite the author and scholar Linda Kinstler to talk about a centuries-old legal theory, embraced at calmer times in American history, of "oblivion." When two sides have viciously different experiences of an event, how do you move forward? You do a version of forgetting, although it's more like a memory game, Kinstler says, "a kind of collective agreement about how you're going to move past something that is fundamentally irreconcilable."



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: What if President Joe Biden had pardoned the January 6 insurrectionists--that is, the 1,500 or so people charged with federal crimes related to the riot?

And yeah. I said Joe Biden, not President-Elect Donald Trump.

This is an idea I've heard floated around these past few weeks. And on its face, it sounds illogical. Like, why on earth would the outgoing Democratic president pardon people who damaged property or injured law enforcement officers or plotted to overthrow democracy?

Trump has said many times that he will pardon the J6ers. He said he'll pardon some of them or most of them, or even consider pardoning all of them, at different times. He's said he'll pardon them on his very first day in office, which is just in a few days.

Donald Trump: People that were doing some bad things weren't prosecuted, and people that didn't even walk into the building are in jail right now. So we'll be looking at the whole thing, but I'll be making major pardons.


Rosin: Right. So why would Biden do that, again?

[Music]

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

The answer to that question requires you to zoom out to different countries and different periods of history to understand the long political traditions that pardons are a part of and what, at their very best, they could accomplish. And it matters who does the pardoning and their motive for doing it.

I myself did a lot of research on the January 6 prosecutions for a podcast series I hosted for The Atlantic called We Live Here Now. And as I was researching, I came across a couple of articles by author and journalist Linda Kinstler that helped me understand these cases and this charged political moment in a new way. Linda is a junior fellow at the Harvard Society of Fellows. She writes about politics and collective memory, and she's written for many publications, including The Atlantic.

She's also working on a new book about the idea we're talking about today, which is: oblivion.

[Music]

Rosin: Linda, welcome to the show.

Linda Kinstler: Thank you for having me.

Rosin: Absolutely. So the J6 prosecutions are, for the most part, unfolding at the federal courthouse in D.C., just a few blocks from where we are now. Linda, you attended some of these cases. I did also. What is your most vivid or lasting impression from these trials?

Kinstler: Oh, wow. I mean, I spent months--I mean, the better part of a year, actually--attending these trials in downtown D.C. And there are so many elements, as you have described, about the courthouse--namely, that it's right across from the Capitol and overlooks the grounds upon which all of these crimes happened. And there were so many times I was walking through the halls of the courtroom. And some of them had little windows you can peer through, and almost on every single one--there was one day when you could see in the monitors in the courtroom, and you could see that they were all playing January 6 footage.

[Crowd noise from January 6]


Kinstler: You know, different angles. You could hear the sounds of the footage that the prosecuting attorneys had assembled.

[Crowd noise from January 6] 
 Man: [indistinguishable] We're trying to make our way through all this.


Kinstler: And you really do get the sense there that in this building, this really pivotal event in history is being litigated and worked through in real time--kind of away from the public eye, even though these are open to anyone who wants to come see them.

[Crowd noise from January 6] 
 Man: We need to hold the doors of the Capitol.


Rosin: A few of these cases have stuck with Linda, for different reasons. One was the hearing of a member of the Proud Boys: It was the juxtaposition of this violent offender and his young kids, who were playing around on the courthouse benches at his sentencing.

And the other was a woman, a nonviolent offender with no prior record.

Kinstler: She just kind of walked through the building and clearly made horrible, horrible choices that day, as many of them did who were there. And she repented before the judge. And the judge said, I'm choosing to view this as an aberration in your life, as a kind of lapse of judgment. And she cried.

[Crowd noise from January 6]
 Man: [indistinguishable] We've lost the line. We've lost the line. [indistinguishable] Get back.


Rosin: And did you feel--how did you feel in that moment? Did you feel like, Oh, there's some injustice being done? Or not quite that?

Kinstler: No. I mean, I think this is justice, right? This is actually the levers of justice working. It is absolutely that these people broke the law, and they are being brought to court because they violated public order in different ways, so it is kind of like our ur-definition of justice.

But it's a different question--and I think this is the one that has kind of been left undealt with in public, is: Okay. This is one version of justice, but this is not a kind of public reckoning with what January 6 was. And the, kind of, how these individual offenders are being treated and punished for what they did is not the same thing as, How is the country going to deal with what January 6 threatened to, kind of, the fabric of democracy? Those are two separate questions, I think.

Rosin: Interesting. So what you're saying is: There is a legal process unfolding. The courts can do what the courts can do. But what you're saying is the courts can only do so much.

Kinstler: Correct.

Rosin: Yeah. Okay.

Kinstler: Right. And there's, in general, been an overreliance, I think, upon the legal process to deal with January 6 for, quote-unquote, "us"--for us, the public--in a way. And I don't think there has been a broader conversation about what it means in the long haul.

Rosin: Okay. I want to take what you just said and compare it to the public conversation that is happening around these court cases--namely, from Trump, because we're a few days from him taking office.

Announcer: Ladies and gentlemen, please rise for the horribly and unfairly treated January 6 hostages.
 [Recording of "Justice for All" by the J6 Prison Choir]


Rosin: And the way he puts it is that the J6ers were treated unfairly, persecuted by the justice system; they're hostages. He's said this in many different ways, with many different degrees of passion throughout the course of his campaign.

Trump: Well, thank you very much. And you see the spirit from the hostages--and that's what they are, is hostages. They've been treated terribly and very unfairly, and you know that.


Rosin: What do you think of that argument, and how does that fit into what you are saying?

Kinstler: Yeah. On the face of it, what they are doing is manipulating historical terminology, right, for their political ends.

Rosin: So you don't think they were unfairly--your argument is not at all that they were unfairly persecuted.

Kinstler: No, no. I mean, I think that they broke the law, and they should be punished for what they did. I think there's a genuine argument you could have about which offenders should be facing jail time, but I don't think that's the conversation we're having right now.

But I do think what this question raises is the fact that Trump himself has not been held accountable for what he did on January 6, right? And there were many efforts to do that. And my view of this whole process is that, historically speaking, we're doing it backwards. Historically, it was the top people in power who oversaw the crime, who would be the first to be held responsible for what they had done.

In this case, we have almost the exact opposite, right? We have the lower-level offenders--the people who are easier to find, the kind of foot soldiers of Trump's movement--who are being the ones hauled into court. And, obviously, we have seen: The efforts to prosecute Trump himself have sequentially collapsed and now are almost certainly not going to happen.

Rosin: Do you have an example in your head of a time when, historically, it unfolded in the correct way? Like, a way that promotes a sense of fairness and justice?

Kinstler: Yeah. I mean, this is the kind of subject that has fascinated me for many years--is, like: How have societies worked through moments in which you have a population of perpetrators or people who have violated the public order, who nevertheless must remain in the country or the city in some way? How have you dealt with that?

And so in my work, the prototypical example comes from ancient Athens after the reign of the Thirty Tyrants, where you had a population of oligarchs--30 of them--who overtook the city, stripped people of their rights and properties, killed people unjustly, oversaw all of these abuses, and then were deposed by the victorious democrats. After the fact, there was a kind of general amnesty for most of the supporters of the Thirty. But the Thirty Tyrants themselves were made to choose between standing trial and exile from the city.

So in that case, you have this prototype of the people who are responsible having to account for their crimes--verbally and in, you know, a kind of legal system--while the lower level of people were offered a different set of choices.

And, of course, the reason this is so fascinating is because this becomes the blueprint for centuries of leaders after that: if you look at 1660, after the English civil war; it kind of comes after World War II, where there's this question of, What do we do with Nazi perpetrators? How wide and deep should the justice run? And we know that denazification failed in many ways. So I do think, in our country, we are going through something like this, in a sense.

Rosin: Can we talk about Nazi Germany for a minute? I mean, I realize we always have to be careful when we're making historical comparisons to Nazi Germany. But you threw out this sentence, Denazification didn't work. There were, though, a lot of higher Nazi officials who were held accountable. So how can we use what happened in Nazi Germany to inform what you're saying we have to figure out right now?

Kinstler: Right. So yes, of course. Saying denazification didn't work is a huge, sweeping claim, and we can argue about that a lot. But what you had there was the Nuremberg trials--of course, what we think of as Nuremberg--did hold the top brass accountable for what they had done. And then you had many, many smaller, sequential trials, both in West Germany and in the former Soviet Union.

But what I often think of--and I want to be careful about making the comparison today, of course--but I have been thinking about this line that the philosopher Judith Shklar said, which was that why denazification failed, in many ways, was because the prosecutors mistook a group of individual offenders for a social movement. So in other words, they thought that by continuing with all these trials that they would squash the kind of violent, virulent sentiment underlying Nazism itself.

Rosin: Which holds some intuitive appeal because you think, I'm holding people accountable. That's what we're supposed to do as a society: hold people accountable.

Kinstler: Totally. And it feels good. It appeals to all of our liberal sensibilities about how order and justice are supposed to work.

Rosin: And particularly--you say liberal, because I think right now, we do have this divide where Democrats, or maybe the left, are trusting in institutions, and the right is a lot less trusting in institutions. So Democrats are putting their faith, in this case, in this institution--the court--to go through the paces and do the right thing.

Kinstler: Exactly. We are in a very legalistic society, in that we like to talk about courts and legal cases as solving political problems. And I do think we repeatedly have seen that over the last however many years--about, you know, Oh, maybe the courts will save us from Trumpism writ large. And we have seen, of course, that the legal system is just not capacious enough to do that for many reasons.

Rosin: That's a really interesting and concise way of looking at it. We have been relying on Jack Smith, the cases against Trump, these January 6 cases, of which there are, you know, 1,500. What's the gap? What does the legal strategy leave out?

Kinstler: I mean, so much, in that it's just a legal strategy, right? It doesn't--and I think I can kind of see this in the almost allergy that people have when talk of pardons comes up, for example, right? There's this notion that if you pardon someone, you're letting them off the hook. But that's not what a pardon does. A pardon confirms the crime.

And I guess I'm saying there is this paucity of a wider understanding of what happened that day because it has become this legalistic football, right? Of, like, Who was standing where? Who was part of the mob? What does it mean to be part of the mob? Who was commanding them? Etcetera, etcetera. You get lost in all these details and all these individual cases. And, of course, this is the role of historians, to say, This is what that event did that day, and this is its lasting impact.

But that's what I'm saying--that's the gap, right? The gap is: What is the narrative of this event? How do you protect it from manipulation, particularly when the person who's about to be inaugurated has been one of its kind of manipulators in chief? And I do think there are answers.

Rosin: Okay. Let's just ground ourselves in the moment we're in. (Laughs.)

Kinstler: (Laughs.)

Rosin: Let's say, on day one, Trump does what he has many times said he's going to do: pardon the J6ers.

Trump: I'm going to be acting very quickly.
 Kristen Welker: Within your first 100 days? First day?
 Trump: First day.
 Welker: First day?
 Trump: Yeah. I'm looking first day.
 Welker: And issue these pardons?
 Trump: These people have been there--how long is it? Three or four years?


Rosin: Is it possible that it accomplishes any of the goals of putting this to rest? Like, any of the goals of reconciliation?

Kinstler: I mean, reconciliation, I think, is a different question. I think it's not going to accomplish that. I think the only sense in which it "puts it to rest," quote-unquote, is that it will, as I said, confirm their crimes, right? A pardon does not erase what people did.

It's unfortunate, in my view, that Trump will be the one to pardon them, because I do think there was an opportunity for the Democrats to extend a kind of grace towards some of the January 6 offenders--and by no means all of them--if they had been the ones to pardon them.

Rosin: Okay. You said that casually, and there have been a few law professors who floated that idea. It is, on its face, a kind of shocking idea. Like, when you read a headline that says, Should Joe Biden pardon the J6ers? it's actually kind of hard to get your head around. What do you think of that idea?

Kinstler: Well, I think, first of all, historically, pardons have been almost a routine thing that any new ruler or president has done upon taking office.

Interviewer: Are you glad that you pardoned those people that went to Canada, the draft evaders?
 Jimmy Carter: Yes, I am.
 Interviewer: Why?
 Carter: Well, it was a festering sore and involved tens of thousands of young men.


Rosin: Like, I was reading about Jimmy Carter, who pardoned draft dodgers, and thinking that, like, we can look in retrospect and say they were peaceful, and the January 6ers were violent rioters. But it must have been hurtful to a lot of people whose children, or who they themselves, went to Vietnam, didn't want to. And it was quite controversial. So to what end does a new president pardon people?

Kinstler: Well, I mean, on the face of it, it's a gesture of goodwill. But it's supposed to say, We are all subject to the law, and let's start on the right foot, etcetera, etcetera.

Rosin: So it sets a national mood.

Kinstler: Yeah.

Rosin: It sets a mood of, I'm the president for all of you. We're all in this together. And the value of this country is mercy. Mercy is a value.

Kinstler: Yes.

Carter: So after I made my inaugural speech, before I even left the site, I went just inside the door at the national Capitol, and I signed the pardon for those young men. And yes, I think it was the right thing to do. I thought that it was time to get it over with--I think the same attitude that President Ford had in giving Nixon a pardon.
 Gerald Ford: We would needlessly be diverted from meeting those challenges if we, as a people, were to remain sharply divided over whether to indict, bring to trial, and punish a former president who is already condemned.


Rosin: I was looking for historical precedent and read about George Washington and the Whiskey Rebellion, because that was a fairly violent rebellion--and it was hundreds of people--and he pardoned some of them. And I was wondering if that was analogous.

Kinstler: Yeah. I mean, I don't know about the analogy, but it is kind of an instance in which you have a violent community of offenders who nevertheless must remain in the country, right?

Ford: The power has been used sometimes as Alexander Hamilton saw its purposes: "In seasons of insurrection ... when a well-timed offer of pardon to the insurgents or rebels may restore the tranquility of the commonwealth; and which, if served [sic] to pass unimproved, it may never be possible afterwards to recall."


Kinstler: You can't get rid of all of them. It wasn't moral forgiveness. It was just a measure that allowed them to remain in the society in a way that wouldn't cripple the society itself at this moment of extreme fragility.

[Music]

Rosin: So yes, there are presidential pardons. But if we can neither forgive nor forget something, we just may need something else to move forward: an act of oblivion.

That's after the break.

[Music]

[Break]

Rosin: Linda, you have researched and written about what's called "an act of oblivion." Can you lay out the basics of what that is?

Kinstler: Yes. So historically speaking, we see that there were either acts of oblivion, laws of oblivion, or articles of oblivion that appeared in peace treaties or as legislative measures or as kind of kingly edicts that were issued in the aftermath of revolutions, wars, and uprisings. And what they were, essentially, is a kind of resetting of the legal order, where they said--and this is generally happening in the, quote-unquote, "Western world," but we also see similar measures elsewhere.

But what they would say is: Everything that happened prior to this law--whatever it was, whether hostility, war, killing, theft, etcetera--none of that can be litigated or spoken of, quote, "in public," which often meant: You can't bring a lawsuit after this measure is passed.

Rosin: So it's not actual forgetting. It's like a public declaration that we shall all forget together.

Kinstler: Right. And in some ways, forgetting isn't even the right word. And the interesting thing to me is that the word oblivion is the kind of Roman invention that was used to describe it, that Cicero used after the fact, and that was kind of like his spin on it, right? And everyone is telling tales about how to make a democracy work or how to make a state or a kingdom work, right? Not all of these are democracies.

But, yeah, forgetting is, in some ways--it's not really the correct description of what's going on. It's more of a kind of collective agreement about how you're going to move past something that is fundamentally irreconcilable.

Rosin: Got it. It's almost a funny word. Like, I'm gonna blast you into oblivion. It's a very powerful word. I don't know if it was meant as kind of campy--probably not--by the Romans. (Laughs.) But there is something kind of, like, huge about it, you know?

Kinstler: Yeah. Oblivione sempiterna: "eternal oblivion," to kind of wash away everything. It's a totally beguiling word, and it kind of connotes erosion, in English, and erasure. But there's also, in other languages: in Russian it's viechnoie zabvieniie, "eternal oblivion," right? Eternal forgetting, in a way.

Rosin: So it's almost so grand and big that it's not connected to the mundane act of, Oh, I forgot my keys.

Kinstler: (Laughs.)

Rosin: Like, it's almost so big that it's on a grand, national scale. Maybe it's something like that.

Kinstler: Yeah, I mean, like, you're always rescuing things from oblivion or losing things to oblivion. I mean, it is in a way, right? Because you're burying something in oblivion. It's a physical location, right? It's a noun, oblivion. And so to me, I think of it as, Okay, you're burying it, but you're not forgetting where it is, right?

Rosin: Right.

Kinstler: It's always there.

Rosin: So what's the difference between what you just described and whitewashing, revisionist history--sort of what we've seen happen with January 6 and Trump calling it a "day of love"?

Trump: But that was a day of love from the standpoint of the millions--it's, like, hundreds of thousands--


Rosin: Like, sort of actively describing it as something it wasn't. Can you compare those two modes?

Kinstler: Yeah. I would say they're kind of fundamentally opposite, right? One is constructive, and one is malignant, right? Which is not to say that the two couldn't be conflated. But for the sake of argument, the oblivions I have been looking at have been kind of, like, ideal types. Obviously, none of these, historically, ever work perfectly, right? It's more about the idea that people wanted them to work, that there was this desire for reconciliation that would be operative.

And obviously, that's not what you see at all in the language that Trump has been using and in the way he and his supporters have been framing January 6. Usually, I think, if we were to follow the framework of oblivion, what should have happened was that Biden--upon taking office and kind of restoring liberal order, we could say--would have passed an act of oblivion for the January 6ers that would have mandated that, kind of, Trump and his immediate circle would have to stand trial for their actions that day. And what we have been seeing with the lower-level offenders, that some of them would not have had to explicitly, as a kind of gesture of goodwill.

Rosin: A couple of challenges I can think of to using this approach with January 6: The first, surface one is just the sheer amount of documentation, YouTube videos. Like, what you're describing--which is a clever act of forgetting or a memory game--I mean, if you're a prosecutor working in the federal courthouse, this is a gift. You've seen these trials. Basically, what you're doing at these trials is watching videos. Like, some Facebook video that somebody made, saying, Hey. I was at the Capitol. I did this--me. Nobody else did this.

Kinstler: Yeah.

Rosin: Literally, that's what some of them say because they're proud in that moment.

[Crowd noise, chanting from January 6]
 Man: Whatever it takes. I'll lay my life down if it takes. Absolutely.


Rosin: And then--I mean, there's footage from everywhere.

Kinstler: Yeah.

[Crowd noise, overlapping screaming from January 6]


Rosin: So since you are talking about historical examples: What do you do with an era in which everything is uber-documented?

Kinstler: Yeah. And it's actually interesting. I was in a couple of trials where the judge, to the prosecutor, was saying, Listen. I've been to so many of these trials. You do not need to establish for me what happened on January 6 writ large. Like, I get it. Can you please fast forward?

But I guess what I'm talking about is not even about, Oh, you know, keep these videos from circulating, or, Don't talk about what happened. It's more about: Don't expect the legal process to achieve something that cannot be achieved through law.

Rosin: Okay. That makes sense. You just have to accept the fact that the footage is everywhere. The footage is--in fact, maybe that makes what you're saying more urgent. Because I do find, even with myself--like, if I hear a Capitol Police officer on the radio, if I watch that A24 movie that's a documentary about January 6, it's, like, right there all over again, and you just have to be, maybe, aware that that's the age we live in.

Kinstler: Right.

Rosin: Second question I have is: I read your various articles you've written about oblivion. And it almost scared me, reading them, only because we live--this is the first era that I've lived through, as an adult, where I've watched the revising of history happen in real time. I don't recall a president talking about facts the opposite of what I saw with my own eyes.

It's a very bad feeling. So in that context, I feel nervous about even entering into a conversation about oblivion, memory games, or anything like that. And I wonder how you've squared that.

Kinstler: Oh my gosh, absolutely. This is what fascinates me, precisely because we are in this era of, kind of, historical revisionism, and we have been in for a long time. But the thing about acts of oblivion is that they actually, in my mind, consecrated what happened, right? They protected the historical record. They didn't literally say, Oh this never happened. And in fact, what you see is that they're often accompanied by records--like, historical accounts--of what happened, such that an act of oblivion was necessary, right? Like, Okay, actually, what happened here was a civil war or a tyranny or a revolution that totally wiped out the legal order, so we needed to do this extremely drastic thing if we were to reestablish democratic law.

The one that I often point to is: After the Revolutionary War, there were--because you did have the kind of legacy of British law, right--acts of oblivion came to the Americas from the European system. So there you did have, kind of, royalists who were subjected to acts of oblivion. It was individual states passing them over their royalist populations to allow them to remain, even though they had been defeated.

Rosin: So it was essentially an act of mercy saying, The royalists are going to live among us. They're not going back. And what? How did it define--

Kinstler: It meant that they couldn't be ostracized, essentially. They couldn't be perpetually held accountable for what they had done, for everything that they had done against their neighbors, right? And often, it was a kind of very local, proximate question of, like, We're not going to kick you out unless you want to be kicked out. That kind of thing.

Rosin: So you could imagine that kind of thing would be controversial at first. People would want vengeance. And so in the immediate, it would be difficult to swallow. But then in the long term, it would put things to rest. That's the idea.

Kinstler: Yeah. And, I mean, there are a lot of failed oblivions. After the Civil War, a lot of the Southern states were, quote-unquote, "crying for an act of oblivion." And it was a term that was circulating in the papers. And there's this amazing quote from Frederick Douglass, who said, you know, I look in Congress, and I see the solid South enthroned, and the minute that that is not the case, we will join you in calling for an act of oblivion, but as long as they have not been held accountable, we cannot support this.

Rosin: Okay. So let's move to the current moment. If you were King Linda--

Kinstler: (Laughs.)

Rosin: So is what you would want an act of oblivion around January 6?

Kinstler: No. No. Because I would never be so bold as to say that. But I do think it's a useful political concept. I think that there was a missed opportunity during the Biden administration to do something concerted--that wasn't just the Jack Smith investigation--about it. I think there could have been something really meaningful done.

Rosin: Okay. So you're not going all the way to saying, you know, an act of oblivion. But you've started to eke at little things. Like, what do you mean by Biden could have? I mean, we're in the very, very last days of the Biden administration. But if he had pardoned some of the low-level offenders, would that have been in the spirit of oblivion?

Kinstler: Yeah. I think that would have been a really potentially transformative thing to do, because it would not have done anything to jeopardize the record of what occurred that day or what it meant to participate in it.

But we are going to move beyond it, and I think we will see the narrative of January 6 begin to settle in some way, right? And as always happens, the conspiracies about it will become part of the narrative of how this is told, right--not in a kind of whitewashing way, but just in, like, it shows how volatile it is and how manipulable.

And I think there's been this debate about how to memorialize that day, whether it's through a physical memorial, a memorial to the Capitol officers who died, or to anyone who died that day. I think those are the questions that we haven't kind of figured out, really.

Rosin: I see. So there is a potential that, even though we're not figuring them out now, they'll be figured out in a sideways way through questions down the road--like, questions about how we will ultimately remember that day--not necessarily how we'll remember it in this charged political moment, but how we'll remember it 10, 20 years from now.

Kinstler: Yeah. I mean, I was at the Capitol for the year anniversary of January 6 and watched all the ceremonies from the press gallery. And it just struck me how it was almost like a kind of nothing. You know, like how it was--

Rosin: What do you mean?

Kinstler: It was just so quiet, somber, of course. But there was no fan--you didn't get the sense of the enormity of the event that was being consecrated, right? And it was almost like--and understandable because it was so close and so terrifying--there was this sense that we haven't figured this out yet.

William Hungate: The Subcommittee on Criminal Justice of the House Committee on the Judiciary today welcomes the president of the United States, Gerald R. Ford.
 Ford: As a people, we have a long record of forgiving even those who have been our country's most destructive foes. Yet to forgive is not to forget the lessons of evil and whatever ways evil has operated against us.


[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Jinae West and edited by Claudine Ebeid. It was engineered by Rob Smierciak and fact-checked by Sara Krolewski. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.
 
 I'm Hanna Rosin. Thanks for listening.
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Milk Has Divided Americans for More Than 150 Years

The raw-milk debate is but one flash point in the nation's ongoing dairy drama.

by Yasmin Tayag




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.


For such a ubiquitous beverage, milk is surprisingly controversial. In recent years, the drink--appetizingly defined by the FDA as the "lacteal secretion" of cows--has sparked heated disputes about its healthiness, its safety, and, with the proliferation of milk alternatives, what it even is. The ongoing outbreak of bird flu, which has spread to nearly 1,000 U.S. dairy herds and turned up in samples of unpasteurized milk, is but the latest flash point in the nation's dairy drama, which has been ongoing for more than 150 years.

To Americans, milk has always been much more than a drink. It is a symbol of all that is pure and natural--of a simpler, pastoral time. In 1910, the writer Dallas Lore Shari rhapsodized in an Atlantic story about the scene that greeted him at his rural family farm after a day's work in the dirty, lonely city. "Four shining faces gather round on upturned buckets behind the cow. The lantern flickers, the milk foams, the stories flow," he wrote. Milk was a respite from the coldness and isolation of the modern age. Newer conveniences such as canned condensed milk and milk delivery could save time and money, he acknowledged, but at a spiritual cost.

Nostalgia for the bygone era of family farms and rustic comforts mounted as milk production was revolutionized. In 1859, an unnamed writer lamented the erosion of old farming practices, in one of the earliest mentions of milk in The Atlantic. He commended a new book that criticized "the folly of the false system of economy which thinks it good farming to get the greatest quantity of milk with the least expenditure of fodder." Others viewed the introduction of technology into dairying with suspicion. "I never see a milk-cart go by without a sense of vats and pipe-lines and pulleys and pandemonium, of everything that is gross and mechanical and utterly foreign to the fields," one Atlantic writer complained in 1920. "It is no wonder that there is something wrong with their butter."

In spite of the pushback, milk production continued to industrialize. It simply had to: As America's growing population demanded more milk, a safe supply became harder to maintain. Milk, in its raw form--that is, straight from the cow--is prone to contamination with potentially deadly pathogens. Stringent regulation was a matter of public health, argued Hollis Godfrey, the former president of the Drexel Institute of Art, Science, and Industry, in 1907. He claimed that, served raw, milk was responsible in some big cities for more than a quarter of deaths among children by age 5 (the drink was a major source of nutrition for young kids). Pasteurization, the process of heating milk to kill pathogens, was first introduced to major American dairies in the 1890s, to great effect. Between 1907 and 1923, New York City's infant death rate decreased by more than 50 percent, in part a result of mandated milk pasteurization.

As milk grew safer and more accessible, it became a standard part of adult diets. Not everyone agreed that this was a good thing. Soldiers in World War I were furnished with cans of condensed milk--part of the "barbaric" and "uncivilized" meals they endured, one veteran wrote in the Atlantic in 1920. The drink became popular among women too, to the chagrin of the writer Don Cortes, who in 1957 complained in this magazine that the "trouble with the American woman is simply that she is brought up on milk." The beverage made her so vigorous, so feisty, so "elongated" in height that she took to interests such as activism and lost all sense of femininity--or so his argument went.

All the while, skepticism about industrially produced milk remained. As I wrote earlier this year, critics of pasteurization in the early 1910s argued that it destroyed the nutritious properties and helpful bacteria in milk, a hugely oversimplified claim that raw-milk enthusiasts still make today. Some proposed experimentations with milk must have seemed shocking to the public, such as those described in a 1957 Atlantic report: "vaccinated" milk, which could contain antibodies produced by injecting cows' udders with vaccines, or milk blended with juice, which would help children "drink their morning milk and fruit juice simultaneously." With the advent of even newer innovations in milk in recent decades--strawberry-flavored, plant-based, and shelf-stable, to name a few--the drink's natural connotations seem all but lost.

Milk has come a long way from the family farm; it is now mainly the purview of science and policy. Much of the pushback against innovation in milk today is not just about the milk itself but also about government overreach (indeed, milk-drinking is at its lowest point since the 1970s, but consumption of raw milk has spiked in the past year). Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the most visible raw-milk enthusiast, has vowed to end the FDA's "aggressive suppression" of products including raw milk if he leads the Department of Health and Human Services. His vision to "Make America Healthy Again" has been embraced by some Americans who believe, just like the pasteurized-milk skeptics a century ago, that such a future represents not only better milk, but a better life.
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A Secret Way to Fight Off Stomach Bugs

It isn't hand sanitizer.

by Daniel Engber




Influenza cases have been surging. RSV activity is "very high." Signs of COVID have been mounting in sewer water, and norovirus, too, is spawning outbreaks like we haven't seen for at least a dozen years. You might even say that America is in the midst of a "quad-demic," although I really hope you don't, because "quad-demic" is not a word that anyone should say.

With that in mind, here are The Atlantic's tips and tricks for steering clear of any illness during this year's terrible quad-demic. What are The Atlantic's tips and tricks? They are soap.

Consider the norovirus, a real terror of a pathogen, just a couple dozen nanometers in length, with its invasive acids tucked inside a protein coat. Exposure to fewer than 100 particles of norovirus can leave you with several days' worth of vomiting and diarrhea. Those particles are very, very hard to kill.

Douse them in a squirt of alcohol, and, chances are, they'll come through just fine. One study looked at a spate of norovirus outbreaks at nursing homes in New England during the winter of 2006-07, and found that locations where staff made regular use of hand sanitizers were at much greater risk of experiencing an outbreak than others in the study. Why? Because those other nursing homes were equipped with something better.

They had soap.

Research finds that soap is good at cleaning things. At least 4,000 years of history suggest the same. Soap works because its structure mixes well with water on one end and with oils on the other. The latter, hydrophobic side can hook into, and then destroy, the membranes that surround some microbes (though norovirus isn't one of them). Molecules of soap also cluster up in little balls that can surround and trap some germy grime before it's flushed away beneath the tap. And soap, being sudsy, makes washing hands more fun.

Not everyone endorses washing hands. Pete Hegseth, whose good judgment will be judged today in his confirmation hearing for secretary of defense, once said that he hadn't washed his hands in 10 years. He later said this was a joke. After that, he started hawking bars of soap shaped like grenades. The man who picked him is, of course, more than avid in his washing-up; Donald Trump is known to use his Irish Spring down to the sliver.

For all his love of soap, Trump also seems attached to hand sanitizer: His first administration kept Purell supplied just outside the Oval Office, per Politico. This would have helped keep him free of certain pathogens, but not all of them. When scientists compare different means of removing norovirus from fingertips, they find that none is all that good, and some are extra bad. Commercial hand sanitizers hardly work. The same is true for quaternary ammonium cations, also known as QACs or "quats," which are found in many standard disinfecting products for the home. My local gym dispenses antiseptic wipes for cleaning the equipment; these are tissues soaked in benzalkonium chloride, a QAC. Quats may work for killing off the germs that lead to COVID or the flu, but studies hint they might be flat-out useless against norovirus.

Read: Can't we at least give prisoners soap?

The science of disinfecting stuff is subtle. And a lot of what we thought we knew about killing off norovirus has turned out to be misguided. It's very hard to grow a norovirus in the lab, so for a while, scientists used another virus from the same family--feline calicivirus, which can give a cat a cold--as a stand-in for their experiments. This was not a good idea. "Feline calicivirus is a wimp compared to human norovirus," Lee-Ann Jaykus, an expert on food virology at North Carolina State University, told me. Her work has shown, for example, that bleach works pretty well at disinfecting feline virus in the lab, and that the same is true for a mouse norovirus that is often used in these experiments. But when she and colleagues tested human-norovirus samples drawn from patients' fecal specimens, the particles seemed far more resistant.

You know what works better than hand sanitizers or QACs at getting rid of actual human norovirus? I'll bet you do! It's soap.

Or maybe one should say, it's washing up with soap. A letter published in The Journal of Hospital Infection in 2015 by a team of German hygienists followed up on earlier work comparing hand sanitizers with soap and water, and argued that the benefits of the latter were mechanical in nature, by which the hygienists meant that simply rubbing one's hands together under running water could produce an analogous effect. (They also argued that some kinds of hand sanitizer can inactivate a norovirus in a way that soap and water can't.) Jaykus's team has also found that the hand-rubbing part of hand-washing contributes the lion's share of disinfecting. "It's not an inactivation step; it's a removal step," she told me. As for soap, its role may be secondary to that of all the rubbing and the water: "We use the soap to make your hands slippery," Jaykus said. "It makes it easier to wash your hands, and it also loosens up any debris."

Read: Wash your hands and pray you don't get sick

This is faint praise for soap, but it's hardly damning. If washing at the sink disinfects your hands, and soap facilitates that process, then great. And soap may even work in cases where the soap itself is grimy--a bathroom situation known (to me) as "the dirty-bar conundrum." Some research finds that washing up with soap and contaminated water is beneficial too. Soap: It really works!

But only to a point. I asked Jaykus how she might proceed if she had a case of norovirus in her household. Would she wash her hands and wipe down surfaces with soap, or would she opt for something stronger?

She said that if her household were affected, she'd be sure to wash her hands, and she might try to do some cleaning with chlorine. But even so, she'd expect the worst to happen. Norovirus is so contagious, its chance of marching through a given house--especially one with kids--is very high. "I would pretty much call my boss and say I'm going to be out for four days," Jaykus told me. "I'm sorry to say that I would give up."

Maybe we should add that to our list of tips and tricks for getting by in January: soap, for sure, but also, when your time has come, cheerful acquiescence.
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The Forgotten Woman Who Transformed Forensics

In the 1970s, Martha Goddard invented the rape kit. So why did she die in relative obscurity?

by Sheila McClear




One of the most powerful inventions of the 20th century is also an object that no one ever wants a reason to use. The sexual-assault-evidence collection box, colloquially known as the "rape kit," is a simple yet potent tool: a small case, perhaps made of cardboard, containing items such as sterile nail clippers, cotton swabs, slides for holding bodily fluids, paper bags, and a tiny plastic comb. Designed to gather and preserve biological evidence found on the body of a person reporting a sexual assault, it introduced standardized forensics into the investigation of rape where there had previously been no common protocol. Its contents could be used in court to establish facts so that juries wouldn't have to rely solely on testimony, making it easier to convict the guilty and exonerate the innocent.

The kit, conceived within the Chicago Police Department in the mid-1970s, was trademarked under the name "Vitullo Evidence Collection Kit," after Sergeant Louis Vitullo. The Chicago police officer had a well-publicized role in the 1967 conviction of Richard Speck, who had murdered eight student nurses in one night. Vitullo's second claim to fame is more complicated. The Secret History of the Rape Kit, a revealing new book by the journalist Pagan Kennedy, doubles as an account of the largely unknown history of the collection box's real inventor--a woman named Martha "Marty" Goddard, whose broader goal of empowering survivors led her to cede credit to a man. In a cruel irony, a woman who drove major social change failed to get her due as a result of politics and sexism.

Kennedy became obsessed with the rape kit in 2018, after hearing Christine Blasey Ford testify during the confirmation process for Supreme Court Justice Brett Kavanaugh, and wondered, "Had anything ever been specifically invented to discourage sexual assault?" Her investigative dive begins in 1970s Chicago, where the women's-liberation movement was gaining ground and the police had a reputation for corruption. The brutality of the police crackdown on protesters at the 1968 Democratic National Convention was still fresh in the public mind. Rape was also rampant throughout the city, Kennedy writes--in 1973, according to an article in the Daily Herald, an estimated 16,000 sexual assaults took place, only a tenth of which were reported. And less than 10 percent of those 10 percent led to a criminal trial. In court, the proceedings usually devolved into "he said, she said."

In 1974, Goddard was a divorcee in her early 30s working for a philanthropic organization that tapped into a local family department-store fortune to help Chicago's needy. The job gave Goddard, whom a friend once described as "fucking relentless," access to a wide swath of the people who formed the city's civic backbone. She also volunteered for a teen-crisis center, where she heard stories from runaways who had experienced sexual abuse. Goddard, who grew up with an abusive father and had briefly run away from home as a teenager, became consumed with the question of why so few women reported rapes--and why perpetrators were rarely punished.

That year, she met with the state's attorney Bernard Carey to discuss the "failure points in the sexual assault evidence system." He soon appointed her to a new citizens' advisory panel affiliated with the city's new Rape Task Force. Goddard thus gained access to the police department and, more important, to its crime lab. She discovered that it was a mess. Cops told her that they didn't even receive usable evidence from the hospital, such as properly collected swabs of semen, saliva, and blood. This was in part because hospital staff had never been trained to collect it properly. But even when police officers did have evidence, they weren't always trained to preserve it.

Goddard approached Sergeant Vitullo, the crime lab's chief microanalyst, with a written description of her vision: a sexual-assault-evidence collection kit. As one of Goddard's colleagues told Kennedy, Vitullo "screamed at her" and told her to leave his office.

A few days later, Kennedy reports, Vitullo invited Goddard back and, to her surprise, showed her a complete mock-up of exactly the box she had described. Both the sergeant and the State's Attorney's Office wanted the credit for Goddard's idea. As a compromise, Goddard agreed to have the kit recognized as a collaboration among them. Her accommodation was realistic and also strategic. She knew that "[Vitullo's] name could open doors--and hers couldn't," Kennedy writes. Goddard was a visionary, but she was not a lawyer, a cop, or an expert, and she had no formal experience in forensics.

Read: American law does not take rape seriously

In 1978, a nonprofit group Goddard had formed, Citizens Committee for Victims Assistance, filed a trademark for the Vitullo Evidence Collection Kit. With this move, Goddard had, as Kennedy puts it, "seemed to collaborate in her own erasure." That same year, The New York Times noted that the "Vitullo kit" was being used in 72 hospitals across Chicago, citing Goddard as the kit's co-creator. Mentions of her in the media were otherwise glancing at best. Upon Vitullo's death in 2006, Kennedy writes, "an obituary in a local paper celebrated him as the 'man who invented the rape kit.'"

Many women inventors have shared a similar fate. This past November, Kay Koplovitz, a co-founder of the business accelerator Springboard Enterprises and the founder of television's USA Networks, noted in an interview with The New York Times that "if a woman co-founder has at least one male co-founder, the woman somehow does not get credit for raising the capital." In science, this phenomenon is so common that it even has a term of art: the Matilda Effect, named for the writer and women's activist Matilda Joslyn Gage. There are scores of examples of the Matilda Effect, but to pick just a couple: Lise Meitner described the theory behind what she named nuclear fission, but credit went to her former lab partner Otto Hahn, who won the Nobel Prize in Chemistry in 1944. Eunice Newton Foote described the greenhouse effect in 1856, but posterity remembers John Tyndall, who presented his own experiments three years later. No known photograph of Foote remains today.

Every one of these backstories carries its own particular ironies. In Kennedy's telling, Goddard's obscurity stems from the sacrifices she made for the rape kit to exist. Not only did she relinquish credit for her invention, but she also did all the grunt work to get it out into the world--including the fundraising. Conservative philanthropists were just as squeamish as Sergeant Vitullo had initially been about the idea of being associated with sexual shame; the word rape simply carried too much stigma. And so she turned to an organization that had made shamelessness its mission; through her nonprofit, she applied for and received a grant of $10,000 from the Playboy Foundation. "I decided," she later said, "we had to put aside our feelings for objectification of women in [Playboy] magazine."

Taking money from the philanthropic arm of a nudie-magazine publisher turned out to be a canny move. Playboy's foundation, also headquartered in Chicago, gave generously to progressive causes. Hugh Hefner, the founder and editor in chief of Playboy, considered the feminist movement "a sister cause to his own effort to free men from shame and guilt," Kennedy wrote in The New York Times, in an opinion article that fueled the book.

Kennedy does not mention that Hefner was the subject of several accusations of sexual assault, both before and after his death in 2017. (The director Peter Bogdanovich claimed in his book The Killing of the Unicorn, published in 1984, that Hefner sexually assaulted Bogdanovich's late partner, the playmate Dorothy Stratten. Hefner denied the allegation.)

Still, when it came to Goddard's invention, Playboy stayed true to its public mission, and the organization donated more than money. The magazine's graphic artists designed the outer box of the original rape kit to feature a bright-blue line drawing of a woman's face swathed in a thick mane of wavy hair. An early "Vitullo kit" was recently acquired by the Smithsonian.

In 1982, New York City adopted the Vitullo kit, and Goddard commuted to the East Coast to train doctors, nurses, and cops. The Department of Justice paid her to travel to other states that wanted to develop their own rape-kit programs. Goddard invented not just the box but the entire training system, teaching hospital staff and the police to collaborate on evidence collection.

Without that essential training to help surmount powerful systemic barriers, the kit would have been useless--and in that sense, the job is still woefully unfinished. Untested rape kits have languished across the country: In 2009, more than 11,000 were discovered abandoned in Detroit; in 2014, Memphis had backlog of more than 12,000 kits, and 200 more were found in a warehouse. One study estimates that from 2014 to 2018, 300,000 to 400,000 kits remained untested in the United States. Since then, aggressive fundraising efforts with help from survivors, combined with $350 million from the Department of Justice, have whittled down that backlog significantly.

Read: An epidemic of disbelief

Kennedy examines the gaps that still remain in the medical system. In 2021, just over 2,100 Sexual Assault Nurse Examiner-certified nurses were registered with the International Association of Forensic Nurses. The examination requires survivors to undergo hours of waiting and testing, and can feel invasive and re-traumatizing. This may be one reason so few people--only one-fourth of victims--report rapes, she writes.

Some of these limitations can be traced to a lack of effective innovation in the 50 years since the Vitullo kit was developed. In recent years, several women have conceived of and even sold at-home rape kits that would allow a victim to collect evidence of her assault herself. These ideas and products were met with strong resistance--and in one case, death threats. Detractors argued that self-collected evidence would never be taken seriously by juries. Apparently, accusers were still considered unreliable. Only after COVID made virtual doctor visits a necessity did the push for at-home testing gain a modicum of traction. With an at-home test, the victim received instructions, sometimes via a virtual nurse, on how to swab her own body, collect other physical evidence, and seal the kit.

In the late 1980s, Goddard abruptly disappeared from public life and lost contact with friends and family members. Kennedy painstakingly traces the confluence of events that may have led to her decline: In the late '70s, she survived a violent rape while on vacation in Hawaii. A workaholic, she seems to have reached the point of burnout by the end of the decade. Somewhere along the line, she developed a problem with drinking. Kennedy concludes that she "bounced around the country, taking odd jobs and drinking heavily," until finally settling in Arizona.

Kennedy works deftly with sometimes scant information, weaving her reporting on Goddard's life and contribution into the narrative. The result is less a true-crime story, as advertised in the subtitle, than a page-turning mystery. The subject is also personal for Kennedy, who was molested in childhood. She confesses that her book was fueled by rage, pain, and her desire to restore "the woman who had believed little girls" to her rightful place in history.

As Goddard's life shrank, the influence of the rape kit grew exponentially--especially after DNA fingerprinting was invented in 1984, eventually making it possible to trace a single drop of sperm or blood to a specific person. Evidence stored in the kits, sometimes for decades, allowed cold cases to be solved and wrongful convictions to be overturned.

Goddard's last years were marked by alcoholism, erratic behavior, and diagnoses of dementia and "manic depression." In 2015--the year of her death--a CNN reporter managed to track Goddard down. The resulting article credited Vitullo with the invention but noted Goddard's role in distributing it, describing her as the "formidable woman" behind the "successful man." During the interview, Goddard expressed anger at how her role had been downsized, calling Vitullo "an asshole." The sergeant "had nothing to do with it," she told the reporter. But those comments never made it into the story, partly because Vitullo was no longer around to defend himself and partly because Goddard struck the journalist as an unreliable witness--a woman who couldn't be believed.

Thanks to Kennedy's dogged reporting, CNN's story wasn't the final one, and Goddard can step out from the shadows of history. Upon Goddard's death, no ceremonies or memorials marked her passing. In accordance with her wishes, there was no funeral or obituary. Nevertheless, her work leaves a remarkable legacy. The rape kit reoriented the public attitude toward survivors--as not potential liars but "an eyewitness whose body might reveal real evidence of a violent crime." Yet Kennedy's book isn't just the hero's journey of a forgotten heroine. It acknowledges that the system works best when it can be improved by those who are most affected by sexual assault--and the women who are willing to risk obscurity or damage to their reputation in order to finish the job Goddard started.
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How Netanyahu Misread His Relationship With Trump

The cease-fire in Gaza reflects another triumph for Donald Trump and shows Benjamin Netanyahu who's boss.

by Franklin Foer




Let us now praise Donald Trump. It's hard for me not to choke on that phrase. But it was his bluster--his demand that Hamas release its remaining hostages before his inauguration, or else "all hell will break out"--that effectively ushered in a cease-fire, the beginning of the end of the Gaza war.

Although honesty requires crediting Trump, his success was not the product of magical powers or an indictment of Biden-administration diplomacy. Trump's splenetic threats injected urgency into floundering talks. And by allowing his envoy Steven Witkoff to coordinate with the Biden administration, the incoming president left Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu with an acute sense of isolation.

Over the course of Netanyahu's long reign, he has transformed his nation's foreign policy. For much of its history, the Jewish state cultivated bipartisan support in the United States. Netanyahu trashed that tradition; for his own domestic purposes, he has provoked spats with Democratic presidents, bolstering his reputation among his right-wing base. At the same time, he tethered himself to the Republican Party.

As the Gaza war began to meander--and as it became clear that Israel would never achieve the "total victory" that he promised--Netanyahu dipped into this old playbook. In a video he released last June, he accused Biden of denying Israel the munitions that it needed to win the war. That charge was arguably slanderous, given the large sums of money that the United States had spent on arming Israel.

Although that strategy advanced his career, it had an obvious flaw. Because of Netanyahu's lockstep partnership with the Republicans, he is beholden to the whims of the leader of that party. Once Trump emphatically expressed his desire to end the war, Netanyahu was stuck. To cross the incoming president would risk losing the most important pillar of Israel's foreign support.

Read: Trump made the Gaza cease-fire happen

Some American observers assumed that Netanyahu wanted to extend the war into Trump's term, during which he would have the Republican president's permission to behave however he liked. These were, after all, like-minded politicians. But that assessment misread the Netanyahu-Trump dynamic.

Over the past four years, Netanyahu clearly has had reason to feel insecure about his relationship with Trump. Trump reportedly abhorred the fact that Netanyahu called Joe Biden to congratulate him on winning the 2020 presidential election. By acknowledging Biden's victory, Netanyahu flunked the fundamental Trumpist loyalty test. (As Trump fumed about the episode to Axios's Barak Ravid, he declared, "Fuck him.") After October 7, Trump cast blame on the Israeli prime minister for failing to foresee the attack. Given this history, and all the anxieties it must surely provoke, Netanyahu was desperate to deliver for Trump, days before his inauguration, at the height of his prestige.

After months of diplomatic futility, Biden was shrewd to allow Trump and Witkoff to serve as the front men for the talks. Rather than clinging territorially to the office during his last days in power, or invoking cliches about how there's one president at a time, he invited his successor into an ad hoc coalition in which they operated in sync, sharing the same strategy and applying combined pressure. This moment will be remembered as an atavistic flourish of bipartisan foreign policy, but it also makes me think about Antony Blinken's eyes.

When I traveled with the secretary of state to the Middle East, and the lights of television cameras pointed at his face, I saw the toils of shuttle diplomacy in the bulging bags beneath his eyes. For months, protesters camped outside his suburban-Virginia house. They hurled red paint at his wife's car while he kept returning to the region in the hopes of brokering a deal. Indeed, it was those months of excruciating, energetic negotiation that yielded the substance of an agreement, the gritty details of peace. That hard work should be at the center of the narrative, and maybe someday it will be, but right now it feels like a footnote.

On the left, plenty of Biden's critics are now crowing. Many of those who hate "Genocide Joe" have always claimed that Trump would be better for the Palestinian cause, or perhaps just as bad, which justified a desire to punish Biden's Zionism electorally. Now that strange faith in Trump will be tested, because the coming diplomacy will be even harder than ending the war. Hamas remains a fact of life in Gaza. For the time being, it's the government there, and it has every incentive to remain an armed force. Reconstructing the Strip, rescuing it from dangerous anarchy, will require somehow navigating around that fact. I doubt that Trump cares deeply about the future of Gaza, or that he has the patience to maneuver through the tangle of complexities. But if he does, I will be the first to praise him.
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How Worried to Be About Bird Flu

A conversation with Katherine J. Wu about the spread of the virus so far

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.


Over the past several months, bird-flu numbers have been steadily ticking up, especially among farmworkers who interact closely with cows. I spoke with my colleague Katherine J. Wu, who reports on science, about her level of concern right now, and the government's response to the spread of the virus so far.





Lora Kelley: We last spoke in April, after a dairy worker became infected with bird flu. At the time, you described your level of concern about bird flu as "medium." How would you describe your level of worry now?

Katherine J. Wu: At this point, I would upgrade it to "medium-plus." I don't think I will upgrade to "high" unless we start to see strong evidence of human-to-human transmission. I am not ruling out that possibility, but we aren't there yet.

The situation has gotten quite a bit worse since last spring. We are seeing consistent infection of dairy workers, meaning an especially vulnerable population is exposed in their work environment. Each time the virus infects a new person, it's an opportunity for it to evolve into something that could eventually become a pathogen that moves easily from person to person.

Lora: What could public-health officials have done differently in recent months to contain the outbreak?

Katherine: Part of the reason I feel concerned is the government's lackluster response. The movement of the virus into cows was a huge red flag. Cows have never been a known source of this flu, so that was a complete surprise. That should have been a moment when officials said: We really need to contain this before it gets out of control. If some of the first afflicted herds had been kept from moving around, or even culled, it's possible that the virus might have been contained before dairy workers got sick.

The USDA has ramped up its testing of milk, and the CDC is still working hard to do outreach to farmworkers, who are the population most at risk here. But there could still be more testing at the individual level--individual animals, individual people. There could be more frequent, aggressive sampling of where the virus is in the environment, as well as on farms.

Representatives at USDA and CDC have denied that their response has been inadequate--though independent experts I have spoken with dispute that. To be clear, officials can't fully predict the future and stop an outbreak the second it starts to get bad, and critics aren't demanding that. But right now, it's still a very reactive approach: We see that the virus has been here; I guess we can keep checking if it's there. But a more proactive approach with testing and better communication with the public would really help.

Lora: How has the government's response to bird flu compared with its response to COVID?

Katherine: There's no doubt that having COVID in the rearview affected the government's response. I think they didn't want to overreact and cause widespread panic when there wasn't a need. That's fair, but there's a middle ground that I think they missed.

The response to COVID was by definition going to be haphazard, because we didn't have a preexisting arsenal of tests, vaccines, and antivirals. We hadn't dealt with a coronavirus like that in recent memory. Here, though, there is a slate of tools available. We've dealt with big flu outbreaks. We know what flu can do. We know that flu, in general, can move from animals into humans. We've seen this particular virus actually move into people in different contexts across the world.

Lora: Have we missed the opportunity to mitigate the spread of bird flu?

Katherine: Because there has not yet been evidence of sustained human-to-human transmission, there is still time to intervene. Did officials miss some opportunities to intervene more and earlier? Yes. But that doesn't mean that from here the attitude should be I guess we should just let this roll.

Lora: We may have RFK Jr., a vaccine skeptic, leading the Department of Health and Human Services soon. How might his leadership affect the bird-flu response?

Katherine: I don't think there is a need to roll out bird-flu vaccines to the general public yet. But I think there are likely to be major changes to public-health policy in this country. RFK Jr. has specifically said that the National Institutes of Health will be taking a break from focusing on infectious disease for the next few years, and that doesn't bode terribly well. Infectious diseases are not going to take a break from us.

Lora: Are there lessons from the COVID era that the public should better absorb in order to deal with illness more broadly?

Katherine: To be fair, it's hard to avoid getting sick in general, especially at this time of year. During the worst of the pandemic, when people were still masking more consistently and not going into public places, we did get sick a lot less often because we were avoiding each other.

That said, I think people did forget very, very quickly that the things that worked against COVID work well against a lot of other diseases, especially other respiratory viruses. I am not saying that we all need to go back to masking 24/7 and never going to school or work in person. But maybe don't go to work when you're sick--a practice that all employers should enable. Maybe don't send your child to day care sick. Maybe don't sneeze into your hand and then rub your hand all over the subway railing. Wash your hands a lot.

Unfortunately, there is this tendency for a really binary response of doing everything or nothing. Right now, people seem to be leaning toward doing nothing, because they are fatigued from what they felt like was an era of doing everything. But there's a middle ground here too.

Related:

	Bird flu is a national embarrassment. 
 	America's infectious-disease barometer is off. (From April)






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	MAGA's demon-haunted world
 	How Trump made Biden's Gaza peace plan happen
 	David Frum: Justin Trudeau's performative self-regard
 	The one Trump pick Democrats actually like




Today's News

	Israel and Hamas have agreed to a 42-day cease-fire deal that will include an exchange of hostages and prisoners, President Joe Biden announced.
 	Senate confirmation hearings were held for multiple Trump-administration nominees, including Pam Bondi for attorney general and Marco Rubio for secretary of state. During Bondi's testimony, she refused to say that President-Elect Donald Trump lost the 2020 election.
 	South Korea's impeached president, Yoon Suk Yeol, was detained and questioned last night over his attempt to impose martial law last month.




Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



The Hipster Grifter Peaked Too Soon

By Sophie Gilbert

In the spring of 2009, Vice published a blog post, notorious even by its own standards, titled "Department of Oopsies!--We Hired a Grifter." An employee had started chatting with the magazine's new executive assistant, Kari Ferrell; after she reportedly began coming on to him over instant messages, he Googled her, only to find out that she was on the Salt Lake City Police Department's most-wanted list. Instead of simply firing Ferrell, Vice outed her online.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	No more Mr. Tough Guy on China
 	No one will remember Jack Smith's report, Peter Wehner writes.
 	What happens when a plastic city burns
 	What is L.A. without its trails?
 	Aspiring parents have a new DNA test to obsess over.




Culture Break


Jan Buchczik



Test out. Here are 10 practical ways to improve your happiness, according to happiness expert Arthur C. Brooks.

Read. Kindness has become countercultural, James Parker writes. Perhaps Saint Francis can help.

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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No One Will Remember Jack Smith's Report

But indifference to truth and honor and the rule of law has a way of catching up with a country.

by Peter Wehner




Just after noon next Monday, Donald Trump will take an oath to preserve, protect, and defend the Constitution, despite having, four years before, "engaged in an unprecedented criminal effort to overturn the legitimate results of the election in order to retain power."

That is the conclusion of former Special Counsel Jack Smith's investigation into Trump's effort to interfere with the lawful transfer of power following the 2020 presidential election. Smith also found that Trump encouraged "violence against his perceived opponents" from Election Day 2020 to January 6, 2021, when a mob of Trump supporters stormed the Capitol, injuring more than 140 police officers.

The evidence amassed by Smith against Trump is overwhelming; any disinterested reader of the 137-page report will understand why Smith concluded that "but for Mr. Trump's election and imminent return to the presidency ... the admissible evidence was sufficient to obtain and sustain a conviction at trial." (Justice Department policy prohibits the prosecution of sitting presidents.)

But the fact that the incoming president was indicted on charges that constitute the most serious attack by a chief executive against American democracy in our history may not be the most notable thing about this story. The most notable thing is that, already, more Americans seem to be discussing the Los Angeles fires, Babygirl, and Pete Hegseth's nomination to be secretary of defense than Smith's report. Within a matter of days, the report, which very few people will read, will be more or less forgotten.

Read: Trump's sentencing made no one happy

I understand why. The central role Trump played in the effort to violently overturn the election has been known for four years, so the core findings of the special counsel's report are hardly news. In addition, much of the public has been worn down by the relentless intensity of the Trump era. MAGA world may draw energy and meaning from incessant conflict; the rest of us do not. After a particularly crude and ugly campaign, most people want to take a break from politics, including those whose vocation is politics.

Nor are most Americans, including fierce Trump critics, particularly interested in relitigating the past. Trump was a known commodity to voters; his maliciousness and corrupt character were on display virtually every day. And yet, Trump won the popular vote--the first Republican to do so in two decades--and he easily won the Electoral College. Trump's ethic represents the American ethic, at least for now.

It will be impossible for Americans to escape Trump over the next four years, but few of us want him to occupy more mental and emotional space than necessary. And to the degree that we do focus on him, it should be more on what he does and less on what he's done. In the meantime, there are countless things worthy of our attention and our affections, things that are beautiful and fun and edifying.

Read: The cases against Trump: a guide

"How small, of all that human hearts endure," Samuel Johnson wrote, "That part which laws or kings can cause or cure. / Still to ourselves in every place consign'd, / Our own felicity we make or find."

And still. Politics matters "because of its capacity, when benign, to allow all around it to flourish, and its capacity, when malignant, to make all around it wither," the columnist Charles Krauthammer wrote. He added that "the task of merely maintaining strong and sturdy the structures of a constitutional order is unending, the continuing and ceaseless work of every generation."

What Jack Smith's report shows, for those who have eyes to see and ears to hear, is that the structures of our constitutional order were under assault by a man who is about to become president for a second time. A convicted felon, Trump called the attack on the Capitol "a day of love." He leveraged the attack to his political advantage. He said that those in Congress who'd investigated his crimes should "go to jail." He has promised to pardon rioters--calling them "hostages" and "unbelievable patriots"--within the first hour of his second term. And very few people seem to care anymore. Since his victory two months ago, we are witnessing an almost across-the-board capitulation to Trump, in one institution after another. Broken people approach the throne on bended knee.

Read: The GOP completes its surrender

In his 1993 essay, "Defining Deviancy Down," Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan warned about the tendency of societies to respond to destructive and aberrant behavior by lowering their standards. Crimes that at one time would have shocked the nation were barely noticed at another. "We are," Moynihan wrote, "getting used to a lot of behavior that is not good for us."

That includes returning to power a president who "resorted to a series of criminal efforts to retain power," in the words of the special counsel's report. The fact that Americans are bored by this is a sign of weariness. But beware: Indifference to truth and honor and the rule of law has a way of catching up with a country.
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My Favorite Trails Are Destroyed

Many of L.A.'s signature places to get outdoors have been wiped out by the wildfires.

by Andrew Moseman


Wildfires have charred a large swath of Topanga Canyon State Park.



One of the worst-kept secrets in Los Angeles is a 130-acre swath of chaparral. On perfect weekend afternoons, I have walked my dog among the crowds at Runyon Canyon Park, a piece of rolling scrub nestled in the Hollywood Hills. I'd go more often if finding parking on Mulholland Drive wasn't nearly impossible. In a city that loves the outdoors, Runyon is the premier Sunday-afternoon trail: a dusty-chic destination for after-brunch hikers, families, couples on first dates, and everyone else from around the city to get in steps, spot movie stars, or both. What makes the area so popular is that it's a mountain hike in the middle of the city--across the freeway from Universal Studios and over the hill from the Hollywood Bowl. Rugged paths lead downhill to meet Hollywood Boulevard, close to the Walk of Fame.



As colossal wildfires have raged across L.A.--the most destructive in the city's history--Runyon Canyon has not been spared. Last week, a blaze erupted in the heart of the park, forcing some nearby Hollywood residents to flee. Mercifully, firefighters halted the march of the flames before they turned into another major fire. But the blaze still left a 43-acre scar across the expanse. Treasured trails are charred.


Photographs by Daniel Dorsa



Compared with all that has been lost here in L.A., the devastation of Runyon Canyon and other hiking trails is trivial. Colleagues of mine have lost their homes. Entire neighborhoods have been wiped out, and winds threaten to keep fanning the flames. At least 25 people have died. Against the grim scale of this disaster, those ruined trails are a quieter kind of loss that the city will have to reckon with. Core to L.A.'s identity is easy access to nature--wild trails and canyons and vistas--along with perfect weather for visiting them almost any day of the year. Even the Hollywood sign is at the end of a hike. Just like that, many of the signature places to get outdoors have been wiped out.

The city burns because the city is wild. Multiple mountain ranges that demarcate the disparate communities of Los Angeles County create picturesque settings for homes--in dangerous proximity to scrub that is prone to catching fire. Those same areas house an ample supply of easily accessible trailheads that make these peaks and canyons our backyard. On the trails, dadcore REI hikers like me intermingle with athleisure-clad Angelenos who look like they started walking uphill from an Erewhon and wandered into mountain-lion territory. We cross paths with flocks of students carrying Bluetooth speakers, 5 a.m. trail runners, and tourists who underestimated the ascent to Griffith Observatory.



Any given morning in the secluded heights of Pacific Palisades, you would have found hikers on the hunt for a precious legal parking spot between the driveways. From there, well-worn paths lead through Temescal and Topanga Canyons, up to lookout points where hikers could watch the city meet the sea. It now appears this beloved area is destroyed. The horrific Palisades Fire may have started at a spot near the popular Temescal Ridge trail. Despite heroic, lifesaving firefighting, the fire continues to burn deeper into Topanga State Park. Gorgeous hiking country above Pacific Palisades may be closed off to the public for years as the area recovers.


Photograph by Daniel Dorsa





The Eaton Fire, the other major blaze, has also claimed some of the most beautiful spots around L.A. The fire's namesake, Eaton Canyon, is home to a waterfall so photogenic that you once had to make a reservation to hike its trail. The blaze has burned up that walk, along with so many more in the foothills of the San Gabriel Mountains: trails that take you to Echo Mountain, Millard Falls, or toward the historic Mount Wilson Observatory that overlooks the city.



These bits of the outdoors have defined my life here, as they have for so many others. Those San Gabriel hikes are where my wife and I spent much of our time during the pandemic. The month after we got our dog, Watson, in 2020, the world shut down. There was nothing to do but hike. We drove to the trailheads that dot the Angeles Crest Highway, where hikers' dirty Subarus dodge the gearheads who test their modified racers on the mountain curves. We parked in now-devastated parts of Altadena to get lost in the stunning foothills. We walked among the yucca all spring until Southern California's unrelenting summer sun forced us indoors.



Much of L.A.'s nature still remains intact, of course. But even before the current fires, the sprawling Angeles National Forest that houses those peaks and trails of the San Gabriel Mountains has had it tough. In the autumn of 2020, the Bobcat Fire burned all the way across the range from north to south, torching 100,000-plus acres. This past fall, the Bridge Fire burned new patches of the mountains, with flames creeping toward the mountain town of Wrightwood and the ski slopes. Some of the areas my wife and I would traverse during the pandemic were decimated during these previous fires, and they are still recovering.


Photographs by Daniel Dorsa



Los Angeles County was ready to burn. The wet winters of the past two years helped keep the big blazes at bay. The current mix of drought and ferocious winds have proved to be prime conditions for a major fire. These conditions will inevitably return, and they will bring more flames that scorch L.A.'s trails. Yet the growing incidence of wildfire, and its threat to our most loved natural spaces, is far more than a California story. Forest fires are getting worse all around the globe; nearly a third of Americans live somewhere threatened by wildfire. National parks, forests, and other irreplaceable places for communing with nature are under threat. Last month, a 500-acre fire sparked by a downed power line burned up a big chunk of a national forest in North Carolina. In November, a brush fire broke out in Brooklyn's Prospect Park.



Here in L.A., the city has only started to contend with the toll of these wildfires. On top of the lives, homes, and businesses, the legacy of the destruction will include natural areas. Los Angeles is hiking to Skull Rock just as much as it's rolling down Imperial Highway. It is the studio lot and the Santa Monica Mountains. The open spaces all around us invite Angelenos to ditch the concrete grid for the wandering switchbacks. With so many trails that are damaged and closed, the mountains aren't calling quite as loudly as they used to.


Photograph by Daniel Dorsa
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Trump Made the Gaza Cease-Fire Happen

But not for the reasons he or Biden's critics say

by Yair Rosenberg




Today, after 15 months of brutal war, Israel and Hamas agreed to a deal to secure the release of Israeli hostages and the cessation of hostilities in Gaza. The agreement's first six weeks will see Israel withdraw from much of the enclave and release hundreds of Palestinian prisoners, including convicted mass murderers, in exchange for Hamas releasing 33 captive Israelis--some living, some dead. Should everything proceed according to plan, subsequent negotiations would assure the release of the remaining Israeli hostages and the reconstruction of Gaza in the deal's second and third stages.

Given the precarious nature of the deal's phased structure, the matter is far from settled, despite the headlines and handshakes. The accord must also still be ratified by the Israeli cabinet. If that happens, the ensuing weeks will be traumatic, as returning Gazan refugees discover whether their homes are still standing, and the families of Israel's hostages discover whether their loved ones are still alive.

The tentative agreement is nonetheless a victory for the foreign-policy teams of Presidents Joe Biden and Donald Trump, who worked in tandem with regional partners Qatar and Egypt to bring it about. The terms largely echo a proposal laid out by Biden himself in May 2024, but the incoming president dragged the parties over the finish line. What changed was not Washington's general orientation toward the conflict. Far from turning up the heat on Israel, Trump telegraphed a further embrace of its positions during his 2024 campaign, repeatedly attacking Biden for restricting arms sales to Israel. But this posture may have helped deliver both sides: Hamas could reasonably surmise that it would not get a better deal during Trump's presidency, while Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's hard-right government likely acceded to the arrangement in order to stay in the new leader's good graces as he assumed office.

Eliot A. Cohen: Cancel the foreign-policy apocalypse

The Israeli far right, whose lawmakers hold the margin of power in Netanyahu's coalition, had previously threatened to collapse the government should a deal be reached without Hamas fully vanquished from Gaza. But amid Trump's return, the radicals have their eyes on bigger prizes, such as the annexation of the West Bank--which the Palestinians claim for their future state--and are loath to forgo such opportunities. For this reason, they will likely vote against the cease-fire but leave Netanyahu in power, allowing him to enact it.

Put another way, it's not that Trump had a stick with which to beat Israel that Biden didn't have; it's that his presidency holds out the prospect of carrots that Biden would never offer. It was less the president-elect's pressure than his potential promise that brought the Israeli far right onside. With Trump, everything is a transaction, and for his would-be suitors--not just Israel, but also Hamas's sponsors in Qatar--the Gaza cease-fire is a down payment.

Samer Sinijlawi: My hope for Palestine

On the Palestinian side, the deal marks a momentary if Pyrrhic triumph for an eviscerated Hamas, which will get to claim that it outlasted the Israeli army and parade some of the released prisoners through the streets of Gaza. But with its leaders killed and its territory devastated, the group will have little to celebrate or to show for its atrocities on October 7. The terrorist organization may continue to impose its will by force, but it is deeply unpopular in its own backyard, according to recent polls.

Meanwhile, with Hamas chief Yahya Sinwar dead, Lebanon's Hezbollah decimated, Syria's pro-Iran regime overthrown, and Iran's so-called Axis of Resistance shattered, Netanyahu has a plausible claim to victory, should the deal hold. And if it doesn't, or should Hamas prove insufficiently forthcoming in negotiations over the remaining hostages, he has a new American president in office who may happily underwrite a return to hostilities.

The guns might mercifully fall silent for now, but if history is any indication, the long war between Israel and Hamas will continue, in one form or another.
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Aspiring Parents Have a New DNA Test to Obsess Over

An emerging field of genetics promises to let parents choose the "healthiest" baby.

by Kristen V. Brown




The first time Jamie Cassidy was pregnant, the fetus had a genetic mutation so devastating that she and her husband, Brennan, decided to terminate in the second trimester. The next time they tried for a baby, they weren't taking chances: They would use IVF and screen their embryos' DNA. They wanted to avoid transferring any embryos with the single-gene mutation that had doomed their first pregnancy. And then they started wondering what other ailments they could save their future son or daughter from.

The Cassidys' doctor told them about a company, Genomic Prediction, that could assess their potential children's odds of developing conditions that aren't tied to a single gene, such as heart disease, diabetes, and schizophrenia. The test wouldn't be any more invasive than screening for a single gene--all the company needed was an embryo biopsy. The science is still in its early stages, but the Cassidys didn't mind. Brennan has Type 1 diabetes and didn't want to pass that condition on, either. "If I can forecast that my baby is going to have less chance to have Type 1 diabetes than I did, I want that," he told me. "I'd burn all my money to know that."

Thanks to more sophisticated genetic-testing techniques, IVF--an expensive, invasive treatment originally developed to help people with fertility troubles--is becoming a tool for optimizing health. A handful of companies offer screening for diseases and disorders that range from life-threatening (cancer) to life-altering (celiac disease). In many cases, these conditions' genetic links are poorly understood or weak, just one factor of many that determine whether a person develops a particular condition. But bringing another human being into the universe can be a terrifying-enough prospect that some parents are turning to extensive genetic testing to help pick their future offspring.

Genetic screening has been a crucial part of IVF--and pregnancy--for decades. Medical guidelines recommend that any aspiring mother should be given the option to test her own DNA and find out whether she risks passing on dangerous genes, a practice known as carrier screening. If both parents carry a particular mutation, doctors will likely suggest IVF and embryo screening. These measures are traditionally limited to conditions linked to single-gene mutations, such as Huntington's disease, most of which are exceedingly rare and seriously affect a child's quality of life. During IVF, embryos are also typically screened for chromosomal abnormalities to help avoid miscarriages, and generally nonheritable conditions such as Down syndrome.

Read: Genetic discrimination is coming for us all

As the scientific understanding of the genome has progressed, companies including Genomic Prediction and a competitor called Orchid have begun offering a test that promises a more comprehensive investigation of the risks lurking in an embryo's genes, using what's known as a polygenic risk score. Most common ailments aren't connected to a single gene; polygenic risk scores aim to predict the lifetime likelihood of conditions, such as diabetes, in which many genes contribute to a person's risk. Consumer DNA-testing companies such as 23andMe use these scores to tell customers whether they have, say, a slightly above-average likelihood of developing celiac disease, along with a disclaimer that lifestyle and other factors can also influence their chances. These risk scores could theoretically help identify customers who, say, need a colonoscopy earlier in life, or who need to double down on that New Year's resolution to eat healthier. But the current scientific consensus is that polygenic risk scores can't yet provide useful insights into a person's health, if indeed they ever will.

Analyzing an embryo's DNA to predict its chances of developing genetically complex conditions such as diabetes is an even thornier issue. The tests, which can run thousands of dollars and are typically not covered by insurance, involve sending a small sample of the embryos to the companies' labs. In the United States, such tests don't need to be approved by the FDA. Genomic Prediction even offers customers an assessment of which embryos are "healthiest" overall. But the control these services offer is an illusion, like promising to predict the weather a year in advance, Robert Klitzman, a Columbia University bioethicist and the author of the book Designing Babies, told me. A spokesperson for the American Society for Reproductive Medicine told me there aren't enough quality data to even take a position on whether such tests are useful. And last year, the American College of Medical Genetics and Genomics published a lengthy position statement concluding that the benefits of screening embryos for polygenic risk were "unproven" and that the tests "should not be offered as a clinical service." The statement raised the possibility that people might undergo extra, unnecessary rounds of IVF in search of ever healthier embryos.

Genomic Prediction published a rebuttal to the ACMG that cited, among other research, several studies led by company researchers that concluded that among siblings, those with a lower risk score were significantly less likely to have a given condition. The truth is, though, the effect of screening embryos for polygenic risk won't be clear until the embryos chosen to develop into fetuses are born, grow up, and either develop diabetes or don't. Genomic Prediction and Orchid both told me that humanity shouldn't have to wait that long for the insights their tests provide. Polygenic risk scores are "one of the most valuable pieces of information that you can get," Orchid's founder and CEO, Noor Siddiqui, told me. Nathan Treff, Genomic Prediction's chief science officer, was similarly bullish. "Everybody has some kind of family history of diabetes, cancer, and heart disease. So we really don't have a situation where there's no reason for testing," he told me.

Many of the experts I spoke with about these tests are concerned that people might opt into IVF because they're chasing certainty that companies can't really promise. A study last year found both high interest and approval among Americans when it comes to screening embryos for polygenic risk. For now, most of the customers I interviewed used advanced tests that included polygenic risk because they were going through IVF anyway. Many of Genomic Prediction's customers using the scores are participants in a clinical trial. But Tara Harandi-Zadeh, an investor in Orchid, told me she planned to do IVF even though she and her husband have no fertility issues or history of genetic disease. Harandi-Zadeh is especially worried about de novo mutations--genetic changes that occur spontaneously, without any hereditary link. She wants to screen her embryos to weed out monogenic diseases and plan for the risks of polygenic ones. "If I have that information, I can help my child at the stages of life to be able to get treatment or tests or just prepare for it," she said. Treff told me that people like Harandi-Zadeh make up a small percentage of Genomic Prediction's customers, but their numbers are growing.

Emi Nietfeld: America's IVF failure

Scientists just don't understand enough about the genome to confidently predict what any single embryo will be like should it go on to become a person. Most genes influence many facets of our being--our health, our physical traits, our personality--and only a fraction of those interactions have been investigated. "You don't know the full package," Klitzman said. "Bipolar disorder is associated with creativity. So if you screen out bipolar disorder, you may also be screening out genes for creativity, for instance." Because no embryo is completely risk-free, future parents might also have to decide whether they think, say, a risk of diabetes or a risk of heart disease sounds worse. A paper out last week put it this way: "The expected reductions in disease risk are modest, at best--even if the clinical, ethical and social concerns are dismissed."

Those concerns are significant. More and more people are already turning to IVF for reasons other than infertility. Some select their children based on sex. Jeffrey Steinberg, a fertility doctor with clinics in the U.S. and internationally, offers eye color selection and told me he is working on height. Orchid assesses genetic risk for some autism-spectrum disorders, and Genomic Prediction plans to add a similar screening to its catalog. A paper published last week argued that editing embryos--not just testing them--could mitigate genetic risk for a variety of conditions, while also acknowledging it could "deepen health inequalities." (In the U.S., clinical trials of embryo editing cannot be approved by the FDA, and public funds cannot be used for research in which embryos are edited.) Critics say that even if technology could cut the prevalence of diseases like diabetes, doing so could drive discrimination against those born with such "undesirable" traits. Social services and support for people with those conditions could also erode--similar concerns have been raised, for example, in Iceland, where pregnancy screenings have all but eliminated Down-syndrome births.

From the December 2020 issue: The last children of Down syndrome

Even if the science does catch up to the ambitions of companies like Genomic Prediction, genetics will never guarantee a child a healthy life. "Of the 100 things that could go wrong with your baby, 90 percent of them or more are not genetic," Hank Greely, the director of the Center for Law and the Biosciences at Stanford University, told me. That's partly why the Cassidys decided to ignore most of their screening results and simply select the embryo that didn't have the monogenic mutation that Jamie carried, and had the lowest risk of diabetes. "We're not trying to have a kid that's 6 foot 2 and blond hair and blue eyes and going to go to Harvard. We just want a healthy baby," Brennan told me.
 
 Their son was born in 2023 and so far has been at the top of the curve for every developmental marker: He's big and tall; he talked and walked early. It will be years, probably, before they know whether or not he's diabetic. But it's hard, they said, not to feel that they picked the right embryo.
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        Life in Another Light, 2024 Infrared-Photography-Contest Winners

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	January 15, 2025

            	14 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            After reviewing more than 3,000 entries in 11 categories from photographers around the world, the judges of this year's "Life in Another Light" biannual infrared-photography competition recently made their top picks. Contest organizer Kolari Vision was kind enough to share some of the top and winning images below.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A mountaintop meadow and path, with all of the grass a pinkish-purple color]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "Switzerland" First Place, Landscape Infrared.
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                Gavin Spooner / Kolari Vision
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A child plays in an open space beneath a broad roof with large square holes cut into it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "Dreams of Reality - Dream 5" First Place, IR Chrome.
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                Mitja Kobal / Kolari Vision
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A dark image showing a close view of a blue flower]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "Magnolia Grandiflora" First Place, Ultraviolet.
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                Michael Riffle / Kolari Vision
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A dilapidated and abandoned stone building stands in a rolling field, with the surrounding grass appearing orange in color.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "Ragnar's Castle" Honorable Mention, IR Chrome.
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                Jurgen M Lobert / Kolari Vision
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An old, windswept tree standing alone in a field beneath clouds]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "Divide" Third Place, Black & White.
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                Edd Allen / Kolari Vision
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Rocky mountains stand above an alpine valley, with red-colored trees and grass.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "Wind River" Honorable Mention, IR Chrome.
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                Jason Kurth / Kolari Vision
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Patches on several lichen-covered stones glow under ultraviolet light, with the Milky Way stretching across the night sky above.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "Luminous Jewels" Honorable Mention, Astro Landscape.
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                Tony Casswell / Kolari Vision
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A bluish-tinted view of snow-covered trees and a meadow]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "WA1K345" Second Place, Landscape Infrared.
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                Jonas Hangartner / Kolari Vision
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An egret sits in a treetop, surrounded by pink-colored leaves.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "Candy Egret" Honorable Mention, Candy Chrome.
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                Jeetu Rohra / Kolari Vision
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A group of four people stand beside a large, swooping modern building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "Space Oddity" Honorable Mention, Black & White.
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                Pierre Banoori / Kolari Vision
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Deer graze in a meadow; the surrounding foliage is pinkish-colored.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "Grazing" Third Place, Candy Chrome.
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                Mark Burke / Kolari Vision
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A long exposure image of a rocky coastline and a partly cloudy sky]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "Tintagel" Third Place, Long Exposure.
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                [image: An elevated view of a mountain fjord, with the trees and grasses colored reddish-pink]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "Majestic Fjord" Honorable Mention, Landscape Infrared.
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                [image: A small tree-covered island stands in an alpine lake. The trees and bushes have an orangey-red color.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "Spirit Island" Honorable Mention, Landscape Infrared.
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                Kert Gartner / Kolari Vision
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    
  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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The Hipster Grifter Peaked Too Soon

Kari Ferrell's memoir is a zippy, intimate account of low-level trickery before the era of scams fully erupted.

by Sophie Gilbert




In the spring of 2009, Vice published a blog post, notorious even by its own standards, titled "Department of Oopsies!--We Hired a Grifter." An employee had started chatting with the magazine's new executive assistant, Kari Ferrell; after she reportedly began coming on to him over instant messages, he Googled her, only to find out that she was on the Salt Lake City Police Department's most-wanted list. Instead of simply firing Ferrell, Vice outed her online, confessing that it probably should have done a cursory search before hiring someone with "less-than-desirable traits, like, say, five outstanding warrants for fraud." Oopsie! Read it now and you might find the post unrepentantly confessional in a prescient kind of way, anticipating a future in which any sin or failure can be transfigurated as long as it makes for good-enough content.

Which is to say: The fact that only now is Ferrell profiting from her own story illustrates how innocent--easily shocked, even--we once were, and what brazen shamelessness we've since come to accept as normal. In 2009, Ferrell's unfortunate tendency toward pathological lying and light theft made her the internet's main character for weeks on end. She was fodder for countless Gawker updates and a detailed profile in The Observer titled "The Hipster Grifter" before she ended up serving time in jail and changing her name to evade her past. Conversely, consider Billy McFarland of Fyre Festival fame, sentenced to prison in 2018 for defrauding investors of more than $26 million, who, during the 2024 presidential campaign, served as a conduit between rappers and Donald Trump. Or Anna Delvey, convicted in 2019 for stealing hundreds of thousands of dollars while posing as an art-world heiress, who, since her jail stint, has gained more than 1 million Instagram followers and drew attention for a recent appearance on Dancing With the Stars in which her court-mandated ankle bracelet featured prominently.

Read: The scams are winning

You can understand why Ferrell might think it's well past time for a comeback. Her new memoir, You'll Never Believe Me, is subtitled A Life of Lies, Second Tries, and Things I Should Only Tell My Therapist, as if to sublimate the unreliability of its narrator into an honest and unfiltered account. And, for the most part, it works. Ferrell is, as she herself confesses, a gifted communicator and manipulator of words, charming and garrulous and breezily intimate. Her story is compelling by any standard. She tells us she still doesn't know exactly why she did what she did: tricking her closest friends into cashing bad checks, leaving one on the hook for thousands in bail fees; lying about having terminal cancer; seducing easy marks by writing them notes in which she invited them to "throw a hot dog down my hall." (Her Instagram handle is still "hotdoghandjobs.") But she is at least willing to consider the question--which these days is perhaps as much as we can ask for.

New York, in the spring of 2009, was still reeling from the financial crisis, which had revealed profiteering and scammery to be essential American traditions. The implosion of the global economy had fostered a kind of hedonistic nihilism among many recent graduates, which Ferrell worked to her (minimal, it turned out) advantage. But there also just wasn't that much happening online yet--it was the era after Myspace had normalized online connection and before Instagram had turned creative self-branding into a viable career--which helps explain why the exposure of a very small-time Brooklyn grifter with a prominent chest tattoo fascinated people so much. After The Observer's Doree Shafrir ran a lengthy feature on Ferrell, uncovering her history of conning her friends and lovers, she became an obsession at Gawker, Gothamist, and other New York-area publications. She was an origin story for an enduring generational cliche: the feckless, inked-up Millennial indulging in petty larceny and shameless self-mythologizing for avocado toast and a Viceland email address. (Remember Hannah Horvath on Girls, quietly filching the cash her parents had left for their hotel maid?)

Ferrell resists this kind of lazy stereotyping. She is, and has only ever been, she insists, entirely her own person. The early chapters of her memoir act as a kind of ABCs of scamming, trying to lightly analyze how she might have been led astray. Adopted from South Korea as a baby, she was raised lovingly by parents who did their best, recalling a home where household goods were often purchased on layaway. When Ferrell was 2, her parents became Mormon converts, packing their family up and moving to Salt Lake City. Ferrell credits Sunday services for providing her with what she describes as "a MasterClass in manipulation," and a doctor who put her on a diet as a child for unintentionally teaching her to lie (to her parents, about what she'd eaten that day). She writes that, as a teenager, she shoplifted with enthusiasm from big-box stores, as did her friends, but also had a gun drawn on her once for stealing a Sidekick from an acquaintance's little sister.

With regard to her first con, which she orchestrated in Utah when she was 18, Ferrell writes, "It all sort of happened." The mark was Charlie, her "brilliant, emotionally mature ... caring, and trusting" boyfriend at the time; the scam was to get him to cash a check from her at his bank and pass her the funds (which she didn't have in her account). That was it. After scoring her first $500 from Charlie, Ferrell repeated the scheme with other friends and acquaintances, sometimes ripping off new people to pay back the old ones when the checks bounced. "I didn't steal money for drugs," she writes. "I stole money in hopes that people wouldn't forget me." I'm not a therapist, but it's hard not to psychoanalyze Ferrell's behavior: the need to feel loved and tended to, coupled with the compulsion to lie and steal, forcing the people closest to her to reject her in ways that would ultimately affirm her worldview. When she was arrested for check fraud, identity fraud, and forgery, she marveled at how flattering her mug shot was and wondered whether she could buy it as a high-res print. She then persuaded another friend to pay her bail, before skipping town when a group of her victims banged on her door demanding their money back.

Read: Millennial burnout is being televised

Ferrell fled Utah for New York, where she had dreams of working at Vice or some other idealized cult brand. At first, she wanted to turn over a new leaf. But, she writes somewhat unconvincingly, she "grappled with how to be good in a world that punishes kind people. Mr. Rogers always said to 'look for the helpers' in times of turmoil, but whenever I found them they'd be getting kicked in the face by a richer, more ambitious person in power." Still, she insists, "I didn't want to blame the world for the way I was." She'd often laser in on men at parties and concerts, send them sexually aggressive notes, and then pinch whatever she could from them. She'd reportedly love-bomb friends with offers of VIP passes; if they proved resistant, she'd occasionally tell them she had terminal cancer or a psychotic ex-boyfriend who was threatening her, or that she was pregnant. (Not all of this is in the book--I'm relying on other sources.) "I could have gone anywhere to find my marks, but I liked to shit where I ate," Ferrell writes. This was ultimately her downfall--when her mug shot first appeared online, it wasn't hard for gossip bloggers to find people who knew her. Some even had Ferrell stories of their own.

A strong personal brand is helpful for a Millennial internet personality; it's less so for a con artist. You might wonder why people got so caught up with what Ferrell was alleged to have done at the time, given the $1.3 trillion value of subprime loans in 2007, or the $18 billion lost in Bernie Madoff's Ponzi scheme before his arrest in 2008. But the reality is that money lost to institutions can feel depressingly clinical. The betrayal of being robbed by a friend, or a lover, or a hipster with a pixie cut who likes all the same music you do and signs her notes "Korean Abdul-Jabbar," is different--more intimate, and much harder to anticipate. Combine this dynamic with revelations about Ferrell trying to scam for things as trivial as Flight of the Conchords DVDs and cab fare, and you have all the absurd, small-scale ingredients for a bona fide internet spectacle.

The title of Ferrell's memoir is, if you recall, You'll Never Believe Me, and we probably shouldn't--there's enough that she seems to omit, or gloss over, that her account is best taken as an interpretation of events rather than as historical record. But she's commendable for the ways in which she does try to confess, reflect, self-analyze, adjudicate. Her inability to check her worst impulses seems to have caused her considerable pain, to the point that when she was finally arrested, she writes, she was smiling in the photos--"an expression of pure relief." Of all the infamous, shameless scammers who emerged after her, none has tried as she has to wrestle with the need to cheat others and the psychology behind the art of the steal. For that, consider You'll Never Believe Me a job worth waiting for.
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The One Trump Pick Democrats Actually Like

Does Lori Chavez-DeRemer's nomination for labor secretary signal a shift in the GOP's stance toward unions?

by Russell Berman




Democrats spent more than $20 million last year to end then-Representative Lori Chavez-DeRemer's congressional career. Now, however, the Republican they worked so hard to defeat is their favorite nominee for President-Elect Donald Trump's Cabinet.

Trump's selection of Chavez-DeRemer for labor secretary came as a pleasant surprise to many Democrats and union leaders, who expected him to follow past Republican presidents and name a conservative hostile to organized labor. But Chavez-DeRemer endeared herself to unions during her two years in Congress. A former mayor of an Oregon suburb who narrowly won her seat in 2022, she was one of just three House Republicans to co-sponsor the labor movement's top legislative priority: a bill known as the PRO Act, which would make unionizing easier and expand labor protections for union members.

After Chavez-DeRemer's nomination was announced, two senior Democratic senators, Elizabeth Warren of Massachusetts and Patty Murray of Washington State, issued cautiously optimistic statements about her--a rare sentiment for Democrats to express about any Trump nominee. In addition, Sean O'Brien, the Teamsters president who spoke at last year's Republican National Convention and whose union stayed neutral in the presidential race after repeatedly backing Democratic nominees, has championed Chavez-DeRemer's nomination. And it has given more progressive union leaders hope that, after winning the largest vote share from union households of any Republican in 40 years, Trump might change how his party treats the labor movement.

Annie Lowrey: The rise of the union right

"It's a positive move for those of us who represent workers and who want workers to have a better life," Randi Weingarten, the president of the American Federation of Teachers and a close ally of Democratic Party leaders, told me. She noted that Chavez-DeRemer bucked her party not only by supporting the PRO Act but also by voting against private-school vouchers and cuts to public-education funding.

Trump courted union members throughout his campaign, seeing them as a key part of a blue-collar base that helped him flip states such as Michigan and Pennsylvania, which Joe Biden won in 2020. In September, his running mate, J. D. Vance, told reporters that the drop in private-sector union membership in recent decades was "a tragedy"--a statement sharply at odds with the GOP's long-running advocacy of laws that would make unionizing harder, including in Vance's home state of Ohio. O'Brien and congressional Republicans reportedly pushed for Trump to pick Chavez-DeRemer after the election. The decision may have been a reward for the Teamsters' snub of Kamala Harris.

Yet until his selection of Chavez-DeRemer, Trump's support for unions had stopped at rhetoric. He's surrounded himself with conservative billionaires and generally sided with business interests by opposing minimum-wage increases, enhanced overtime pay, and other policies backed by organized labor. With that record in mind, Democrats have added qualifiers to their embrace of Chavez-DeRemer. "If Chavez-DeRemer commits as labor secretary to strengthen labor unions and promote worker power," Warren said in her statement, "she's a strong candidate for the job."

That remains a big if. A spokesperson for the Trump transition, Aly Beley, told me that Chavez-DeRemer no longer supports the PRO Act--a major shift that will disappoint Democrats but might help her secure the GOP support she needs to win confirmation. "President Trump and his intended nominee for secretary of labor agree that the PRO Act is unworkable," Beley said.

For the same reasons that Democrats like Chavez-DeRemer, conservatives are concerned and have pushed her to renounce her pro-union stances before Republicans agree to vote for her. "This is the one that stands out like a sore thumb," Grover Norquist, the conservative activist and president of Americans for Tax Reform, told me of her nomination. Her support for the PRO Act, Norquist said, reflected "very bad judgment." An anti-union group, the National Right to Work Committee, wrote in a letter to Trump before he announced Chavez-DeRemer's nomination that she "should have no place" in his administration: "She would not be out of place in the Biden-Harris Department of Labor, which completely sold out to Big Labor from the start."

In the Senate, Chavez-DeRemer's nomination is not moving nearly as quickly as those of other Trump picks. The Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions Committee (HELP), which oversees the Labor Department, has not scheduled her confirmation hearing. (Republicans have prioritized hearings for Trump's national-security nominees.) And she hasn't met with the committee's chair, Republican Senator Bill Cassidy of Louisiana, who issued a noncommittal statement after her nomination was announced. "I will need to get a better understanding of her support for Democrat legislation in Congress that would strip Louisiana's ability to be a right to work state, and if that will be her position going forward," Cassidy posted on X. Rand Paul, who also serves on the committee and is the leading sponsor of major anti-union legislation, has said little publicly about Chavez-DeRemer--and didn't respond to a request for comment--but his chief strategist replied to the post, urging Cassidy to "stop her." (Cassidy has been similarly lukewarm about another nominee within the committee's jurisdiction: Robert F. Kennedy Jr., Trump's pick for health and human services secretary.)

Chavez-DeRemer added her name to the PRO Act only a few months before last year's election. Norquist speculated that she did so to appease unions in her district in the hopes of keeping her seat. If that was her strategy, it failed: Chavez-DeRemer lost to Democrat Janelle Bynum after one of the most expensive campaigns in the country.

Other Republicans see Chavez-DeRemer's pro-labor stances as sincere, not strategic. A former colleague of hers, Representative Cliff Bentz of Oregon, praised her nomination and said that Trump had picked her for the Labor Department not in spite of her close ties to unions but because of them. "The fact that President-Elect Trump reached out to labor shows that he understands the need to create a better relationship between labor on the one hand and Republican folks on the other," he told me. "And he saw in Lori exactly what he is trying to do." Bentz said he would be surprised if Chavez-DeRemer "walks much of anything back."

But Chavez-DeRemer wouldn't be the first Trump Cabinet nominee to disavow a past position in order to win over Republican skeptics in the Senate. Tulsi Gabbard, the nominee for director of national intelligence, reversed her opposition to a key surveillance tool known as FISA Section 702, which was enacted after the September 11 terrorist attacks. And Kennedy is reportedly softening his long-standing attacks on vaccines in meetings with GOP senators.

Read: America's class politics have turned upside down

If Chavez-DeRemer turns against the PRO Act, Democrats and unions will surely cool on her, but they won't be shocked. Union leaders told me that they were under no illusions that Republicans would completely retract their hostility toward the labor movement, even if her nomination represented a move in that direction. "We have seen Project 2025," Jody Calemine, the director of advocacy for the AFL-CIO, said. "That agenda is anti-worker to its very core."

How much influence Chavez-DeRemer would have in an administration populated by corporate leaders is unclear. The PRO Act, for example, is unlikely to go anywhere in a Republican-controlled Congress even with a supportive labor secretary, and Norquist expects that the White House will exert tight control over policies enacted by Cabinet leaders, as it has during recent administrations of both parties.

To progressives, Chavez-DeRemer is clearly preferable to some of the other names Trump reportedly considered for labor secretary. Most notably, these include Andrew Puzder, the fast-food CEO whose nomination in 2017 collapsed amid ethical conflicts, revelations that he employed an undocumented immigrant as a housekeeper, and reports of labor-law violations at his company's restaurants. She is also seen as friendlier to unions than either of Trump's labor secretaries during his first term, Alexander Acosta and Eugene Scalia.

Chavez-DeRemer might be the best nominee Democrats can get under Trump. But labor leaders such as Weingarten will be watching closely to see how she squares her recent support for union-friendly legislation with an administration that is, in other key positions, empowering business leaders and billionaires. "This is where the rubber hits the road about whether the parties stay in their own preexisting camps" with regard to labor, Weingarten told me. She said she would lobby Democratic senators to support Chavez-DeRemer if the nominee sticks by her pro-union positions. But if she renounces them, Weingarten said, "then all bets are off."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/01/trump-labor-secretary-democrats-chavez-deremer/681326/?utm_source=feed



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Pete Hegseth Declines to Answer

At his confirmation hearing, the defense-secretary nominee looked like a man who understood that the fix was in.

by Jonathan Chait




Pete Hegseth, President-Elect Donald Trump's choice for secretary of defense, was initially considered one of his most endangered nominees. But after the MAGA movement organized a campaign to threaten Republicans who expressed reservations about Hegseth's fitness, criticism dried up quickly. "We gave the Senate an attitude adjustment," Mike Davis, a Republican operative known for his florid threats to lock up Trump's political targets, told Politico.

That attitude adjustment was on vivid display in Hegseth's confirmation hearing today before the Armed Services Committee. During the proceedings, the Republican majority displayed no willingness to block or even seriously vet a nominee who resides far outside the former boundaries of acceptability for a position of immense power.

Hegseth's liabilities can be divided into four categories, each of them individually disqualifying:

	personal behavior, including allegations of drunkenness on the job, of maintaining a hostile workplace, and of sexual assault
 	lack of managerial experience, or at least positive managerial experience (According to The New Yorker's Jane Mayer, Hegseth ran two tiny advocacy groups so poorly that he was forced to step down.)
 	a disregard for the laws of war and a habit of excusing the actions of  convicted war criminals
 	an enthusiasm for domestic political combat that blends into an inability to distinguish Democrats from enemy combatants


Hegseth's strategy today was to evade these problems altogether. In this, he had the full cooperation of the committee's Republican majority. If you've ever had media training for a television appearance, a common piece of advice is to use the prompt to get to whatever point you wish to make, rather than focus on answering the question. The method generally works on television because the queries are mostly just a way of saying, "Now it's your turn to talk." It isn't supposed to work in a Senate hearing, especially one in which lawmakers have serious qualms about the nominee's record or statements. But Hegseth, a slick and successful television talk-show host, employed it to great effect.

Jonathan Chait: Trump's most dangerous Cabinet pick

Democrats tried to probe Hegseth's long record, only to meet endless evasions. Hegseth has categorically denied having sexually assaulted or harassed anybody. Senator Tim Kaine asked him whether the alleged behavior, if true, would be disqualifying. Hegseth refused to say, calling the question hypothetical. When Kaine asked whether spousal abuse would be disqualifying, Hegseth also declined to answer, likewise refusing to opine about the relevance of multiple alleged episodes of drunkenness on the job.

Hegseth has promised to abstain from drinking completely if confirmed. It is a puzzling vow given his unwillingness to concede that drinking on the job would be a bad habit for someone who runs the nation's military. It is also one to which he's apparently unwilling to be held accountable, even in spirit: In response to a question from Senator Mazie Hirono, who asked whether he would back that pledge by promising to resign if he violated it, Hegseth declined to answer.

One issue area where Hegseth might have expected more Republican resistance concerned women in the military. In the past, Hegseth has categorically opposed letting women serve in combat. After his nomination was announced, Senator Joni Ernst, a Republican member of the committee, publicly questioned that stance. Hegseth has since altered his position. He now claims that he objects only to lowering the standards of performance, and will permit female soldiers to serve on equal terms if they can meet standards of strength, speed, and other metrics. Democratic Senator Elizabeth Warren tried to pin him down on that conveniently timed conversion, but Hegseth simply refused to admit to having changed his mind at all.

In one notable exchange, Senator Mark Kelly asked Hegseth to describe a series of allegations about drinking and sexual harassment as either true or false. Hegseth instead robotically replied to each answer, "Anonymous smears," even after Kelly reminded him that he was specifically asking for an answer of either "True" or "False." What could explain the nominee's reluctance to directly state under oath that none of the alleged incidents took place, even as his answer attempted to imply as much? None of the Republican senators pulled on this thread. Their questions mostly consisted of talking points supporting Hegseth's preferred themes about wokeness ruining the military and the need to restore "lethality" in the military.

Senator Markwayne Mullin proved an exception to the general trend of evading uncomfortable topics. He came to Hegseth's defense by answering some of the hypothetical questions the nominee wouldn't touch. "How many senators have shown up drunk to vote at night?" he asked, addressing his colleagues. "Don't tell me you haven't seen it, because I know you have. And then how many senators do you know have gotten divorced for cheating on their wives?"

Perhaps realizing that he was not painting the nominee in the most flattering light, Mullin followed up with the incisive question, "Tell me something about your wife that you love." He even helpfully suggested that Hegseth mention her wonderful mothering of their children.

Meanwhile, Democrats on the panel complained that Hegseth had declined every offer to meet with them, solidifying the impression that he conceives of the position for which he has been nominated in purely partisan terms. They likewise complained that the Republican majority rejected their requests for a second round of questioning. Hegseth looked like a man who understood that the fix was in, and that all he had to do was run out the clock on the Democrats' allotted time while dodging their questions. So far, his calculation appears to have been correct.
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Should You Be Prepping for Trump?

Some liberals are stocking up on and freeze-drying food--and say that others should be too.

by Olga Khazan




Juli Gittinger keeps a bag packed with iodine pills and a machete. "It's good for getting through brush," she explained to me recently. Gittinger's mind churns with images of a future in which she might have to flee her home with just a backpack, bushwhacking her way through rural Georgia to safety. She has enough water in her house to last 30 days, and enough food to last 100 days.

Gittinger, a religious-studies professor at Georgia College, is a prepper, but unlike the stereotype that term commonly conjures--a bunker-bound, right-wing conspiracist--Gittinger is liberal. She began prepping after Donald Trump was elected in 2016. Among her prepping supplies are Plan B emergency contraceptive pills that she's bought ahead of Trump's second inauguration, in case his administration introduces new restrictions on reproductive health care.

Gittinger is representative of a small number of preppers who oppose Trump and who are gearing up for whatever disasters the next four years might bring. Across Reddit boards and Facebook groups, they are stocking up on and freeze-drying food--and say that others should be too.

Read: Why liberals struggle to cope with epochal change

Precise numbers on prepping are hard to come by, but the United States has likely millions of preppers of all political persuasions, says Michael Mills, a senior lecturer at Anglia Ruskin University, in the United Kingdom. Liberals make up a small percentage--about 15 percent, according to Mills. Like their conservative counterparts, liberal preppers are worried about the stability of the economy and the power grid, but unlike the conservatives, they also worry about climate-change-induced disasters and the potential that Trump will weaken America's security through foreign-policy snafus. Mills is skeptical that the number of liberal preppers has dramatically increased, but the moderators of several liberal-prepping forums told me they've seen a spike in interest and activity since Trump's reelection, in November. Several preppers I interviewed mentioned getting current on their vaccines, in case the new administration alters the rules for vaccine insurance coverage, or updating their passports, in case they feel they have to leave the country.

In addition to being a prepper herself, Gittinger has studied prepper groups and written about them in an academic book, American Apocalyptic. Starting in 2018, Gittinger surveyed several hundred liberal preppers (and a few conservatives) on Facebook. When she asked what got them into prepping, 31 of the 300-some respondents mentioned the election of Trump, and 35 mentioned "political anxieties." Among the calamities they feared would strike were both the politically driven--economic and societal collapse, an attack from a foreign power--and the completely random: a pandemic, a natural disaster. "The country is so divided that anything could ignite riots like we haven't seen before," one respondent told her.

Lots of Americans are doing some version of prepping for Trump's second term, even if they don't call it that. Some providers of Plan B and abortion pills say they noticed an increase in orders immediately after the election. The election prompted many to rush to buy electronics, cars, and other goods ahead of Trump's promised tariffs. Spending on vehicles, auto parts, and appliances rose in November, The Washington Post reported. Along with stocking up on food and water in anticipation of tariffs, Gittinger recently bought a new phone, and Zoe Higgins, another liberal prepper, bought a new car.

Genevra Hsu, a moderator of the Leftist Preppers subreddit, grew up learning survivalist techniques from her father, but she began prepping in earnest around 2013, when she moved to a rural area of Virginia. Some of her friends got into gardening, and she would give them tips. She now has six months of meals on hand--she does her own pressure-canning, dehydrating, and freezing. She's at high risk of complications from COVID, so when the pandemic started, the stores provided an "animal comfort that comes from knowing there's enough on the shelf that I don't have to go anywhere," she told me. Recently, she has started dehydrating and freezing powdered eggs in case of a bird-flu pandemic. On the subreddit, preppers discuss stocking up on toothpaste with fluoride, which Trump's chosen health secretary, Robert F. Kennedy Jr., opposes adding to tap water. They're buying up birth control and medical textbooks for treating vaccine-preventable diseases.

Read: What going 'wild on health' looks like

The line between prepping and emergency readiness is hazy. Indeed, some of the liberal preppers I interviewed seem more worried about act-of-God disasters such as hurricanes than a Handmaid's Tale-type dystopia. KC Davis, the author of How to Keep House While Drowning, moved to Houston after 2017's Hurricane Harvey and became concerned about flooding and losses of power. Now she keeps canned water, headlamps, thermal blankets, life jackets, rechargeable lanterns, and 30 days of emergency food on metal racks in her garage. She also has a generator, which fired up while we were talking.

In New Orleans, Higgins has a month's worth of freeze-dried spaghetti, beef stroganoff, chicken alfredo, and other meals. She's procured flashlights, headlamps, waterproof matches, fire starters, water-purification tablets, camping stoves, and propane tanks, along with something she calls a "bug-out binder" containing 400 pages of emergency checklists and instructions. Some preppers admit that the gear they've accumulated is less a preparation for a specific, Trump-related emergency and more a consequence of prepping gradually becoming a hobby, with ever more complicated gadgets for ever more outlandish scenarios. Among Gittinger's prep is a Faraday bag--a backpack that blocks electromagnetic signals, in which Gittinger keeps a spare phone and a computer--to be used in case of an extreme solar flare.

Over and over, liberal preppers told me that they differ from their conservative counterparts because they are less conspiracy-minded and more concerned with helping their community rather than only their immediate family. (Gittinger wouldn't need Plan B herself, but she bought it for other young women who might.) But like their right-wing counterparts, liberal preppers do tend to own guns, according to Gittinger: 121 of the 198 people who answered her survey question about weapons said they owned a firearm. Whom, exactly, they would use them against is less clear. "I think a lot of that is just out of a response to general uncertainty," Hsu told me.

Another major commonality between liberal and conservative preppers is a distrust of the government, a feeling that institutions won't help you if the worst comes to pass. For liberal preppers, this feeling has grown only more pronounced since the first Trump presidency. The rise of Trump, the fall of Roe v. Wade, and Republican victories in the states have given liberals the sense that they are on the ropes. "My general feeling, especially about Texas, is that there's not a lot of community safety-netting when it comes to emergencies," Davis says. "It feels like sort of every man for himself."

Her sentiment fits with what the pollster Kristen Soltis Anderson calls a "cross-partisan rise in distrust" of institutions. Republicans and Democrats now share similar levels of distrust of Congress and big business. Americans on both the left and the right feel unsupported; preppers are just doing something about it. "There's this common thread that I think unites preppers of all political persuasions, which is a lack of faith in political progress as a whole and a skepticism towards political leadership," Mills told me. Conservative preppers were once worried about Barack Obama, and liberals are most worried about climate disasters, but they both worry that the government doesn't have your back.

Jonathan Chait: How liberal America came to its senses

Some of my conversations with liberal preppers served as good reminders to buy bottled water and flashlights in case of a natural disaster, but some of them had an air of paranoia. Many of their worst-case scenarios seemed unlikely to ever take place. What are the odds that American citizens would actually be banned from international travel? What is the likelihood that Republicans would outlaw not just Plan B, but also birth control, which is used by 82 percent of reproductive-age women?

Then again, we live in outrageous times, during which a reality-TV host can become president, for the second time, after a failed coup attempt. That president picked another TV host to be in charge of the nation's defense. His chosen health secretary has urged parents to ignore the CDC guidelines for childhood vaccinations. Abortion is completely banned in 12 states. There really has been a global pandemic that shut down much of the world for years. There's a sense that literally anything can happen, so you'd better be prepared.

Gittinger pointed out that when the coronavirus pandemic broke out, she had N95 masks on hand. Who's too paranoid now?
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These Bizarre Theories About the L.A. Wildfires Endanger Everyone

Societies that scapegoat foreign powers for domestic problems erode their ability to solve those problems.

by Yair Rosenberg




There has been no shortage of explanations for the devastation wrought by the wildfires still burning across greater Los Angeles. Some commentators have argued that sclerotic local governance left the region unprepared to respond to such a large-scale disaster. Others have invoked the impact of climate change or the perils of the Santa Ana winds. And some have blamed the Ukrainians or Israel.

"We sent $250 billion to Ukraine," Charlie Kirk, the CEO of the conservative youth organization Turning Point USA, wrote on X. "And yet we can't get water to fight fires in California." The post received more than 100,000 likes and 10 million views, and was echoed by other pro-Donald Trump surrogates. "California is literally on fire right now so of course Biden gave Ukraine more money," quipped Not the Bee, a popular right-wing commentary site, in response to the administration announcing its final military-aid package this week.

Read: The particular horror of the Los Angeles wildfires

On the other side of the ideological spectrum, a similar discourse has unfolded--but with a different culprit. "Sorry America, your government couldn't afford water for fire hydrants and firefighting planes, they have to give billion of tax dollars to israel to kill innocent children in Gaza," declared the activist Mohamad Safa, who runs a human-rights organization accredited by the United Nations, in an X post that garnered some 150,000 likes and 2.9 million views. In response to an NBC report that L.A.'s fire chief had warned that budget cuts could harm "response to large-scale emergencies," the progressive commentator Mehdi Hasan appended this to the headline: "US spends a record $17.9 billion on military aid to Israel since last Oct. 7."

Similar attempts to export accountability abroad emerged after September's Hurricane Helene and are fast becoming a fixture of our post-disaster discourse. But whether left-coded or right-coded, such claims are equally misguided--and dangerous. California has the fifth-largest economy in the world, ranking ahead of the United Kingdom, India, and France. It is one of the wealthiest and highest-taxed states in America. Simply put, the federal government using a fraction of a percent of its $6.8 trillion budget for Ukraine and Israel is not why one of the richest state governments in the country was unprepared to deal with a very plausible emergency. Regardless of what one thinks of either conflict, they have nothing to do with what is transpiring in Los Angeles.

Read: The unfightable fire

Bizarre theories like these are damaging not just because they misconstrue the nature of American governance or assail overseas targets, but because they undermine our society's capacity to self-correct. In the aftermath of disaster, healthy communities ask themselves, What did we do wrong? Unhealthy ones ask, Who did this to us? Nations that externalize their internal issues lose the ability to address them. Blaming freeloading foreigners for the policy and governance failures that enabled the L.A. wildfires will not prevent future failures, but rather will allow the real causes of those failures to continue to fester.

For this reason, the historian Walter Russell Mead once warned that "an addiction to implausible conspiracy theories is a very strong predictor of national doom." When people pin their domestic problems on foreign scapegoats--whether Ukraine or Israel or another country--they erode any effort to genuinely confront those problems. Which means that those who spread these arguments don't just endanger their targets; they endanger us all.
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The Intellectual Rationalization for Annexing Greenland

Donald Trump's defenders have little choice but to cast his trolling as a clever geopolitical stratagem.

by Jonathan Chait




Donald Trump, for reasons no one fully apprehends, is preparing for his looming second term by talking like a 19th-century imperialist. At a press conference this week, he pointedly declined to rule out the use of military force to acquire Greenland and the Panama Canal, while insisting on renaming the Gulf of Mexico. He also has repeatedly alluded to a takeover of Canada, including using his social-media platform to share an imagined map of the United States consuming its neighbor to the north.

Rationalizing these statements in either moral or strategic terms is challenging. But the conservative columnist Dan McLaughlin is up to the task. "In fact, Trump is sending a message to the world and America's enemies: We're serious about protecting the Western Hemisphere--again," he writes. Trump, he explains, is shrewdly analyzing the strategic importance of the Panama Canal and Greenland and seeking to ward off Chinese influence, and is belittling the sovereign rights of American neighbors in order to scare them into cooperation. It's all quite strategic. If Metternich had had a social-media account, he probably would have been binge-posting fake images of a European map with a gigantic Austrian empire.

This is a now-familiar ritual in the Trump era. First, Trump says or does something so outrageous that any critic who dreamed it up beforehand would have been mocked as suffering from Trump Derangement Syndrome. Then his defenders either pretend it didn't happen, accuse the Democrats of having done the same thing, or reimagine Trump's position as something defensible.

Trump's cascade of threats has been too loud and insistent for No. 1. Even the most strained historical reading yields little suitable material for a whataboutist defense, making No. 2 a heavy lift. (Joe Biden's litany of gaffes lacks any military threats against American allies.) This leaves conservatives with no choice but door No. 3: casting Trump's trolling as a clever geopolitical stratagem.

Trump "starts a negotiation on his terms, starting with the most outlandish demands but with designs on a deal," McLaughlin writes admiringly. During the first Trump term, some conservatives likewise insisted that his threats to obliterate North Korea were the prelude to some tough dealmaking. The deal turned out to be that North Korea was permitted to continue developing its missile program, but Trump got a prized collection of flattering personalized letters from Kim Jong Un.

Jonathan Chait: The political logic of Trump's international threats

McLaughlin is a longtime hawk, so his current stance is unsurprising. More remarkable is the support that Trump's bout of unprovoked threats has gained from conservative thinkers who otherwise cast themselves as anti-interventionist. Michael Brendan Dougherty, who has written extensively about the failures of the Republican Party's hawkish faction, notes that the case for invading Greenland is not "sufficient" to outweigh its moral and diplomatic costs. Still, he can't quite bring himself to reject the notion. "I'm not a war-hawk expansionist," he said recently on a National Review podcast. "But I don't think it's a totally insane idea." Yes, he granted, "it would be an unjust, aggressive war." However, "it would be far less costly or dangerous than regime-changing Iran."

This is an interesting method for evaluating policy ideas: think of a much worse policy idea that is not an alternative, and ask whether it would be worse than that. Repealing the First Amendment might sound risky, but in comparison with, say, blowing up the moon, it seems downright prudent. (You may also recognize this form of reasoning from the periodic conservative argument that "Trump is less dangerous than Hitler.")

The journal Compact is one of those magazines that have popped up during the Trump era with an apparent, if unstated, mission of reverse-engineering an intellectual superstructure for his populist impulses. Compact's proprietary formula combines statist left-wing economic policy with social conservatism. And, although its authors don't agree on everything, it has been fairly insistent about noninterventionism as a foundational principle. The bread and butter of Compact's foreign-policy line is articles with headlines such as "No to Neoconservatism" and lamenting that Russia's invasion of Ukraine gave new life to American foreign-policy hawks. (You knew there had to be a downside somewhere.) Matthew Schmitz, one of the magazine's editors, has called for social conservatives to "cast off the ideology" of interventionism.

And yet, yesterday Compact published an essay celebrating Trump's imperialist ideology. (Headline: "The Future Belongs to America. So Should Greenland.") "Trump's promise to Make America Great Again begins with making America America again," Chris Cutrone writes. "Making Greenland and Canada American is part of this initiative." Greenland, he explains, is strategically valuable, so we should take it. Canada is "the most European part of the Western Hemisphere," and therefore deserving of geopolitical annihilation. The essay ends on this rousing note: "Approaching the quarter-millennium of the American Revolution, perhaps the borders of the Empire of Liberty are set to be revised again."

It seems paradoxical that anti-interventionist conservatives (and horseshoe-theory Marxists, in Cutrone's case) would be enthusiastic about naked imperialism, while even ultra-hawks such as John Bolton consider it bellicose and irresponsible. ("It shows Trump, again, not understanding the broader context that his remarks are made in, and the harmful consequences that this is having all across NATO right now," he told CNN.) The ideological through line appears to be that intervention is wrong when it's done to spread democracy (Iraq) or protect a democracy (Ukraine), but launching a war against a peaceful democratic ally is somehow reasonable.

The more likely explanation for this paradox is simply that the neoconservatives are the least loyal to Trump of all the conservative factions, and the anti-interventionists the most. And so if loyalty to Trump means developing reasons to favor threats against Mexico, Canada, Panama, and Greenland--none of which poses the slightest danger or was considered even vaguely hostile by Trump's allies until Trump thought to target them--then, by jingo, reasons will be found.
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Drop the Outrage Over Trump's Foreign-Policy Bluster

The way to deal with the bombast is by turning it against a leader who leads a movement that is actually deeply divided.

by Eliot A. Cohen




Donald Trump has had a remarkably vocal pre-presidency, particularly on foreign policy. Against the background of a no less astonishing silence from President Joe Biden, Trump has threatened to unleash hell on Hamas unless it cuts a deal with Israel before he is sworn in, mused about seizing the Panama Canal and Greenland, and advocated the annexation of Canada--not to mention that he has promised to end the war in Ukraine and inflict tariffs on friend and foe alike.

That Trump observes none of the foreign-policy decorum that presidents, let alone presidents-elect, are supposed to maintain should come as no surprise. We have long known that he has no filters; that he makes outlandish, boorish, menacing, ridiculous promises and threats.

It does not help, however, when the foreign-policy commentariat responds by shrieking in justifiable but futile outrage. It only gratifies Trump and that portion of his followers, who--like J. K. Rowling's Crabbe and Goyle, the followers of the malicious Draco Malfoy--derive an oafish satisfaction when their bullying leader upsets the good kids. Why give them the pleasure of getting visibly riled?

Jonathan Chait: The political logic of Trump's international threats

But it does make sense to figure out where these statements come from, and, more important, what consequences they may have. They are, on their face, absurd. There is nothing more that the United States can do to Hamas that the Israelis are not already doing--American troops would not help, and plenty of American bombs have been supplied to people who know the targets much better than the U.S. Air Force. Does Trump really plan to expose American soldiers to Latin American guerrillas, and the Panama Canal to almost certain sabotage, in an occupation? Would he really give Europe an opening to align against the United States in defense of what is, after all, a part of Denmark? As for Canada, we have been there before. In 1775, the rebellious colonies launched an invasion, declaring that the inhabitants would be "conquered into liberty," an infelicitous phrase if ever there was one, and during the War of 1812, we had another go. We got thoroughly whipped twice. Canadians are not as wimpy as we think, nor as peace-loving as they believe.

As Trump's former national security adviser H. R. McMaster has pointed out, during his first term, he hesitated to use force. So why does he say these belligerent things? For the pleasure of trolling the eminently trollable elites that he despises, no doubt, but there is more to it than that.

Part of Trump's modus operandi is throwing those around him off balance. He plays his own people off each other, he keeps friends and allies guessing to the end whether he will support them or not, and he wants possible opponents not to know what he will do next. The tactic is not uncommon, nor is it ineffective. It is also a way (in his mind) of setting up negotiations. In his business life as in his political life, Trump has never negotiated in good faith, does not believe in sticking to a deal (as his creditors know), and has always believed that the only defense is an unremitting offense.

That is a bad way to transact the nation's affairs internationally, because diplomacy relies more than many people realize on good faith and predictability--but then again, Trump does not understand that. He also does not care about the details of the deals he cuts, so long as they look big and beautiful.

Each of Trump's foreign-policy eruptions also contains a very small kernel of something real, which his whisperers may have shared with him. The United States has not, until now, loudly insisted that Hamas release the hostages, take safe passage for some of their leaders, and surrender. The rest of the world most certainly has not. Although the Biden administration periodically mentions the fact that some of those hostages are Americans, it has not made a big deal of it: Trump intends to.

It is a commonplace that our view of the world tends to form in our 20s. That, for Trump, would have been in the late 1960s, a time closer to the construction of the Panama Canal than to the present. Even during the '70s, the decision to hand the canal over to Panama met fierce opposition. And although Trump may be interested in getting deals for American shippers, it is reasonable to be anxious about the nature of Chinese infrastructure investments in the Canal Zone, given that the line between Chinese business and the Chinese government is blurry.

As for Greenland, a vast and important territory because of its strategic position and potential mineral wealth, its inhabitants have periodically made noises about independence from Denmark. There are only 57,000 Greenlanders, and the Chinese have been clever and aggressive in penetrating and corrupting the governments of islands with much larger populations than that. The United States tried to buy Greenland in 1867 and again in 1946 and considered it on other occasions as well. It is not a completely insane idea.

And Americans have periodically indulged in dreams of absorbing Canada. In addition to the two botched invasions, the United States and Great Britain came close to blows over American support for Canadian armed rebellions in 1837 and 1838, and the Fenian raids by Americans (including veterans of the Union army) in 1866 and 1870. William Seward, Lincoln's secretary of state, wanted Canada, and so have many others. The charming fortifications that tourists can enjoy on the Canadian side of the border in Ontario and Quebec were, let us remember, built to defend them from us, and they were still being built five years after the Civil War.

In short, these are all ridiculous proposals, but not 100 percent unhinged from reality. (Although, if today's Republican Party loathes wokery in all of its forms, why does it believe the United States would benefit from making adherents of the more toxic Canadian variant of wokeness into citizens?)

Robinson Meyer: Trump is thinking of buying a giant socialist island

There are, however, two real dangers in Trump's foreign-policy blither. The first is that sooner or later, he will need to be taken seriously, particularly because the world is a far more unstable and dangerous place than it was in his first term. It is already clear that Russian President Vladimir Putin does not take anything he says seriously--and indeed, Putin has had his television channels stick in the knife by showing nude pictures of the once and future first lady. Trump's lack of credibility could be dangerous.

The other may follow from what a German civil servant in 1934 referred to as "working towards the Fuhrer"--doing not what the leader has ordered, so much as what you believe he would like done. It has become a cliche that Trump's opponents take him literally but not seriously, and his supporters take him seriously but not literally. There will be those among the compromised individuals he will recruit into government, or MAGA-inspired officials and soldiers already there, who do both. And they may be inclined to do dangerous things.

The way to deal with the foreign-policy bombast is not so much through outrage as by turning it against a leader who is inconstant and leads a movement that is actually deeply divided. The Republican Party now has a more or less isolationist wing, and it would not hurt to call this promiscuous lack of restraint to its attention. Which is why, one hopes, Senator Rand Paul, among many others, will have to field persistent questions about just how much he supports the program of violent Trumpian foreign-policy twaddle.
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Trump Doesn't Believe Anything. That's Why He Wins.

Transactionalism is Trump's secret weapon.

by Yair Rosenberg




Last week, President-Elect Donald Trump nominated Morgan Ortagus, a longtime State Department official, to serve as a deputy special envoy for Middle East peace--and immediately undercut her. "Early on Morgan fought me for three years, but hopefully has learned her lesson," Trump wrote when he announced her hire on Truth Social. "These things usually don't work out, but she has strong Republican support, and I'm not doing this for me, I'm doing it for them."

It might seem bizarre for an executive to employ someone they consider at odds with their agenda. But there is a design behind this seeming dysfunction, and it reflects one of Trump's strengths: He is a nakedly transactional coalition leader with few, if any, core beliefs. This enables him to balance the demands of opposing constituencies without alienating them. Because Trump has few real commitments, he can take contradictory positions and appease rival factions--in this case, hiring a member of the GOP establishment that he has assailed as "freaks," "warmongers," and "neocons"--without paying a price for inconsistency. On the contrary, Trump's unapologetic amorality is a proven electoral asset that allows him to do things other politicians cannot.

Trump's transparent transactionalism permits him to assimilate the anti-vaccine support base of Robert F. Kennedy Jr. into his camp while simultaneously trumpeting the success of Operation Warp Speed, with both sides believing they can leverage the president-elect to their advantage. It enabled Trump to deliver anti-abortion Supreme Court justices for the religious right but then declare on the 2024 campaign trail that he wouldn't ban abortion--and to have voters believe him, because they rightly surmised that Trump genuinely doesn't care about the issue. In the same way, Trump was able to say that he recognized Jerusalem as Israel's capital "for the evangelicals" and then appeal to Dearborn, Michigan, as the "peace" candidate who might one day do something for Muslims.

Read: The real reason Trump picked Mike Huckabee as ambassador to Israel

On most issues, Trump has no principles, and even on subjects where it seems like he might--such as China--he has shown remarkable flexibility, as when he moved to ban TikTok in his first term but then about-faced after one of the platform's chief investors became a top donor. Because Trump believes nothing, he holds out the tantalizing prospect that he could do anything, and many people are willing to take him up on the offer.

Such overt double-dealing allows Trump to manage the many contradictions of his coalition by giving something to everyone: evangelical Zionists and Muslim anti-Zionists; Jewish conservatives and anti-Semitic white nationalists; devout Christians and libertine Barstool bros; elite Silicon Valley moguls and working-class union members. Outsiders look at Trump's supporters and see an unruly rabble riven with irreconcilable tensions. But they miss what makes the entire operation tick.

By contrast, Democrats and most traditional politicians sell everything they do under a banner of moral conviction and coherence, which makes deviations from ideology hard to countenance, difficult to sell to the base, and unconvincing to the people they're meant to reach. Vice President Kamala Harris was dogged throughout her decidedly moderate 2024 campaign by past progressive stances precisely because voters expected her positions to be consistent and reflect a principled worldview. As a result, she reaped the worst of both worlds: The left was disappointed in her defections from orthodoxy even while many swing voters did not buy them.

Likewise, presidential candidates such as Mitt Romney and John Kerry were branded as flip-floppers for their shifts on key issues such as abortion and the Iraq War. Successful politicians avoid this fate by presenting their policy pirouettes as authentic "evolution," but thanks to his unabashed reputation as a self-interested cynic in it for his own advantage, Trump is relieved of the need to even pretend.

Read: Why Kamala Harris's politics are so hard to pin down

Of course, we demand moral consistency from our politicians for a reason. A politics empty of principle, in which everything is for sale, breeds corruption and public nihilism about the ability of democracy to deliver on its promises. That said, today's politicians might take a less corrosive lesson from Trump: that there is value in honestly acknowledging the compromises inherent in governance rather than concealing them behind a mask of sanctimony that will inevitably slip. Balancing competing interests is what politics is about. The problems arise when those trade-offs are made in service of the leader, not the people.

Regardless of whether Trump's mercenary approach to politics is good for the country, it has undoubtedly been good for him. Ironically, after failing as a businessman in Atlantic City, the president-elect has finally succeeded in creating a casino at the White House where everyone wants in on the action.
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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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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




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

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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        Gershom Gorenberg

        Israel and Hamas have reached a hostage-release and cease-fire agreement, offering a measure of relief and hope to the region. But the deal brings no certain closure to the catastrophic Gaza war. It does not guarantee an end to the fighting, a full release of the Israeli hostages, or a lasting political solution for Gaza.For Israelis, joy at the return of some of the hostages is tempered by trepidation about the fate of the rest. The deal provides for a six-week cease-fire, during which 33 Israel...

      

      
        Israel Never Defined Its Goals
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        A good deal is one in which everyone walks away happy or everyone walks away mad. The moods must match. By this standard, the deal between Israel and Hamas is good but not great: Both groups are relishing what they are getting, and choking a bit on what they have given up. Israel is choking more than Hamas. There will be scenes of jubilation and triumph from Gazans and Israelis, and efforts by both sides' leadership to spin the Gaza war as a victory. But for Israel and Gaza, the past 15 months ha...
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        Let us now praise Donald Trump. It's hard for me not to choke on that phrase. But it was his bluster--his demand that Hamas release its remaining hostages before his inauguration, or else "all hell will break out"--that effectively ushered in a cease-fire, the beginning of the end of the Gaza war.  Although honesty requires crediting Trump, his success was not the product of magical powers or an indictment of Biden-administration diplomacy. Trump's splenetic threats injected urgency into flounderin...

      

      
        Trump Made the Gaza Cease-Fire Happen
        Yair Rosenberg

        Today, after 15 months of brutal war, Israel and Hamas agreed to a deal to secure the release of Israeli hostages and the cessation of hostilities in Gaza. The agreement's first six weeks will see Israel withdraw from much of the enclave and release hundreds of Palestinian prisoners, including convicted mass murderers, in exchange for Hamas releasing 33 captive Israelis--some living, some dead. Should everything proceed according to plan, subsequent negotiations would assure the release of the rem...
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After reviewing more than 3,000 entries in 11 categories from photographers around the world, the judges of this year's "Life in Another Light" biannual infrared-photography competition recently made their top picks. Contest organizer Kolari Vision was kind enough to share some of the top an...

      

      
        No More Mr. Tough Guy on China
        Michael Schuman

        Updated at 2:45 p.m. ET on January 15, 2025Talking tough about China has been a hallmark of Donald Trump's political career. But now, with his second administration only days away, he appears to be prioritizing Big Business's interests in his China policy--even to the possible detriment of U.S. national security.These are early days, of course, and Trump's position is subject to change. But the very nature of his political coalition looks likely to prevent him from taking a hard-line approach towa...
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        The Iranian presidency seems to be a cursed position. Of the eight men who have held it before the current president, five eventually found themselves politically marginalized after their term finished. Two others fell to violent deaths in office (a bomb attack in 1981, a helicopter crash in 2024). The only exception is Ali Khamenei, who went on to become the supreme leader.Hassan Rouhani, Iran's centrist president from 2013 to 2021, could be poised to break the spell and stage a political comeba...
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        Phillips Payson O'Brien

        For the past three years, Russia has used missiles and drones to locate and destroy vital infrastructure in Ukraine--power plants, dams, electrical-transmission lines. Everyone understands that these attacks are acts of war, no matter how steadfastly President Vladimir Putin describes them as part of a "special military operation." When Russia targets other European neighbors, though, the West resorts to its own euphemisms to avoid directly acknowledging what Putin is doing.    Last month, the und...

      

      
        The Consensus on Havana Syndrome Is Cracking
        Shane Harris

        Two years ago, U.S. intelligence analysts concluded, in unusually emphatic language, that a mysterious and debilitating ailment known as "Havana syndrome" was not the handiwork of a foreign adversary wielding some kind of energy weapon. That long-awaited finding shattered an alternative theory embraced by American diplomats and intelligence officers, who said they had been victims of a deliberate, clandestine campaign by a U.S. adversary, probably Russia, that left them disabled, struggling with ...
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        Charles A. Kupchan

        As he sat in prison in 1930, at the opening of a fateful decade, the Italian anti-fascist Antonio Gramsci wrote: "The crisis consists precisely in the fact that the old is dying and the new cannot be born; in this interregnum a great variety of morbid symptoms appear."The world is now in a Gramscian interregnum. The old order--Pax Americana--is breaking down. Electorates across the West are in revolt as the industrial era's social contract has given way to the socioeconomic insecurity of the digita...
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A Gaza Deal Closed, but No Closure

The cease-fire agreement between Israel and Hamas is no guarantee of peace.

by Gershom Gorenberg




Israel and Hamas have reached a hostage-release and cease-fire agreement, offering a measure of relief and hope to the region. But the deal brings no certain closure to the catastrophic Gaza war. It does not guarantee an end to the fighting, a full release of the Israeli hostages, or a lasting political solution for Gaza.

For Israelis, joy at the return of some of the hostages is tempered by trepidation about the fate of the rest. The deal provides for a six-week cease-fire, during which 33 Israeli hostages will come home--some alive, some for burial--in exchange for the release of a much larger number of Palestinian prisoners held by Israel. A second stage of negotiations will then begin, to include the return of the remaining 65 hostages in Gaza and a lasting cease-fire. The success of those talks is just one of the questions the current deal leaves open.

Another is why the agreement wasn't reached months ago. The framework appears to be the same one--"but for a few small nuances," the Israeli ex-cabinet minister and former general Gadi Eisenkot said in a radio interview yesterday--that President Joe Biden presented last spring. Had both parties agreed to these terms then, thousands of Gazans might still be alive, and the recent destruction in the northern Gaza Strip could have been averted. At least eight Israeli hostages--including Hersh Goldberg-Polin, the best-known--might have survived, along with more than 100 Israeli soldiers.

So why was the agreement reached only now? The most significant development in recent days appears to be Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's new urgency. This week, unlike in May, he pressed the leaders of his coalition's two resistant, far-right parties to accept a hostage agreement. One new element is Donald Trump. The president-elect demanded a hostage deal before his inauguration, promising that there would be "hell to pay" otherwise. He sent his own envoy, Steven Witkoff, to Qatar, where the indirect negotiations were taking place. Witkoff went from Qatar to Israel on Saturday and insisted on having a meeting with the prime minister on the afternoon of the Jewish sabbath--a violation of Israeli protocol rudely designed to remind Netanyahu who was the vassal and who was the suzerain.

Israeli government and military sources have tried to explain the timing of the deal to national media outlets by pointing to the death of Hamas's leader Yahya Sinwar in October; the defeats suffered by its Lebanese ally, Hezbollah; and the devastation of northern Gaza. But the purpose of this account largely appears to be presenting the agreement as the fruit of Israel's military success--rather than a sharp change of course under pressure. In reality, Hamas managed to sustain its war of attrition despite being weakened.

Read: Sinwar's death changes nothing

Meanwhile, Netanyahu's willingness to pursue a deal is a major reversal. Last summer, he reportedly stymied progress toward a cease-fire by raising new conditions, which infuriated his then-defense minister, Yoav Gallant. (The dispute was one reason Netanyahu dismissed Gallant in November.)

The Israeli right, which assumed that Trump's bluster was aimed only at Hamas, is in shock. One clue as to what Trump may have threatened--or promised--the prime minister has come from leaks about Netanyahu's talks with his finance minister, Bezalel Smotrich. The leader of the far-right Religious Zionist Party, Smotrich is a prominent patron of West Bank settlement. In a meeting between the two on Sunday, Netanyahu reportedly told Smotrich that "we must not harm relations with the Trump administration," and explained that Trump would help with the government's designs for "Judea and Samaria"--apparently referring to plans to expand West Bank settlement construction.

That promise did not satisfy Smotrich's party. After a meeting of its Knesset members today, the party demanded a commitment from Netanyahu that he resume the war "after completion of the first stage of the deal." This, it said, was "a condition for the party remaining in the [ruling] coalition and the government." As of this writing, Netanyahu has not responded.

While the ultimatum is unlikely to scuttle the deal immediately, it underlines a central question: whether the first stage will lead to an agreement on the next one and a lasting cease-fire. The previous agreement, in November 2023, furnished only a pause. This one could be similar--a six-week hiatus, after which the fighting and destruction resume, while the rest of the hostages remain in Gaza.

A more lasting settlement would require political arrangements in Gaza that Netanyahu has so far studiously avoided discussing. Gaza needs a new Palestinian governing authority, with its own forces or foreign troops capable of keeping the peace. Without that, Hamas will almost certainly resume control in the shattered territory after Israeli troops pull out--and this war will have been just one particularly destructive round of fighting, but not the last. Israel should have been working with the United States, Egypt, the United Arab Emirates, and the Palestinian Authority in the West Bank to create the framework for a new government in Gaza from the very beginning of this conflict. Instead, by failing to define a policy for Gaza's future, the Netanyahu government turned the war into a highway to nowhere.

Yair Rosenberg: Trump made the Gaza cease-fire happen

Netanyahu's far-right partners have pledged to reverse the 2005 Israeli withdrawal from Gaza and resume Israeli settlement there. Netanyahu has not endorsed that goal, but he has opposed any governing role for the Palestinian Authority in Gaza, despite the fact that foreign partners consider its inclusion essential. Outgoing Secretary of State Antony Blinken emphasized as much in a speech on Tuesday.

For the second stage of the deal to succeed--for the war to end and for the remaining hostages to come home--both Hamas and the Israeli government will have to face the complex problem of Gaza's future. Anyone who wants an end to the agony of the past 15 months must conjure up at least a quarter measure of hope. But best to hold off on any celebrations until a final deal is reached.
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Israel Never Defined Its Goals

When I talked with Israeli national-security officials last year, the most realistic of them spoke of Gaza's future as resembling the West Bank today.

by Graeme Wood




A good deal is one in which everyone walks away happy or everyone walks away mad. The moods must match. By this standard, the deal between Israel and Hamas is good but not great: Both groups are relishing what they are getting, and choking a bit on what they have given up. Israel is choking more than Hamas. There will be scenes of jubilation and triumph from Gazans and Israelis, and efforts by both sides' leadership to spin the Gaza war as a victory. But for Israel and Gaza, the past 15 months have been a miserable failure, and from the perspective of negotiation, the only good news is that both sides taste some of the bitterness.

No hostages have been freed yet, and the cease-fire doesn't start until Sunday, so all reports so far remain speculative and optimistic. The terms resemble those leaked over the past week. Israel will release a large number of Palestinian prisoners. Hamas will release in tranches the remaining hostages, living and dead, whom it seized on October 7, 2023. Nearly 100 remain. The two sides will stop fighting for 42 days, with the aim (again, speculative) of making that cease-fire permanent and ending the war. The unaccounted-for Israeli hostages include civilians, among them the Bibas children, who were nine months old and 4 years old when they were kidnapped from Kibbutz Nir Oz, after the slaughter of their grandparents.

Hamas's failure even to acknowledge whether these children are alive, or to allow welfare checks by the Red Crescent, has done much to convince Israelis that negotiation with the group is pointless. Why talk with someone too sadistic to let you know whether they have shot a baby or fed him? Taking civilian hostages is a war crime, and negotiating with a group that brags about taking them is more like negotiating with the Joker than with Nelson Mandela. The act of kidnapping a child is particularly taxing on one's moral imagination. It's no surprise that negotiations have faltered so far. Negotiating demands trust, and it's hard to trust someone who snatched a baby.

Franklin Foer: How Netanyahu misread his relationship with Trump

From the beginning of the war, Israel has struggled to define its goals--in part because it is, as a country, so divided about its nature and purpose that any real goal articulated would be unsatisfactory to a large portion of its population. It was left instead with reassuring but vague slogans. "Free the hostages" was a defensible one from the start--the objective was just, and within Israel's rights--but it concealed many harder strategic questions. What if freeing the hostages involved freeing murderers and terrorists from Israeli prisons? Evidently it does. What if their freedom was conditional on letting Hamas survive and rule Gaza?

Evidently it is. Gaza is wrecked, and tens of thousands of its people are dead. But Hamas is still the only armed force likely to rule Gaza when Israel withdraws. If the intention is to end the war, then the war will end with Hamas bloodied but unbowed. Israel estimates that only two of Hamas's battalions remain intact, but the analyst Seth Frantzman, a professional Bad News Bear on this topic, has listed the evidence that perhaps a dozen battalions' worth of Hamas fighters have survived. Moreover, the plans for a post-Hamas Gaza amount to squat. For more than a year, Israel and its allies have been pondering a role for the Palestinian Authority, or the Gulf States, or Egypt in providing security forces in a post-Hamas Gaza. I wonder about the mental health of those proposing this option. Are these security forces in the room with us right now? So far there is no prospect that any such group will materialize, or that anyone will want to send soldiers into a rubble-strewn urban combat zone, to contend with Hamas fighters who are themselves reluctant to disarm.

Hamas will celebrate this deal, because it will survive, and by its survival it will demonstrate the failure of the other slogan Israel adopted, which was "Destroy Hamas." That slogan, too, was easy and just. But like "Free the hostages," it left all the big questions unanswered, and looming ahead of it like thunderclouds. The first question was whether Israel was willing to inflict collateral civilian casualties, and absorb military casualties, at a level that experts thought would be necessary to accomplish its goal. This question is partially answered: Israel has by its own account inflicted many civilian casualties, and taken remarkably few military casualties of its own. (Before the war, analysts predicted thousands of Israeli soldiers dead in tunnel-clearing operations.)

The second question about the slogan was whether Hamas's "destruction" meant what it seemed to mean. When Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu used it, it sounded a lot like eradication, so that Hamas would cease to exist in any form, the way ETA and the Red Army Faction have. It would lose and close up shop, without even maintaining a token website or leaving a masked dead-ender broadcasting from a basement somewhere. The other possible interpretation of destroy would be merely to destroy Hamas's ability to perpetrate another attack like October 7. The latter, reduced version of the slogan offered a better chance of success. But it is also less satisfying, and no longer fits on a bumper sticker.

When I talked with Israeli national-security officials last year, the most realistic of them spoke of Gaza's future as resembling the West Bank today. The Palestinian population would live unhappily, but under the day-to-day administration of a Palestinian government. Israel would go in regularly on missions to kill or capture Hamas members. This vision is consistent with the more limited version of Israel's goal for Hamas: to reduce it to a permanent but manageable problem. A cease-fire in Gaza, as of right now, will leave Hamas in power at a level well beyond manageable for Israel. It will probably postpone large-scale fighting rather than end it for good.

There has always been one further Israeli goal--less often articulated publicly, but shared by most Israelis and certainly by their government. That is to establish regret among Gazans for the October 7 attacks, and deterrence for future ones. Deterrence means asking Hamas, Do you enjoy the fruits of your actions? It means asking Gazans, Are you willing to accept what Hamas has dragged you into? The most distressing thing about this hostage deal is that Gazans might regret the results of the October 7 attack, but Hamas is still celebrating it. Hamas is a military organization; militaries fight, and Hamas just fought a better-armed opponent to a draw.

Yair Rosenberg: Trump made the Gaza cease-fire happen

Tempering this enthusiasm is a downward trend in its allies' fortunes. In the days after October 7, Israel was skittish and concerned, because it looked possible that Hezbollah would take advantage of the country's post-raid shock to enter the war from the north. It was not obvious that Israel, having failed to defend itself against an attack in the south, could withstand a much more formidable one in the north. After Israel's largely successful war with Hezbollah at the end of last year, and the downfall of Bashar al-Assad in Syria, Israel has removed, at least temporarily, two major potential distractions. Hamas now knows that it has Israel's undivided attention--and that prospect may have motivated it to consider offers of negotiation that it rejected months ago.

In the end, the most promising aspect of the deal is that it breaks a streak of nearly a year, during which the war in Gaza went on and on, without any clearly articulated end point or plan. Israel fought Hamas and degraded it. But fighting is a tool rather than an objective; a cease-fire at least gives civilians on both sides a spell of relief, and a moment to pause and figure out what they want out of what comes next.
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How Netanyahu Misread His Relationship With Trump

The cease-fire in Gaza reflects another triumph for Donald Trump and shows Benjamin Netanyahu who's boss.

by Franklin Foer




Let us now praise Donald Trump. It's hard for me not to choke on that phrase. But it was his bluster--his demand that Hamas release its remaining hostages before his inauguration, or else "all hell will break out"--that effectively ushered in a cease-fire, the beginning of the end of the Gaza war.

Although honesty requires crediting Trump, his success was not the product of magical powers or an indictment of Biden-administration diplomacy. Trump's splenetic threats injected urgency into floundering talks. And by allowing his envoy Steven Witkoff to coordinate with the Biden administration, the incoming president left Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu with an acute sense of isolation.

Over the course of Netanyahu's long reign, he has transformed his nation's foreign policy. For much of its history, the Jewish state cultivated bipartisan support in the United States. Netanyahu trashed that tradition; for his own domestic purposes, he has provoked spats with Democratic presidents, bolstering his reputation among his right-wing base. At the same time, he tethered himself to the Republican Party.

As the Gaza war began to meander--and as it became clear that Israel would never achieve the "total victory" that he promised--Netanyahu dipped into this old playbook. In a video he released last June, he accused Biden of denying Israel the munitions that it needed to win the war. That charge was arguably slanderous, given the large sums of money that the United States had spent on arming Israel.

Although that strategy advanced his career, it had an obvious flaw. Because of Netanyahu's lockstep partnership with the Republicans, he is beholden to the whims of the leader of that party. Once Trump emphatically expressed his desire to end the war, Netanyahu was stuck. To cross the incoming president would risk losing the most important pillar of Israel's foreign support.

Read: Trump made the Gaza cease-fire happen

Some American observers assumed that Netanyahu wanted to extend the war into Trump's term, during which he would have the Republican president's permission to behave however he liked. These were, after all, like-minded politicians. But that assessment misread the Netanyahu-Trump dynamic.

Over the past four years, Netanyahu clearly has had reason to feel insecure about his relationship with Trump. Trump reportedly abhorred the fact that Netanyahu called Joe Biden to congratulate him on winning the 2020 presidential election. By acknowledging Biden's victory, Netanyahu flunked the fundamental Trumpist loyalty test. (As Trump fumed about the episode to Axios's Barak Ravid, he declared, "Fuck him.") After October 7, Trump cast blame on the Israeli prime minister for failing to foresee the attack. Given this history, and all the anxieties it must surely provoke, Netanyahu was desperate to deliver for Trump, days before his inauguration, at the height of his prestige.

After months of diplomatic futility, Biden was shrewd to allow Trump and Witkoff to serve as the front men for the talks. Rather than clinging territorially to the office during his last days in power, or invoking cliches about how there's one president at a time, he invited his successor into an ad hoc coalition in which they operated in sync, sharing the same strategy and applying combined pressure. This moment will be remembered as an atavistic flourish of bipartisan foreign policy, but it also makes me think about Antony Blinken's eyes.

When I traveled with the secretary of state to the Middle East, and the lights of television cameras pointed at his face, I saw the toils of shuttle diplomacy in the bulging bags beneath his eyes. For months, protesters camped outside his suburban-Virginia house. They hurled red paint at his wife's car while he kept returning to the region in the hopes of brokering a deal. Indeed, it was those months of excruciating, energetic negotiation that yielded the substance of an agreement, the gritty details of peace. That hard work should be at the center of the narrative, and maybe someday it will be, but right now it feels like a footnote.

On the left, plenty of Biden's critics are now crowing. Many of those who hate "Genocide Joe" have always claimed that Trump would be better for the Palestinian cause, or perhaps just as bad, which justified a desire to punish Biden's Zionism electorally. Now that strange faith in Trump will be tested, because the coming diplomacy will be even harder than ending the war. Hamas remains a fact of life in Gaza. For the time being, it's the government there, and it has every incentive to remain an armed force. Reconstructing the Strip, rescuing it from dangerous anarchy, will require somehow navigating around that fact. I doubt that Trump cares deeply about the future of Gaza, or that he has the patience to maneuver through the tangle of complexities. But if he does, I will be the first to praise him.
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Trump Made the Gaza Cease-Fire Happen

But not for the reasons he or Biden's critics say

by Yair Rosenberg




Today, after 15 months of brutal war, Israel and Hamas agreed to a deal to secure the release of Israeli hostages and the cessation of hostilities in Gaza. The agreement's first six weeks will see Israel withdraw from much of the enclave and release hundreds of Palestinian prisoners, including convicted mass murderers, in exchange for Hamas releasing 33 captive Israelis--some living, some dead. Should everything proceed according to plan, subsequent negotiations would assure the release of the remaining Israeli hostages and the reconstruction of Gaza in the deal's second and third stages.

Given the precarious nature of the deal's phased structure, the matter is far from settled, despite the headlines and handshakes. The accord must also still be ratified by the Israeli cabinet. If that happens, the ensuing weeks will be traumatic, as returning Gazan refugees discover whether their homes are still standing, and the families of Israel's hostages discover whether their loved ones are still alive.

The tentative agreement is nonetheless a victory for the foreign-policy teams of Presidents Joe Biden and Donald Trump, who worked in tandem with regional partners Qatar and Egypt to bring it about. The terms largely echo a proposal laid out by Biden himself in May 2024, but the incoming president dragged the parties over the finish line. What changed was not Washington's general orientation toward the conflict. Far from turning up the heat on Israel, Trump telegraphed a further embrace of its positions during his 2024 campaign, repeatedly attacking Biden for restricting arms sales to Israel. But this posture may have helped deliver both sides: Hamas could reasonably surmise that it would not get a better deal during Trump's presidency, while Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's hard-right government likely acceded to the arrangement in order to stay in the new leader's good graces as he assumed office.

Eliot A. Cohen: Cancel the foreign-policy apocalypse

The Israeli far right, whose lawmakers hold the margin of power in Netanyahu's coalition, had previously threatened to collapse the government should a deal be reached without Hamas fully vanquished from Gaza. But amid Trump's return, the radicals have their eyes on bigger prizes, such as the annexation of the West Bank--which the Palestinians claim for their future state--and are loath to forgo such opportunities. For this reason, they will likely vote against the cease-fire but leave Netanyahu in power, allowing him to enact it.

Put another way, it's not that Trump had a stick with which to beat Israel that Biden didn't have; it's that his presidency holds out the prospect of carrots that Biden would never offer. It was less the president-elect's pressure than his potential promise that brought the Israeli far right onside. With Trump, everything is a transaction, and for his would-be suitors--not just Israel, but also Hamas's sponsors in Qatar--the Gaza cease-fire is a down payment.

Samer Sinijlawi: My hope for Palestine

On the Palestinian side, the deal marks a momentary if Pyrrhic triumph for an eviscerated Hamas, which will get to claim that it outlasted the Israeli army and parade some of the released prisoners through the streets of Gaza. But with its leaders killed and its territory devastated, the group will have little to celebrate or to show for its atrocities on October 7. The terrorist organization may continue to impose its will by force, but it is deeply unpopular in its own backyard, according to recent polls.

Meanwhile, with Hamas chief Yahya Sinwar dead, Lebanon's Hezbollah decimated, Syria's pro-Iran regime overthrown, and Iran's so-called Axis of Resistance shattered, Netanyahu has a plausible claim to victory, should the deal hold. And if it doesn't, or should Hamas prove insufficiently forthcoming in negotiations over the remaining hostages, he has a new American president in office who may happily underwrite a return to hostilities.

The guns might mercifully fall silent for now, but if history is any indication, the long war between Israel and Hamas will continue, in one form or another.
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            After reviewing more than 3,000 entries in 11 categories from photographers around the world, the judges of this year's "Life in Another Light" biannual infrared-photography competition recently made their top picks. Contest organizer Kolari Vision was kind enough to share some of the top and winning images below.
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                [image: A dilapidated and abandoned stone building stands in a rolling field, with the surrounding grass appearing orange in color.]
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                [image: Patches on several lichen-covered stones glow under ultraviolet light, with the Milky Way stretching across the night sky above.]
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                [image: An egret sits in a treetop, surrounded by pink-colored leaves.]
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                [image: Deer graze in a meadow; the surrounding foliage is pinkish-colored.]
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                [image: An elevated view of a mountain fjord, with the trees and grasses colored reddish-pink]
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                [image: A small tree-covered island stands in an alpine lake. The trees and bushes have an orangey-red color.]
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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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No More Mr. Tough Guy on China

Trump's relations with corporate titans seem to have softened his hard line.

by Michael Schuman




Updated at 2:45 p.m. ET on January 15, 2025

Talking tough about China has been a hallmark of Donald Trump's political career. But now, with his second administration only days away, he appears to be prioritizing Big Business's interests in his China policy--even to the possible detriment of U.S. national security.

These are early days, of course, and Trump's position is subject to change. But the very nature of his political coalition looks likely to prevent him from taking a hard-line approach toward China. The corporate titans in his camp--most of all, Tesla founder Elon Musk--have major financial interests in China. They could try to use their influence to restrain Trump and the China hawks on his team, such as his choice for secretary of state, Marco Rubio, from actions that might threaten those investments.

Striking the right balance between security and business is admittedly tricky. Left to themselves, many American CEOs would likely sell equipment and technology to China, or make investments in Chinese firms, that could help Beijing upgrade its military capabilities and high-tech industries. In trying to prevent this, Washington could wind up depriving U.S. companies of innocuous opportunities in the world's second-largest economy. President Joe Biden attempted to resolve this dilemma by putting some restrictions on American companies' interactions and investments in China, but specifically targeting the technologies that are most vital to U.S. security, such as advanced chips and artificial intelligence.

Key Republicans around Trump seem to believe that these curbs went too far. Last month, amid the late scramble to avert a government shutdown, House Republicans dropped a provision from the spending bill that aimed to toughen restrictions on U.S. investment in China. Jim McGovern, a Democratic representative, asserted that Musk used his influence to scuttle the original budget deal in order to get that China provision excised. Musk "got what he wanted," McGovern posted on X. "The ability to sell out the U.S. so he could make money in China." Whether or not that was Musk's intent--he criticized the House for spending too much--the provision's removal cleared a potential hurdle for U.S. companies that want to expand their investments in China.

That decision is part of a pattern. A week later, Trump asked the Supreme Court to stop the impending ban on the Chinese-owned social-media platform TikTok. Congress had passed a law mandating the ban in 2024, out of concern that the Chinese government could pressure the app's Beijing-based parent company, ByteDance, to cough up the data it collects about American citizens. The law gave ByteDance a chance to save TikTok by divesting its stake in the app, but that never happened. As president in 2020, Trump similarly sought to ban TikTok or force ByteDance to sell the app's U.S. business. Now Trump's legal team suggests that shutting down TikTok would infringe on free speech.

Read: Has Trump gone soft on China?

But the flip-flop may be motivated by a less idealistic purpose. Perhaps Trump now sees TikTok as a valuable tool for self-promotion. More ominous, Trump's TikTok turnaround (at least in public) happened to coincide with a meeting he had with a billionaire donor early last year: Jeff Yass is the co-founder of a financial firm, Susquehanna International Group, that is a shareholder in ByteDance and stands to lose from a TikTok ban. Trump has said that the two men didn't discuss the company.

Democratic Representative Raja Krishnamoorthi, a co-author of the TikTok bill, suggested to me that he does not think such concerns are unrelated to Trump's change of heart. "My Republican colleagues tell me it's because of one or two donors on his side who have basically tried to persuade him to undo the law," Krishnamoorthi said. But he noted that the only way Trump can unwind the legislation is to "come back to Congress," where the law was approved with bipartisan support.

Trump appears to be watering down his plan for tariffs on China as well. During the presidential campaign, he pledged to impose duties of 60 percent on Chinese imports. Shortly after the election in November, he changed that to 10 percent, presumably on top of existing tariffs. This reduction (if it is indeed Trump's final plan) would benefit the American economy. The extremely high duty Trump originally proposed would have wreaked havoc on supply chains and raised prices on everyday necessities for American households, given how many of these the United States still imports from China. And if Trump slaps higher tariffs on other countries that produce low-cost imports--say, Mexico--he may actually help China, because U.S. companies will choose to keep their manufacturing there instead.

Chinese leaders have been trying to woo wary American investors back into Beijing's struggling economy, and they would surely welcome a softer stance from Washington. For his part, Trump seems to believe that he can work with Chinese leader Xi Jinping. He even invited Xi to his inauguration (Xi is not expected to attend but may send a high-level envoy to represent him). Earlier this month, Trump said that the two are already communicating through their aides (China's Foreign Ministry did not confirm this).

Trump's apparent softening puts U.S. interests at risk. Relations between the United States and China have deteriorated since Trump left the White House in 2021; Xi has become even more hostile toward Washington, and he is unlikely to waver from economic, security, and foreign policies designed to counter American global power. Among these are enormous government subsidies to Chinese industry and efforts to undermine the current world order. In a speech published in a recent issue of the Chinese Communist Party's top ideological journal, Xi expressed his contempt for the West in especially harsh terms: "Many Western countries find themselves increasingly in difficulty, largely because they cannot curb the greedy nature of capital or address the deep-rooted maladies of materialism and spiritual emptiness," Xi said.

The timing of the speech's publication--two years after Xi delivered it and three weeks before Trump's inauguration--could be a warning to the incoming president. Xi may be more implacable and willing to retaliate against Trump this time around. "History has repeatedly proven that striving for security through struggle brings genuine security, while seeking security through weakness and concession ultimately leads to insecurity," he said in the speech.

American tycoons, including Musk, could become Xi's targets. When Trump imposed tariffs on China during his first administration, Beijing generally limited its response to tit-for-tat duties and curbs on U.S. imports. Now the Chinese government is signaling that it could go after American companies more aggressively. In December, Chinese authorities launched an antitrust probe into the U.S. AI chip giant Nvidia. Three months earlier, China's Commerce Ministry threatened to bar PVH, which owns the Calvin Klein and Tommy Hilfiger brands, from doing business in the country. The American apparel firm had offended Beijing by abiding by a U.S. regulation--one that prohibits importing cotton from the Xinjiang region, where China is alleged to be using forced labor.

Read: The global outrage machine skips the Uyghurs

Tesla could easily be next. Musk and other business leaders know this and may see it as a reason to press Trump to go easy on China. But what's good for profits could be bad for national security and undermine America's technological advantage. An incoming U.S. president who puts his rich backers above the national interest would surely prove Xi correct about American greed causing American decline.



This article originally stated that Trump pledged to impose duties of 50 percent on Chinese imports during his campaign. In fact, he pledged to impose duties of 60 percent. 
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Justin Trudeau's Performative Self-Regard

The Canadian leader made progressivism his brand--and ended up looking like a hypocrite.

by David Frum




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


Updated at 11:23 a.m. ET on January 15, 2025

The Liberal Party has held power in Canada for 68 of the past 100 years. That record is a testament to the party's pragmatism and prudence. A satirist once mocked William Lyon Mackenzie King, the most enduring of Liberal prime ministers, for supposedly believing: "Do nothing by halves which can be done by quarters." Not all the Liberal leaders were as very cautious as King, but almost all of them absorbed his lesson: Don't overdo things.

Until recently, the Liberals rarely deviated from King's guidance. The one major exception occurred during the prime ministership of Pierre Elliott Trudeau, Justin Trudeau's father. In 1980, the elder Trudeau was returned to office after a brief spell in opposition. The previous year, the Iranian revolution had caused a geopolitical crisis that spiked oil prices worldwide. The elder Trudeau convinced himself and his inner circle that the opportunity had now come to build a state-directed energy economy. His new government fixed prices, expropriated foreign holdings, and taxed producers to subsidize consumers.

This rattletrap project soon collapsed into economic ruin. The Liberals were crushed in the following election, in 1984, losing 95 of their 135 seats in Parliament.

Pierre Trudeau himself had retired just ahead of the implosion. For decades afterward, the 1984 defeat revived Liberal prudence: Don't overdo things. When the Liberals returned to power in 1993, they delivered middle-of-the-road economic policy. When they lost power again, in 2006, they did so not for want of moderation, but because of a classic Canadian scandal of patronage and kickbacks in government contracting.

I recite this history to make a point: Justin Trudeau inherited not only a famous name and a handsome face, but also a detailed playbook of what and what not to do in Canadian politics.

Canada is a country that does not reward imported ideologies--the nation is too riven by its own native fault lines: French versus English, resource producers versus industry and finance, rural versus urban, central Canada versus the Atlantic east and the prairie and mountain west. The successful Canadian politician must bridge those divides. The work of doing so is never easy. If a would-be leader makes the mistake of adding too many borrowed ideological isms, the already difficult becomes practically impossible.

Successful Canadian governments mix and match. The Conservative government of 1984-93 undid Pierre Trudeau's heavy-handed government controls. At the same time, it negotiated an agreement with the United States that hugely reduced the acid rain that poisoned lakes in Ontario and Quebec. Next, the Liberal governments of 1993-2006 exercised the fiscal discipline that balanced Canada's budgets and reduced the huge debt accumulation of the Trudeau years. Then, the Conservative government of 2006-15 both cut taxes and enacted the most ambitious anti-poverty program in recent history, a generous child benefit for poor and middle-class families.

These Conservative and Liberal governments also did much that their base voters wanted, of course. But they always remembered: Don't overdo things.

Enter Justin Trudeau. Trudeau gained the leadership of the Liberal Party in 2013. His rise coincided with a sharp turn in U.S. politics. During Barack Obama's second term, American liberals shifted in a much more radically progressive direction on issues of race, gender, immigration, and identity generally. Exactly why the shift happened cannot easily be explained, but it can be accurately dated. Trayvon Martin was killed by a neighborhood patrol in February 2012. After Eric Garner was choked to death by police in July 2014, and Michael Brown was shot in Ferguson, Missouri, in August 2014, the first Black Lives Matter protests and riots broke out. Social-media use intensified the new dynamics of online activism: The most striking early Twitter mobbing erupted in December 2013. By the early Donald Trump years, polling found that white liberals expressed more progressive views on race than actual members of the minority groups those liberals supposedly championed. Detractors named this progressive veer "the great awokening." Trudeau absorbed the turn, and rapidly came to personify it.

David Frum: Canada lurches to the left

At the White House Correspondents' Association dinner in 2016, President Obama joked about the enthusiasm for Trudeau among progressives on both sides of the border: "Somebody recently said to me, Mr. President, you are so yesterday. Justin Trudeau has completely replaced you--he's so handsome; he's so charming; he's the future. And I said, 'Justin, just give it a rest.'"

Trudeau won a majority in the election of 2015: 184 of the 338 seats in Parliament. He won nearly 40 percent of the popular vote, a creditable plurality in a five-party system. Somewhere along the way, however, the playbook that warned Don't overdo things got lost.

On issue after issue, the new Trudeau government implemented progressive ideas adapted from American activists, typically with harrowing consequences. In Canada, the federal government has a large role in criminal justice. The Trudeau government enthusiastically mimicked U.S. ideas about restorative justice. Canada's incarceration rate dropped from about 86 per 100,000 adults in 2013-14 to about 72 in 2022-23. Over that period of nearly a decade, Canada's rate of violent crime surged by 30 percent. From 2014 to 2022, the rate of homicides spiked by 53 percent. Residents of the greater Toronto area now share horror stories of violent home invasions. Invaders are typically seeking to grab keys to expensive cars. Toronto contractors now do a lively business in automatic driveway bollards designed to deter thieves from driving right up to the house and being able to make an easy getaway.

In 2018, the Trudeau government legalized the sale and distribution of cannabis. Enforcement of laws against the possession of harder drugs relaxed too. British Columbia currently permits personal possession of less than 2.5 grams of almost any drug, including heroin. In 2021, Ontario courts dismissed 85 percent of all drug-possession charges before they came to trial--this compared with only 45 percent of charges dropped pretrial in 2019, prior to a new policy directive in 2020.

Opioid-overdose deaths in British Columbia reached a new peak of 2,500 in 2023. Canadian cities--once famously safe and orderly--are now crowded with homeless addicts. In the three years from 2020 to '23, Vancouver reported a more than 30 percent increase in homelessness. Vancouver's permissive policies and mild weather have lured thousands of people who are vulnerable to addiction to a city notorious for Canada's most expensive housing. The grim spectacle of people lying unconscious on streets, of syringes and needles discarded in parks and public places, has earned Vancouver the unenviable title of "fentanyl capital of the world."


A view shows housing structures behind fences on March 25, 2024, as the City of Vancouver plans a cleanup of the waterfront Crab Park where homeless people have been camping for three years. (Paige Taylor White / Reuters)



Canadian-government efforts at reconciliation with Indigenous populations predated the Trudeau administration: The Conservative government of the early 2000s had paid $2 billion to settle claims of abuse from Indigenous Canadians who had attended residential schools. But the Trudeau government redoubled such initiatives, paying tens of billions of dollars more to settle additional claims. Over nine years, the Trudeau government tripled spending on what it labeled "Indigenous priorities" to nearly $32 billion annually, more than Canada spends on national defense. It negotiated settlements to Indigenous lawsuits that have added an estimated $76 billion to Canada's future liabilities.

David Frum: Against guilty history

Indigenous groups have also been granted significant approval rights over major resource projects. During the Trudeau years, land acknowledgments have become a near-universal feature of public life in Canada. Public, academic, and corporate events habitually open with an expression of obligation to Indigenous groups that once dwelt on or near the meeting place.

Yet over this period of fervent commitment to restitution, Canada's Indigenous people have suffered a catastrophic decline in life expectancy. As I noted recently:

From 2017 to 2021, average life expectancy for Indigenous people in British Columbia dropped by six years, to 67.2 years (the average for non-Indigenous Canadians in 2021 was 82.5 years). From 2015 to 2021, Indigenous people in Alberta suffered a collapse in life expectancy of seven years, to 60 for men and 66 for women. The principal culprit: opioid addiction and overdose. In Alberta, Indigenous people die from opioids at a rate seven times higher than non-Indigenous Albertans.


The Trudeau government faces its gravest problem because of Canada's poor economic performance under his leadership. Fifteen years ago, Canada made a strong and rapid recovery from the global financial crisis. Of the Group of Seven countries (Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, the United Kingdom, and the United States), Canada was the first to return to pre-crisis levels of both employment and output. But Trudeau has not succeeded so well with the crisis that erupted on his watch. Measured by growth in GDP per capita, Trudeau's Canada has posted some of the worst scores of the 38 most developed countries both before the coronavirus pandemic and after.

The Trudeau government has tried to accelerate weak productivity growth by a lavish surge in federal spending and a massive increase in immigration.

Canadian public expenditure of course spiked during the pandemic. Yet even now, three years after the pandemic emergency, Trudeau's government is still spending 2.5 percentage points more of its GDP on programs other than interest payments than it spent when Trudeau entered office. Because tax revenues have not kept pace, deficits have swelled, and the country's overall debt burden has grown crushingly.

The immigration trend is equally arresting. Before Trudeau, Canada accepted about 250,000 new permanent residents a year. Relative to population, that figure was already substantially higher than the corresponding U.S. number. The Trudeau government raised the level past 300,000 after 2015, and now to nearly 500,000.

Canada under Trudeau has pivoted from what economists call "intensive" growth (which involves each worker producing more) to "extensive" growth (which means producing more by increasing the number of workers). There are three big problems with the extensive-growth strategy.

The first problem is that it does not raise Canadians' living standards. The country produces more in aggregate, but the individual does not, so there is no basis for paying workers more.

A second problem is that the new immigrant workers are also new immigrant consumers, who compete with the existing population for, among other things, housing. Relative to people's incomes, housing in Toronto is now more expensive than in New York City or Miami. The nearby new metropolis of Hamilton-Burlington, Ontario, now ranks among the 10 least affordable cities in North America, as people priced out of Toronto relocate westward around Lake Ontario.

A third problem is that new immigrants may welcome Canadian opportunities, but they do not always share Canadian values. When privately reproached for the Trudeau government's weak response to anti-Semitic outrages, his foreign minister, Melanie Joly, reportedly replied, "Have you seen the demographics of my riding?" (Canadian electoral districts are known as "ridings." Joly's riding is 40 percent foreign-born, with Algeria the top source of migrants, followed by Morocco, Haiti, Syria, and Lebanon.) Since the Hamas terror attacks of October 7, Canadian cities have been disgraced by anti-Semitic incidents of accelerating violence. Shots have been fired at synagogues and schools, though mercifully nobody has been hurt. One Montreal synagogue has been firebombed twice. Police have given broad leeway to anti-Israel protests that would likely have been suppressed as prohibited hate speech had they been targeted at any other minority group but Jewish Canadians.

These specifics do not, however, quite capture all that has gone wrong for Trudeau. His party now stands at about 22 percent in the polls, six points worse than the Liberals' share in the wipeout election of 1984. Look back through Trudeau's personal-approval ratings, and you see a much earlier break point: the spring of 2018. Until then, Trudeau was remarkably popular, scoring a peak of 65 percent in September 2016. (The contrast with Trump probably helped him a great deal that fall: Trump was, and is, a widely despised figure in Canada.) Trudeau was still polling at and above 50 percent in the fall of 2017. Six months later, his rating had collapsed, to just 40 percent.

David Frum: Justin Trudeau falls from grace

What changed in the spring of 2018? During the school break of that year, Trudeau took his wife and three children on an eight-day tour of India. On that trip, Trudeau and his family were repeatedly photographed wearing the local costume. Here he was, as prime minister of Canada, playing dress-up in ways that looked simultaneously foolish and patronizing, all at taxpayers' expense.

Canadians who paid closer attention to Indian politics noticed something even more disturbing on the 2018 visit. The Canadian embassy invited a notorious Sikh extremist to its dinner honoring Trudeau in New Delhi. The invitation was rescinded and blamed on an unfortunate misunderstanding. Then it turned out that Trudeau had met with the extremist before, apparently as part of an ill-considered political strategy to woo Sikh ultranationalist votes in Canada.

For Canadians, the photos of the India dress-up drove home the sting in Obama's joke about Trudeau's preening: "Give it a rest." Meanwhile, the implausible explanation of the invitation to a murderous terrorist cast a shadow upon the high ideals Trudeau so often professed.

Trudeau lost his parliamentary majority in the election of October 2019. Thereafter, he governed with the support of the more left-wing New Democratic Party. Although his poll numbers would sometimes rally, especially in the first shock of the coronavirus pandemic, the gloss never lasted. Trudeau tried to regain his majority in a post-pandemic election in September 2021 and failed again.


Prime Minister Justin Trudeau speaks during an election-campaign stop in Toronto. (Carlos Osorio / Reuters)



At the beginning of his prime ministership, Trudeau described Canada as a post-national state: "There is no core identity, no mainstream, in Canada." In his mind, no membrane seemed to exist between "foreign" and "domestic." Hence his apparent belief that Sikh extremism in India might be used as a political resource in Canada.

In 2023, however, Trudeau learned that the Chinese state had been interfering in Canadian elections for some time. China was accused of funding pro-Beijing Chinese-language media in Canada, and of pressuring individual members of the Chinese Canadian diaspora. The then-leader of the Conservative Party would later estimate that the clandestine Chinese effort cost his party at least five, and as many as nine, seats in the election of 2021--not enough to change the outcome of the election, but a significant impact nonetheless. The Chinese government also allegedly intervened in the Liberal Party's internal politics to replace a Beijing-skeptical Liberal member of Parliament with a Beijing-friendly one in 2019.

Reportedly, the Chinese government made veiled threats to Chinese-citizen students in Canada that their visas might be revoked if they did not join the Liberal Party and back the Beijing-friendly candidate in the nominating contest. Some of those students were allegedly provided with false documents to make them eligible to vote. At a public inquiry last year, the Beijing-friendly member of Parliament testified that he'd known international students were bused in to support him but said that he did not--at the time of his nomination--realize any impropriety was taking place.

The Canadian public knew nothing of this until more than a year after Trudeau had received an intelligence briefing about it all--even then, the government seemed more outraged by the report's leaking than by the Chinese interference. Trudeau in fact praised the Liberal lawmaker who'd been elected with Chinese help, and scolded journalists that their questions about Chinese interference verged on racism.

Yet Trudeau sometimes could discover the limits of post-nationalism. When right-wing U.S. backers provided financial support for a truck blockade of Ottawa in early 2022 to protest COVID-19 restrictions, Trudeau invoked emergency powers and froze hundreds of bank accounts associated with the protests. The two cases of foreign interference were different in many ways, but it was not easy to quell suspicions that one difference was that the 2019 interference had helped Trudeau's party, whereas the 2022 interference did not.

As he sought Canada's prime ministership a decade ago, Trudeau proudly described himself as a feminist. Half of his cabinet appointees would be female, because--a formula he often used--"it's 2015." In office, however, Trudeau tended to assign his female appointees the dirty work that men avoided. In the worst scandal of Trudeau's leadership, Canada's ethics commissioner found that the prime minister had pressured the justice minister, Jody Wilson-Raybould, to save an important corporate backer from criminal prosecution; Trudeau has denied that he ever ordered her to do so, but the scandal led to her resignation. Then, in his government's terminal crisis, he forced from office via Zoom call his loyal female finance minister, Chrystia Freeland--after asking her to deliver one more round of bad news for him even as he offered her a demotion. For the self-advertised feminist, the gap between image and reality appeared wider and wider.

Trudeau has resigned as leader of the Liberal Party, but not yet as prime minister. The party will now choose a new leader to face the election that is expected sometime soon this year. For whoever wins the job, impending Liberal defeat seems impossible to avert. More likely, he or she will have signed up for the long work of reinvention and rebuilding. Trudeau's successors will have to decide: Should the Liberal Party return to its historic pragmatism and prudence, or should it continue on his path of valuing declared intentions over measured outcomes?

The post-Trudeau Liberals may do well to rediscover the foundational rule of Canadian party politics: Seriously, we weren't kidding. Don't overdo things.



This article originally included reference to a revelation that Justin Trudeau had once worn blackface, stating that this came to light before his trip to India in 2018. In fact, the revelation did not surface until 2019.
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Iran's Return to Pragmatism

The events of 2024 shifted the balance of power in the Middle East--and inside Iran.

by Arash Azizi




The Iranian presidency seems to be a cursed position. Of the eight men who have held it before the current president, five eventually found themselves politically marginalized after their term finished. Two others fell to violent deaths in office (a bomb attack in 1981, a helicopter crash in 2024). The only exception is Ali Khamenei, who went on to become the supreme leader.

Hassan Rouhani, Iran's centrist president from 2013 to 2021, could be poised to break the spell and stage a political comeback.

The prospect seemed far-fetched until recently. Pressed on one side by hard-liners and on the other by opponents of the Islamic Republic, the regime's centrists and reformists had become political nonentities. In the last years of his rule, Rouhani was among the most hated men in Iran. His landmark achievement, the 2015 nuclear deal with the Obama administration and five other powerful countries, was destroyed when President Donald Trump withdrew from the deal in 2018. Iran's security forces, which are not controlled by the president, killed hundreds of protesters in 2017 and 2019 while he looked on. He was followed as president by the hard-line Ebrahim Raisi, picked in 2021 in an uncompetitive election. With Khamenei's backing, the hard-liners went on to capture most of the available instruments of power in Tehran. Last January, Rouhani was even denied a run for the seat he had held since 2000 in the Assembly of Experts, a body tasked with appointing the supreme leader.

But the events of 2024 shifted the balance of power in the Middle East--and inside Iran. Israel's battering of Hamas and Hezbollah greatly weakened Iran's so-called Axis of Resistance. The fall of the Assad regime in Syria last month was the final nail in the axis's coffin. Khamenei's foreign policy now lies in ruins. Last year, for the first time in their history, Iran and Israel exchanged missile and drone attacks on each other's territory. Following Raisi's death in a helicopter crash in May, Khamenei allowed a reformist, Masoud Pezeshkian, to run for and win the presidency--a significant concession, as reformists have been effectively sidelined, if not barred, from national politics for nearly two decades. Now Rouhani's star foreign minister, Javad Zarif, is back as Pezeshkian's vice president for strategic affairs. Both Rouhani and Zarif campaigned for Pezeshkian and have found themselves on the winning team.

Read: RIP, the Axis of Resistance

Having brought international isolation, domestic repression, and economic ruin to the country, hard-liners find themselves red-faced. Although the almost 86-year-old Khamenei is still fully in charge, he has lost much respect, not only among the people but also among the elites, and the battle to succeed him is already under way. Recently, Khamenei has signaled his possible openness to abiding by the anti-money-laundering conditions set by the Paris-based Financial Action Task Force. If Iran is to have any hope of solving its economic problems, it has no other choice: The country is currently one of only three (the other two are North Korea and Myanmar) on the FATF's blacklist. But the issue has long been a touchy one for hard-liners, who see cooperating with the FATF as capitulation to the West and fear that it will force Iran to curtail its support for terror groups.

An emboldened Rouhani is back in the spotlight, giving speeches and defending his time in office. In the past few months, he has repeatedly complained that his administration could have engaged Trump directly but was stopped from doing so. (This is an implied dig at Khamenei who, in 2019, publicly rejected a message that then-Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe brought to Tehran from Trump.) Rouhani has called for "constructive interaction with the world," which is regime-speak for negotiations with the United States in the interest of sanctions relief. None of Iran's problems can be solved without addressing sanctions, he recently said. He has also called for "listening to the will of the majority of people" and freer elections. These statements have made him the target of renewed attacks by hard-liners, such as Saeed Jalili, who lost the election to Pezeshkian last year.

What may look like factional bickering is significant in this case. Rouhani speaks for part of the Iranian establishment that rejects Khamenei's saber-rattling against the U.S. and Israel on pragmatic grounds. He is in many ways the political heir to Ayatollah Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, a once-powerful former president who eventually ran afoul of Khamenei and died in 2017. Rafsanjani and Rouhani are often compared to the late Chinese leader Deng Xiaoping. They sought to transform Iran from an ideologically anti-Western state to a technocratic one, with a pragmatic, even West-facing, foreign policy. During his presidency, Rouhani made state visits to France and Italy and was accused of neglecting Iran's ties with China and Venezuela. His cabinet included many American-educated technocrats, and his administration tried to purchase American-made Boeing planes.

Read: The collapse of the Khamenei doctrine

Iran's centrists are less interested than the reformists in democratization, and more focused on fostering economic development and good governance. This emphasis allows them to extend a broad umbrella. Rouhani's agenda of pragmatic developmentalism is shared to varying degrees not just by reformists, but by many powerful conservatives, including the Larijani brothers (a wealthy clerical clan that includes several former top officials), former Speaker of Parliament Ali Akbar Nateq Nuri, former Interior Minister Mostafa Pourmohammadi, and even the current speaker of parliament, Mohammad-Bagher Qalibaf (who was for years a top commander in the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps).

Iran's current weakness and desperation offer Rouhani and his allies an opportunity to wrest back power. Doing so could put them in a favorable spot for that inevitable moment when Khamenei dies, and the next supreme leader must be chosen. Rouhani has some qualities that will serve him well in this internal power struggle. Unlike the soft-spoken reformist clerics, such as former President Mohammad Khatami, he is a wily player who spent decades in top security positions before becoming president. (Khatami had been Iran's chief librarian and culture minister; Rouhani was the national security adviser.) During his two-term presidency, Rouhani confronted rival power centers, such as the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, without fear. His experience negotiating with the West goes back well before the Obama era. In early 2000s, he led Iran's first nuclear negotiating team, earning the moniker "the diplomatic sheikh." In the mid-1980s, Rouhani led the negotiation team that met with President Ronald Reagan's national security adviser, Robert McFarlane, in the arms-for-hostages deal known in the U.S. as Iran-Contra. In 1986, Rouhani even met with a top Israeli security official, Amiram Nir (who was posing as an American), to ask for help in countering Iranian hard-liners.

But does Rouhani have any reasonable chance of returning to power? As always, Tehran is full of discordant voices. According to one conservative former official who spoke with me on the phone from Tehran, Rouhani is a major candidate for succeeding Khamenei as supreme leader. The official asked to be anonymous, given that "we have been ordered not to discuss the succession." A high-ranking cleric and a former reformist MP cited the same gag order, but observed that Rouhani's fortunes were rising; they declined to predict whether he could become supreme leader.

Mohammad Taqi Fazel Meybodi, a reformist cleric, is not so hopeful. "I don't believe folks like Rouhani can do much," he told me by phone from his house in Qom. "They don't hold power, and hard-liners oppose them. These hard-liners continue to oppose the U.S. and have an ideological worldview. They control the parliament and many other bodies."

Fatemeh Haghighatjoo, a former reformist MP who is now an activist based in Boston, believes that the regime will seek a deal with the U.S. regardless of who is in power. "There have long been two views in the regime," she told me: "a developmentalist one and one that wants to export the Islamic Revolution. But the project of the latter now remains defeated. Iran has no way but to go back to development." Even in what many consider a worst-case scenario--if Mojtaba Khamenei, the leader's son known for his ties to the security establishment, succeeds his father--he, too, will be forced to adopt the developmentalist line, Haghighatjooo says.

Read: Iranian dissidents don't want war with Israel--but they can't stop it

Haghighatjoo is even hopeful that the new Trump administration, with its willingness to break with past norms, will provide an opportunity for normalization between Iran and the U.S. Such an approach would "give strength to the developmentalists, especially now that the Axis is weakened," she said.

Khamenei continues to resist such notions. In a defiant speech on January 8, he lambasted the U.S. as an imperialist power and pledged that Iran would continue to "back the resistance in Gaza, the West Bank, Lebanon, and Yemen." He criticized "those who want us to negotiate with the U.S. ... and have their embassy in Iran."

But Iran is in dire straits, and the supreme leader can ignore the facts for only so long. In many ways, he resembles his predecessor, Ayatollah Khomeini, the revolutionary leader who, in 1988, likened his acceptance of a cease-fire with Iraq to "drinking a chalice of poison." Having promised for years that Iran would continue to fight until it overthrew Saddam Hussein, Khomeini's volte-face came out of desperation--and at the urging of Rafsanjani and Rouhani (a young Zarif, then a diplomat at Iran's UN mission, helped write Iran's letter to the UN Security Council, officially accepting the cease-fire).

Many analysts now loudly wonder whether Khamenei, too, will drink his chalice of poison. He might have no other choice. The old ayatollah's project has evidently run aground--and Iran's pragmatists have fresh wind in their sails.
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A Wider War Has Already Started in Europe

Putin's not-so-quiet sabotage campaign against European democracies

by Phillips Payson O'Brien




For the past three years, Russia has used missiles and drones to locate and destroy vital infrastructure in Ukraine--power plants, dams, electrical-transmission lines. Everyone understands that these attacks are acts of war, no matter how steadfastly President Vladimir Putin describes them as part of a "special military operation." When Russia targets other European neighbors, though, the West resorts to its own euphemisms to avoid directly acknowledging what Putin is doing.

Last month, the undersea power cable Estlink 2, which connects Estonia with fellow European Union and NATO member Finland, was suddenly cut. The EU's top foreign-policy official described the incident somewhat dryly and without explicitly blaming Russian agents: It was, she said, merely "part of a pattern of deliberate and coordinated actions to damage our digital and energy infrastructure." Obviously, cutting a power line is a less overt form of aggression than the full-scale invasion that Putin launched in Ukraine. The common thread, though, is that Russia is using force to undermine a recognized country's independence and its ability to fight back.

Undersea cables have been vital to the sovereignty of Estonia, a former Soviet republic that borders Russia and desperately needs to maintain power and communications channels that are free from Moscow's control. Soon after Estlink 2 was sabotaged, Finnish authorities seized the oil tanker Eagle S, which was en route from St. Petersburg, Russia, to Egypt. Registered in the Cook Islands in the Pacific Ocean, the ship is likely part of Russia's so-called shadow fleet--a collection of foreign-flagged tankers that Putin's regime uses to sell Russian oil and skirt international economic sanctions imposed after his invasion of Ukraine.

Read: What Europe fears

The Eagle S, however, apparently had a covert military purpose as well: Investigators discovered that the vessel was crammed full of advanced surveillance equipment, which used so much power that the ship suffered from periodic blackouts. Finnish authorities concluded that the Eagle S had dragged its anchor across the Baltic Sea bed for "dozens of kilometers" in an attempt to break the Estlink 2 line.

Still, in this and other cases across the continent, European officials seem terrified of admitting what is happening. Authorities in multiple countries are investigating parcels that spontaneously caught fire or exploded in the custody of cargo airlines, perhaps in preparation for a broader operation that would threaten many large aircraft. Saboteurs have targeted a number of other strategically significant assets in Europe--munitions factories, crucial rail lines--along with civilian infrastructure such as warehouses and malls.

Investigators believe that Russia is behind the attacks. In December, the EU imposed sanctions on certain Russian individuals and entities in response to recent sabotage. Still, the official announcement declined to use the word war to characterize Moscow's activities outside Ukraine. Instead, the EU condemned Russians' "destabilising" and "malicious actions."

The inability to describe acts of war as acts of war is part of a culture of distortion and denial regarding the subject of state-sponsored violence. Over generations, policy makers have created many subclasses of conflict: cold wars, police actions, hybrid wars, cyber wars. Different euphemisms serve different purposes. Putin prefers special military operation because he doesn't want to publicly admit that he is waging a brutal war on Ukrainians. Many in Europe avoid describing Russia's sabotage campaign outside Ukraine as war because they'd rather not have to do anything in response.

European officials would be better off honestly admitting the reality of what they are confronting. Putin's invasion of Ukraine is only the most conspicuous part of what looks like an ever more globalized war. Late last month, an Azerbaijani passenger jet was shot from the sky over Russia and forced to land in Kazakhstan. North Korean troops have been transported thousands of miles to fight and die on European soil. European governments have dithered over how much to help Ukraine resist Russia's invasion, and they have no clear strategy for deterring or limiting the sabotage campaign now happening on their own soil. Acknowledging that Russia is engaging in acts of war would not oblige the EU or individual countries to immediately retaliate with military force. But the term war has a way of concentrating the mind--and using it might make European leaders think much harder about defending themselves when they cannot rely on the United States.

Read: The most consequential act of sabotage in modern times

Since the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991, and arguably since the defeat of Nazi Germany in 1945, democratic Europe has been predisposed to think about war as an issue for Washington to handle, not as a problem requiring their own leadership. European states might provide some soldiers and equipment but do not have the burden of any serious planning or strategizing. That lax attitude is no longer tenable. Every leader on the continent needs to understand that Putin wishes to upend the entire European order--and that the United States is no longer trustworthy as a long-term ally. President-Elect Donald Trump is openly disdainful of many governments in Europe and seems willing to walk away from America's role as the continent's protector.

Although European leaders have largely refused to think about war, the EU's member nations and other democracies on the continent still have all the prerequisites for military power. Although the economies of the United States, China, and many developing countries are growing much faster, the EU, Britain, and other European democracies together have a population of about half a billion people and account for about one-fifth of world GDP. EU member nations maintain military forces with some of the most advanced equipment in the world. The combination of Putin's aggression and Trump's indifference should be an opportunity for Europe to take charge of its own defense. The first vital step in this realization is to acknowledge what's already happening: Call a war a war.
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The Consensus on Havana Syndrome Is Cracking

After long denying the possibility, some intelligence agencies are no longer willing to rule out a mystery weapon.

by Shane Harris




Two years ago, U.S. intelligence analysts concluded, in unusually emphatic language, that a mysterious and debilitating ailment known as "Havana syndrome" was not the handiwork of a foreign adversary wielding some kind of energy weapon. That long-awaited finding shattered an alternative theory embraced by American diplomats and intelligence officers, who said they had been victims of a deliberate, clandestine campaign by a U.S. adversary, probably Russia, that left them disabled, struggling with chronic pain, and drowning in medical bills. The intelligence report, written chiefly by the CIA, appeared to close the book on Havana syndrome.

Turns out, it didn't. New information has come to light causing some in the intelligence community to adjust their previous conclusions. And a new report reopens the possibility that a mystery weapon used by a foreign adversary caused Havana syndrome. At the White House, senior Biden-administration officials are more convinced than their colleagues in the intelligence agencies that Havana syndrome could have been the result of a deliberate attack by an American foe. The geopolitical consequences are profound, especially as a new president prepares to take office: If Russia, or any other country, were found culpable for violent attacks on U.S. government personnel, Washington would likely feel compelled to forcefully respond.

Starting about a decade ago, a small number of Americans, mostly federal employees and many of them working in intelligence, reported similar experiences in Havana. In an instant, they heard a painful ringing in their ears, followed by intense pressure on their head and disorienting vertigo, which was often followed by nausea. Some of the victims developed long-term problems with fatigue or mobility. Other officials later reported similar symptoms while in Russia and other foreign countries, and many concluded that they had been the victim of a deliberate attack with some kind of acoustic weapon.

Early signs of a fracturing consensus on Havana syndrome emerged this past November, when half a dozen victims--all current or former intelligence personnel--gathered in the White House Situation Room at the invitation of senior staff members on the National Security Council. The officials hosting the meeting had read the same intelligence that underpinned the earlier assessment, published in 2023, and thought that the authors had been too quick to rule out a deliberate attack. They also felt that the victims had been maligned, misled, and not given adequate medical care for their ailments, which had caused some of them to stop working, several people who attended the meeting told me. In a sign of respect, the hosts invited one man, regarded as the first known victim of Havana syndrome, to sit in a chair at the head of the Situation Room conference table, which is normally reserved for the president.

Read: The case of the sick Americans in Cuba gets stronger

The ostensible purpose of the meeting was to help write a guidebook for the incoming Trump administration on cases of "anomalous health incidents," the anodyne label that the intelligence community has adopted for the syndrome. But the officials also had an update to share: New information undercut the 2023 assessment and would leave the victims feeling "vindicated," Maher Bitar, a senior NSC official responsible for intelligence matters, told the attendees, according to some people who were present.

The attendees stressed that Bitar never disclosed any classified information, nor did he specify exactly what new intelligence had been discovered. The White House officials didn't explicitly say a foreign power was responsible for Havana syndrome. But the victims felt that the president's team believed that this was possibly the case, and that they intended to push the intelligence agencies to reconsider their position.

Marc Polymeropoulos, a CIA officer injured in Moscow in 2017, who attended the meeting, praised the NSC as "a long-standing champion" for victims, and credited them for their doggedness. Part of what had led to the intelligence community's earlier, decisive conclusion about Havana syndrome was the assumption that the existence of an energy weapon--a device that could cause the kind of injuries Havana-syndrome victims suffered--was implausible and not supported by evidence. But the officials and victims assembled in the Situation Room considered whether this assumption was really valid. An independent panel of experts, convened by the intelligence community, had suggested that an energy weapon could use "pulsed electromagnetic energy, particularly in the radiofrequency range" to cause these symptoms. Some NSC officials have long believed that the experts' opinion didn't get enough attention and was unduly overshadowed by the CIA-led report.

I was briefed on that intelligence report when it was released in 2023, and at the time I was struck by how unequivocal the analysts were in their judgments. In my experience, analysts are reluctant to draw definitive conclusions and try to leave some wiggle room. The analysts in this case were more declarative than any I'd ever heard.

However, they did allow that the intelligence community remained open to new ideas and evidence that might emerge. For example, if a foreign adversary were seen making progress developing an energy weapon, or the technology to build one, that might change analysts' thinking.

That appears to have happened. Today, the Office of the Director of National Intelligence released an update to the 2023 report. The intelligence agencies aren't saying a foreign actor is to blame for Havana syndrome. But they are no longer so confident that one is not.

Read: How the U.S.-Russian relationship went bad

Two intelligence agencies have now "shifted their judgment to reflect a greater possibility" that a small number of cases indeed were "caused by a foreign actor," an intelligence official told reporters in a briefing. The agencies have examined new information that "foreign actors"--he didn't say which--"are making progress in scientific research and weapons development."

One of these intelligence agencies--again, he didn't name them--determined that the chances that a foreign actor has used some novel weapon, or a prototype, to harm a small number of U.S. government personnel or their family members are "roughly even" with the odds that one had not. The other agency identified a "roughly even chance" that a foreign actor has developed a weapon that could have harmed people, but determined that any such device was unlikely to have been deployed yet.

This change may seem subtle. But it is significant. To move from the earlier position that no weapon existed, and no deliberate campaign targeted American personnel, to a 50-50 chance that these things might have happened, is a remarkable if narrow development. Five of the seven agencies that contributed to the report did not change their position, so the shift reflects a minority opinion. Sources close to the issue told me that one of the agencies that changed its tune is the National Security Agency, suggesting that intercepted communications may have revealed something about this "foreign actor's" research efforts.

White House staffers and a few intelligence agencies aren't the only ones who think there's more to the Havana-syndrome story than previously understood. Last month, Republican Representative Rick Crawford released another report following an investigation by the House Intelligence Committee. The intelligence agencies' conclusion that "foreign adversaries aren't responsible for targeting U.S. personnel [is] dubious at best and misleading at worst," the report said.

The Trump administration will have to decide how to respond to the new analysis, if at all. Concern about foreign attacks, and particularly care for victims--regardless of who or what made them sick-- has broad bipartisan appeal. But in the closing days of the Biden administration, intelligence officials are making clear that they aren't all on the same page.
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        Photos of the Week: Siberian Tiger, Frosty Foliage, Snowball Fight
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            	28 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            A snow-and-ice festival in northern China, destructive wildfires in Los Angeles, Ethiopian Orthodox Christmas celebrations in Addis Ababa, the Dakar Rally in Saudi Arabia, a Christmas-tree snack at a Berlin zoo, an oil spill off the cost of Crimea, and much more
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                [image: Costumed people parade in front of a large colorful float in the shape of a wizard.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Artists perform with traditional floats during the Blacks and Whites carnival parade in Pasto, Colombia, on January 6, 2025. The Blacks and Whites carnival has its origins in a mix of Andean, Amazonian, and Pacific cultural expressions; it celebrates the region's ethnic diversity and was proclaimed by UNESCO as intangible cultural heritage in 2009.
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                [image: A person performs in a parade, wearing a frightening devil costume.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People dressed in costumes and masks participate in a traditional Perchten parade in Windischgarsten, Austria, on January 5, 2025
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                Visitors look at a sculpture of the Hulk made of flowers at a Flower Show in Ahmedabad, India, on January 3, 2025.
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                [image: A worker sets up a giant lantern in the shape of a woman wearing an elaborate headdress.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A worker sets up a giant lantern in preparation for a lantern festival to welcome the upcoming 2025 Chinese New Year, the Year of the Snake, on January 4, 2025, in Qingdao, Shandong province, China.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Zhang Jingang / VCG / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person in a bathing suit jumps from a platform into a large opening cut into a frozen river.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Yu Xiaofeng leaps into a pool carved into the ice of the frozen Songhua River in Harbin, in northeastern China's Heilongjiang province, on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: A dune buggy jumps off the top of a sand dune.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Driver Goncalo Guerreiro races in stage two of the 2025 Dakar Rally in Bisha, Saudi Arabia, on January 5, 2025.
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                [image: A team of four people rides a traditional wooden sled in a race.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Competitors ride a wooden sled during the traditional Bavarian Hornschlittenrennen sled race in Garmisch-Partenkirchen, Germany, on January 6, 2025.
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                [image: A group of protesters push against a barrier and a group of police officers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Korean Confederation of Trade Unions  scuffle with police officers during a protest against impeached President Yoon Suk Yeol on January 3, 2025, in Seoul, South Korea.
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                [image: Dozens of people have a snowball fight in a park.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People and dogs participate in a snowball fight at Meridian Hill Park as a winter storm that brought snow, ice, and freezing temperatures to a broad swath of the U.S. hit Washington, D.C., on January 6, 2025.
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                [image: A small group of people play cricket in a park on a very foggy morning.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Young people play cricket at the Maidan, an urban park, amid dense fog on a cold winter morning in Kolkata on January 6, 2025.
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                Bitterly cold winds kick up waves at sunrise in Sunderland, England, on January 7, 2025.
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                Worshippers hold candles and sing religious hymns as they gather for the eve of Ethiopian Orthodox Christmas celebrations at Bole Medhanialem Church in Addis Ababa on January 6, 2025.
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                [image: An overhead view of a flag-draped casket inside the U.S. Capitol Rotunda]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The flag-draped casket of former U.S. President Jimmy Carter lies in state in the U.S. Capitol Rotunda on January 8, 2025, in Washington, D.C. Carter, the 39th president of the United States, died at the age of 100 on December 29, 2024, at his home in Plains, Georgia.
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                [image: A couple pose for wedding photos in Central Park during a snowstorm.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A couple pose for their wedding photos in Central Park during heavy snowfall in New York City on January 6, 2025.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Thomas Hengge / Anadolu / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A deer lies in tall frosty grass, with foliage in its antlers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A deer lies among frosty foliage at Richmond Park in London, England, on January 4, 2025.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Hollie Adams / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A man takes a picture of an ice-covered statue of horses.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man takes a picture of the "Los Indomables" statue, which is covered in ice due to subfreezing temperatures in Ciudad Juarez, Chihuahua state, Mexico, on January 8, 2025.
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                [image: A tiger stands in a snowy field, exhaling a puff of breath in the cold air.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Siberian tiger stands in the snow at Hengdaohezi Siberian tiger park in Hailin, Mudanjiang City, Heilongjiang province, China, on January 5, 2025.
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                [image: A home is engulfed in flames during a wildfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A home is engulfed in flames during the Eaton fire in the Altadena area of Los Angeles County, California, on January 8, 2025.
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                [image: A small group of people take selfie photos and videos in front of a wildfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People enter an evacuation zone to take selfie photos and videos near burning homes at the Eaton Fire on January 7, 2025, in Pasadena, California. A powerful Santa Ana wind event dramatically raised the danger of wind-driven wildfires such as the destructive Palisades Fire near Santa Monica.
                #
            

            
                
                
                David McNew / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A wildfire burns on hillsides above a beach.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Palisades Fire approaches the Pacific Ocean along the Pacific Coast Highway in Malibu, California, on January 8, 2025.
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                [image: An aerial view of an entire neighborhood of fire-destroyed homes]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The devastation from the Palisades Fire is seen from the air in the Pacific Palisades neighborhood of Los Angeles, on January 9, 2025.
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                [image: A person places their hand on a huge stack of orange and green colored pencils in a factory.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman works at a plant making colored pencils in the city of Binzhou, in east China's Shandong province, on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: A person slides down a chute made from illuminated blocks of ice.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A visitor slides down blocks of ice during the opening ceremony of the Harbin Ice and Snow World in China's Heilongjiang province, on January 5, 2025.
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                [image: A person uses skis to navigate a snowy city street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cosimos Cendo skis down Main Street in Annapolis, Maryland, during a snowstorm on January 6, 2025.
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                [image: A giraffe grazes on a discarded Christmas tree that hangs upside down in its zoo enclosure.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A giraffe grazes on a discarded Christmas tree at a zoo in Berlin, Germany, on January 3, 2025.
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                [image: A toppled statue of Hafez Assad lies among piles of debris.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A statue depicting the late Syrian President Hafez Assad is seen destroyed in Dayr Atiyah, Syria, on January 5, 2025.
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                [image: A person wearing protective gear holds an oil-covered seabird while trying to clean it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                On January 8, 2025, a volunteer at a veterinary clinic in the Black Sea resort city of Saki, Crimea, cleans an oil-covered bird following a recent incident involving two tankers that were damaged in a storm in the Kerch Strait.
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                [image: An Orca flips in the air in a marine park.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An Orca performs at the marine theme park Marineland in Antibes, France, on January 2, 2025. Marineland park closed its doors to the public permanently on January 5, 2025, following a decline in attendance and a recent ban on shows featuring cetaceans. Marineland has until December 2026 to rehome its two remaining killer whales, Keijo and Wikie.
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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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Trump Is Right That Pax Americana Is Over

But will he bother to build something new?

by Charles A. Kupchan




As he sat in prison in 1930, at the opening of a fateful decade, the Italian anti-fascist Antonio Gramsci wrote: "The crisis consists precisely in the fact that the old is dying and the new cannot be born; in this interregnum a great variety of morbid symptoms appear."

The world is now in a Gramscian interregnum. The old order--Pax Americana--is breaking down. Electorates across the West are in revolt as the industrial era's social contract has given way to the socioeconomic insecurity of the digital age. Waves of immigration have sparked an angry ethno-nationalism that advantages ideological extremes. Power in the international system is shifting from West to East and North to South, undermining a global order that rested on the West's material and ideological primacy. Russia and China are pushing back against a liberal order that they see as a mask for U.S. hegemony. Many in the global South have grown impatient with an international system they see as exploitative, inequitable, and unjust.

Pax Americana is past its expiration date, but the United States won't let go. Instead of beginning the hard work of figuring out what comes next, the Biden administration spent its four years defending the "liberal rules-based order" that emerged after World War II and seeking to turn back any and all challenges to it. The results are telling: disaffection at home and disorder abroad. The old is dying, the new cannot be born, and a great variety of morbid symptoms has appeared.

Read: Foreign leaders face the Trump test

In this context, Donald Trump could be a necessary agent of change. His "America First" brand of statecraft--transactional, neo-isolationist, unilateralist, and protectionist--breaks decisively from the liberal internationalist mold that has shaped the grand strategy of successive administrations since World War II. But though that mold may well need to be shattered, it will also need to be replaced. And Trump is more demolition man than architect. Instead of helping build a new and better international order, he may well bring down the old one and simply leave the United States and the rest of the world standing in the rubble.

Trump will nevertheless be the president of the world's most powerful country for the next four years. Americans will have to make the best of his efforts to revamp U.S. foreign policy. That means welcoming Trump's recognition that the country needs a new grand strategy--then pushing him to pursue change that is radical but responsible, and to reform the world that America made rather than merely destroying it.

Pax Americana was born during the 1940s. World War II and the onset of the Cold War whetted the country's appetite for an expansive internationalism. Democrats and Republicans both rallied behind a grand strategy that secured geopolitical stability and prosperity by projecting U.S. power globally and establishing an open, multilateral order among like-minded democracies.

Today, that internationalist consensus has shattered. Deindustrialization and the hollowing out of the middle class, decades of strategic overreach and hyperglobalization, and an influx of immigrants that has contributed to rapid shifts in the country's demographic makeup have all sapped political support for liberal internationalism. Enter Trump and his politics of grievance. "The forgotten men and women of our country will be forgotten no longer," he pledged in his inaugural address in 2017. "From this moment on, it's going to be America First. Every decision on trade, on taxes, on immigration, on foreign affairs, will be made to benefit American workers and American families."

Trump in his first term failed to get "forgotten" Americans back up on their feet. This is one of the reasons he lost his bid for reelection to Joe Biden. Biden then oversaw a "restoration" presidency, reinstating liberal internationalism and standing firmly behind Pax Americana. But the foreign policy he pursued was better matched to the world that was. Biden consolidated traditional American alliances in Europe and Asia and took the lead in helping Ukraine defend itself against Russian aggression. But he leaves office amid deepening global disorder, and without having even tried to negotiate an end to a war that Ukraine cannot win. Biden pledged to pursue a "foreign policy for the middle class," but during his presidency, the electorate remained polarized, and blue-collar voters further gravitated toward Trump.

Now Trump has a chance to try again. His "America First" agenda tends to make the foreign-policy establishment recoil, but it offers distinct advantages. Trump's transactional and pragmatic engagement with adversaries may do more to tame geopolitical rivalry than Biden's view of a globe defined by a clash between democracy and autocracy. Trump's readiness to negotiate with Russia, China, and Iran is exactly what's needed.

Preparing a diplomatic push to end Russia's war against Ukraine is pragmatism, not capitulation; the death and destruction need to stop. Trump was smart to invite Xi Jinping to his inauguration; if he can eventually sit down with Xi, cut a trade deal, and ease rising geopolitical tensions, more power to him. Elon Musk, one of Trump's confidants, has already met with Iran's UN ambassador; now that Israel has weakened Tehran and pummeled its proxies in the Middle East, a diplomatic breakthrough may be achievable. Should Trump succeed in lowering the temperature with adversaries, he will make the world a safer place while scaling back the nation's onerous commitments abroad, thereby easing the chronic strategic overreach that has led Americans to turn inward.

Trump also understands that globalization has left many workers behind and that open trade has benefited far too few Americans; he is appropriately looking to level the commercial playing field. He is heading in the right direction by seeking a solution to illegal immigration, responding to the clamor of an electorate that knows full well that the country lacks a functioning immigration system. And Trump will be doing the nation a service if he can downsize the federal government, make it more efficient, and help reduce the national debt.

Read: The political logic of Trump's international threats

More pragmatism and less ideology, more restraint and fewer wars, more focus on solving problems at home and less on defending democracy abroad, more government efficiency and less waste--these strategic shifts should serve the United States well is it seeks to manage a world of growing disarray, diffusing power, and stark political diversity. Trump's statecraft is, in these respects, not the impulse of a misguided and capricious demagogue but an appropriate response to a changing world and a changing America.

Yet even if Trump's "America First" foreign policy has considerable promise, it is also fraught with risk. His transactional approach to diplomacy could morph into a stiff-necked unilateralism that undermines collective efforts where they are needed. His effort to limit U.S. entanglements abroad could lead to U.S. underreach, leaving dangerous vacuums of power. His reluctance to promote democracy overseas could shade into disregard for democratic norms at home, potentially resulting in irreversible damage to the nation's representative institutions. And in his determination to shake up the political establishment, Trump could break the U.S. government rather than reform it. A broken federal government will be in no shape to fix a broken America or a broken world.

Trump's strategy could easily descend into excess and incoherence. The work ahead will be to encourage Trump's better instincts, counter his more malign ones, and channel both into something resembling a coherent and constructive grand strategy.

For the past four years, the Biden administration has tightened relations with allies but neglected diplomacy where it was most needed, with Russia and China. Trump's readiness to engage adversaries could be a welcome shift. But now the hazard will lie on the other side--that Trump will embrace a self-defeating unilateralism and shun alliances and other collective efforts; "America First" would then become "America Alone."

During his first term, for instance, Trump pulled out of the Paris climate agreement, the World Health Organization, and other multilateral arrangements. He still expresses an aversion to "international unions that tie us up and bring America down." He has a history of demeaning allies and viewing alliances as encumbrances; he just might act on his threat to withdraw from NATO. And Trump's unilateralist threats to use economic coercion to annex Canada and military coercion to take control of the Panama Canal and Greenland are simply off the wall.

Unilateralism won't work in today's world; no nation can opt out of a globe that has grown irreversibly interdependent. Countering aggression, managing international commerce, arresting global warming, preventing nuclear proliferation, regulating the development and deployment of AI--these are only a few of the shared challenges that necessitate international teamwork. If the United States walks away from collective effort, others will do the same. And allies don't diminish U.S. power; they augment it. Having fellow democracies by Washington's side will only increase Trump's leverage as he negotiates with Russia, China, and other adversaries. In contrast, if Trump gives allies cause to question America's commitment to collective defense, they will pursue other options, leaving the United States isolated and vulnerable. That's not putting America first.

Trump's enthusiasm for tariffs is another worrying plank of his unilateralist agenda. Modest and selective tariffs could do some good, protecting sensitive technological sectors, bringing home a few manufacturing jobs, and pressuring foreign governments to provide U.S. goods with better market access. But Trump has more ambitious plans. He's eyeing 25 percent tariffs on Canada and Mexico and has hinted that he could impose levies as high as 60 percent on imports from China.

If Trump puts up these tariff walls, he could well spark a trade war that wreaks havoc on international trade and global prosperity. Tariff barriers would also hurt, not help, America's working families by increasing the cost of consumer goods while failing to turn the United States back into the "manufacturing powerhouse" that Trump has promised. Largely as a consequence of automation, some 80 percent of the U.S. workforce is already employed in the service sector; those workers are not returning to the production line. A trade war with allies and adversaries would also inflame geopolitical tensions, confronting the United States with the prospect of strategic isolation amid growing global disarray.

Trump is right that the United States tends to overreach abroad; "forever wars" in Iraq and Afghanistan are a case in point. But Trump will need to seek a middle ground between doing too much and doing too little.

Ukraine will be an early test. Trump is right to try to end the conflict; a war that drags on indefinitely could eventually turn Ukraine into a failed state. But even though he has made clear his discontent with the costly provision of assistance to Kyiv, Trump cannot simply cut off the flow of U.S. aid, which would only encourage Vladimir Putin to keep up his quest to subjugate Ukraine. Trump also needs to hold out for a good deal, not just any deal that ends the war. Russia will almost certainly retain the 20 percent of Ukraine it now occupies. But Washington must ensure that the other 80 percent is sovereign and secure. To do otherwise would leave Ukraine permanently subject to Moscow's predation and coercion--and hand a victory not only to Russia but to China, Iran, and North Korea, all of which are backing Russian aggression.

Robert Kagan: Trump is facing a catastrophic defeat in Ukraine

The role for the U.S. in the Middle East is similar: Stepping back is good policy, but stepping away would be folly. The United States certainly erred in Iraq, Afghanistan, and Libya, effectively turning all three into failed states. But disengagement, which is what Trump seems to have in mind, goes too far in the other direction. When the regime of Syrian strongman Bashar al-Assad collapsed last month, Trump posted, "Syria is a mess . . . . THE UNITED STATES SHOULD HAVE NOTHING TO DO WITH IT. THIS IS NOT OUR FIGHT. LET IT PLAY OUT. DO NOT GET INVOLVED!" Yet the United States can't really steer clear of Syria, which hosts a sizable contingent of American troops; is home to extremist groups, such as the Islamic State; and borders three U.S. allies--Turkey, Jordan, and Israel. Especially at a time of widespread upheaval in the Middle East, U.S. engagement is needed to guide the region to a stable peace.

Trump appears likely to either overdo or underdo China. He's a hawk when it comes to trade but could well balk at the risks of a military dustup with Beijing over Taiwan. In the past he has demanded that Taiwan pay for U.S. "protection," claimed that it had "stolen" America's semiconductor industry, and equivocated about defending the island. Trump's larger China policy could ultimately determine which way he goes on Taiwan. A trade war could lead him to ratchet up geopolitical rivalry and double down on defending Taipei, risking an irreparable rupture with China. Conversely, he might sell out Taiwan as part of a grand bargain with Beijing that he could tout as the consummate deal, leaving China unchecked and allies everywhere unsettled. The more responsible path is to undertake cautious but constructive engagement, aiming to rebalance trade, ratchet down geopolitical tension, and carve out a working relationship on issues such as technological competition and global health--all while preserving a stable status quo on Taiwan.

Ideological hubris has often pushed U.S. statecraft off course, and Trump exhibits due caution toward the overzealous promotion of democracy abroad. He has correctly traced American overreach in the Middle East to the "dangerous idea that we could make Western democracies out of countries that had no experience or interest in becoming a Western democracy." And he is right to reassure foreign nations that "we do not seek to impose our way of life on anyone."

Yet Trump could well end up pairing this tolerance of political diversity abroad with efforts to compromise liberal democracy at home. Indeed, he has already shown a worrying disdain for democratic norms. He still claims spuriously to have won the 2020 election, threatens to pursue vendettas against political opponents, pledges to punish media outlets and companies that criticize him, and plans to disregard the Constitution by denying birthright citizenship.

Decency is at stake as well as democracy. Trump is a convicted felon, and a good number of his appointees are of dubious character. Tycoons such as Musk, whom he has tapped to help improve government efficiency, will beset the administration with conflicts of interest, as Trump's globe-spanning family businesses already do. Immigration-policy reform is overdue, but forcibly deporting millions of undocumented migrants would be both indecent and inhumane. So much for the United States leading through the power of its example.

Democracy is in recession in all quarters of the globe, including in the West, where political centrism has been steadily losing ground to illiberal populism. If that trend is to be reversed, the United States needs to get its own house in order and demonstrate to the rest of the world that democratic governments can indeed deliver for their citizens and outperform the autocratic competition. At this historic inflection point, the trajectory of American democracy may well determine the trajectory of democracy around the world.

If Trump contravenes the laws, norms, and practices that anchor republican government, he could do irreparable harm to the cause of democracy not just in the United States but globally. The legislature, the courts, the media, and the American people will bear the responsibility for stopping him.

Trump has a mandate to take on the political establishment and upend its conventional wisdom. New faces and a measure of unpredictability in Washington are not all bad; they can produce fresh ideas and keep adversaries guessing and off-balance.

Read: What Trump got right about national security

But many of the outsiders and iconoclasts Trump has nominated for top posts have questionable qualifications, and his pledge to purge the civil service and military in order to feather both with loyalists who will do his bidding goes too far. Trump has mused about dismantling the Department of Education at a time when the nation's public schools desperately need more federal funding and guidance. And if his first term is any indication, Trump's erratic management is likely to produce a ballooning national debt and policy incoherence, not a lean and coordinated government.

The status quo certainly deserves shaking up, yet Trump will need a functioning executive branch to make and implement policy. Cabinet officials can be iconoclasts, but they must have the managerial experience needed to run large organizations. Substantive experts and diplomats are not subversive agents of the "deep state"; they are vital to making and executing effective policy and staffing the nation's outposts abroad. Trump simply cannot afford to bring down the house--and must be stopped from doing so.

The task facing Americans, allies, and even foreign adversaries is to ensure that the promise of Trump's second term prevails over its peril. America and the world need Trump to be a disrupter and reformer, not merely a destroyer. Americans and foreigners can and should work with Trump the disrupter and reformer. But if he becomes the destroyer, then checks and balances at home and abroad must shut Trump down.
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Beyond Doomscrolling

The internet we have, and the one we want

by Charlie Warzel




The image that really got me on social media this week was a faded photo of a man and woman, standing on what looks like the front steps of their home. It's a candid shot--both are focusing their attention on an infant cradled in the mother's arm. It is likely one of the first photos of a new family, and the caption broke my heart: "This photo was blown into our yard during the Eaton Canyon fire. Anyone from Pasadena/Altadena recognize these people?"



The picture is perfectly intact, not singed or torn, yet it seems to represent an entire universe of loss. Staring at the photo, a piece of family history scattered by the same winds that fuel the Los Angeles fires, you can just begin to see the contours of what is gone. The kind of grief that cannot be inventoried in an insurance claim.



And then you scroll. A satellite photo of a charred, leveled neighborhood is sandwiched next to some career news. On Instagram, I see a GoFundMe for a woman who is nine months pregnant and just lost her house; it's followed immediately by someone else's ebullient ski-vacation photos and a skin-care advertisement. I proceed through the "For You" feed on X and find Elon Musk replying to a video where Alex Jones claims the fires are part of a globalist plot to ruin the United States ("True," he said), and blaming the fires on DEI initiatives; then a shitpost about Meta's content-moderation changes ("On my way to comment 'retard' on every facebook post," it reads, with 297,000 views). I scroll again: "Celebrities Reveal How They REALLY Feel About Kelly Clarkson," another post teases. This is followed by a post about a new red-flag warning in L.A.: The fire is not relenting.



Read: The unfightable fire



To watch the destruction in Los Angeles through the prism of our fractured social-media ecosystem is to feel acutely disoriented. The country is burning; your friends are going on vacation; next week Donald Trump will be president; the government is setting the fires to stage a "land grab"; a new cannabis-infused drink will help you "crush" Dry January. Mutual-aid posts stand alongside those from climate denialists and doomers. Stay online long enough and it's easy to get a sense that the world is simultaneously ending and somehow indifferent to that fact. It all feels ridiculous. A viral post suggests that "climate change will manifest as a series of disasters viewed through phones with footage that gets closer and closer to where you live until you're the one filming it." You scroll some more and learn that the author of that post wrote the line while on the toilet (though the author has since deleted the confession).



Call it doomscrolling, gawking, bearing witness, or whatever you want, but there is an irresistible pull in moments of disaster to consume information. This is coupled with the bone-deep realization that the experience of staring at our devices while others suffer rarely provides the solidarity one might hope. Amanda Hess captured this distinctly modern feeling in a 2023 article about watching footage of dead Gazan children on Instagram: "I am not a survivor or a responder. I'm a witness, or a voyeur. The distress I am feeling is shame."



For those on the ground, these networks mean something different. These people do not need to bear witness: They need specific information about their circumstances, and they need help. But the chaos of our social platforms and the splintered nature of a hollowed-out media industry extend the disorientation to them as well. "This time, I'm a civilian," Matt Pearce, a Los Angeles-based journalist, wrote last week. "And this time, the user experience of getting information about a disaster unfolding around me was dogshit." Anna Merlan, a reporter for Mother Jones, chronicled the experience of sifting through countless conspiracy theories and false-flag posts while watching the fires encroach on her home and packing her car to evacuate.



As I read these dispatches and watch helplessly from afar, the phrase time on site bangs around in my head. This is the metric that social-media companies optimize for, and it means what it sounds like: the amount of time that people spend on these apps. In recent years, there has been much handwringing over how much time users are spending on site; Tech-industry veterans such as Tristan Harris have made lucrative second careers warning of the addictive, exploitative nature of tech platforms and their algorithms. Harris's crusade began in 2016, when he suggested a healthier metric of "time well spent," which sought to reverse the "digital attention crisis." This became its own kind of metric, adopted by Mark Zuckerberg in 2018 as Facebook's north star for user satisfaction. Since then, the phrase has fallen out of favor. Harris rebranded his effort away from time well spent to a focus on "humane" technology.



But the worries persist. Parents obsess over the vague metric of "screen time," while researchers write best-selling books and debate what, exactly, phones and social media are doing to kids and how to prove it. American politicians are so worried about time on site--especially when its by-product, metadata, is being collected by foreign governments--that the United States may very well ban TikTok, an app used by roughly one-third of the country's adults. (In protest, many users have simply started spending time on another Chinese site, Xiaohongshu.) Many people suspect that time on site can't be good for us, yet time on site also is how many of us learn about the world, form communities, and entertain ourselves. The experience of logging on and consuming information through the algorithmic morass of our feeds has never felt more dispiriting, commoditized, chaotic, and unhelpful than it does right now.



Read: No one knows exactly what social media is doing to teens



It is useful, then, to juxtapose this information ecosystem--one that's largely governed by culture-warring tech executives and populated by attention seekers--with a true technological public good. Last week, I downloaded Watch Duty, a free app that provides evacuation notices, up-to-date fire maps, and information such as wind direction and air-quality alerts. The app, which was founded in 2021 after fires ravaged Sonoma County, California, has become a crucial piece of information infrastructure for L.A. residents and first responders. It is run by a nonprofit as a public service, with volunteer reporters and full-time staff who help vet information. Millions have downloaded the app just this month.



Watch Duty appears to be saving lives at a time when local-government services have been less than reliable, sending out incorrect evacuation notices to residents. It is a shining example of technology at its best and most useful, and so I was struck by something one of its co-founders, David Merritt, told to The Verge over the weekend: "We don't want you to spend time in the app," he said. "You get information and get out. We have the option of adding more photos, but we limit those to the ones that provide different views of a fire we have been tracking. We don't want people doom scrolling." This, he rightly argues, is "the antithesis of what a lot of tech does."



The contrast between Watch Duty and broad swaths of the internet feels especially stark in the early days of 2025. The toxic incentives and environments of our other apps are as visible as ever, and the men behind these services--Musk and Zuckerberg especially--seem intent on making the experience of using them worse than ever. It's all in service of engagement, of more time on site. Musk, who has transformed X into a superfund site of conspiracy theorizing, crypto ads, hateful posts, and low-rent memes, has been vehement that he wants his users to come to the platform and never leave. He has allegedly deprioritized hyperlinks that would take people away from the platform to other sites. (Musk did not deny that this is happening when confronted by Paul Graham, a Y Combinator co-founder.) He has his own name for the metric he wants X to optimize for: unregretted user seconds.



Zuckerberg recently announced his own version of the Muskian playbook, which seeks to turn his Meta platforms into a more lawless posting zone, including getting rid of fact-checkers and turning off its automated moderation systems on all content but "illegal and high-severity violations." That system kept spam and disinformation content from flooding the platform. Make no mistake: This, too, is its own play for time on site. In an interview last month with the Financial Times, a Meta executive revealed that the company plans to experiment with introducing generative-AI-powered chatbots into its services, behaving like regular users. Connor Hayes, vice president of product for generative AI at Meta, says that this feature--which, I should add, nobody asked for--is a "priority" for the company over the next two years. This is supposed to align with another goal, which is to make its apps "more entertaining and engaging."



This should feel more than disheartening for anyone who cares about or still believes in the promise of the internet and technology to broaden our worldview, increase resilience, and expose us to the version of humanity that is always worth helping and saving. Spending time on site has arguably never felt this bad; the forecast suggests that it will only get worse.



In recent days, I've been revisiting some of the work of the climate futurist Alex Steffen, who has a knack for putting language to our planetary crisis. The unprecedented disasters that appear now with more frequency are an example of discontinuity, where "past experience loses its value as a guide to decision-making about the future." Steffen argues that we have no choice but to adapt to this reality and anticipate how we'll survive it. He offers no panaceas or bromides. The climate crisis will come for each of us, but will affect us unevenly. We are not all in this together, he argues. But action is needed--specifically, proactive fixes that make our broken systems more effective and durable.



Clearly our information systems are in need of such work. They feel like they were built for a world we no longer inhabit. Most of them are run by billionaires who can afford to insulate themselves from reality, at least for now. I don't see an end to the discontinuity or brokenness of our internet. But there are glimpses of resilience. Maybe platforms like Watch Duty offer a template. "I don't want to sell this," John Clarke Mills, the company's CEO, told The Hollywood Reporter on Monday. He went further: "No one should own this. The fact that I have to do this with my team is not OK. Part of this is out of spite. I'm angry that I'm here having to do this, and the government hasn't spent the money to do this themselves." Mills's anger is righteous, but it could also be instructive. Instead of building things that make us feel powerless, Mills is building tools that give people information that can be turned into agency.



There's no tidy conclusion to any of this. There is loss, fear, anger, but also hope. Days later, I went to check back on the post that contained that photo of the man and woman with a child. I'd hoped that the internet would work its magic to reunite the photo with those who'd lost it. Throughout the replies are people trying to signal-boost the post. In one reply, a local news producer asks for permission to do a story about the photograph. Another person thinks they have a lead on the family. So far, there's no happy ending. But there is hope.
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The Case for Brain Rot

The new language of the internet is both mind-numbing and irresistible.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany




My parents spend half of the year on an island off the coast of North Carolina where many of the residents speak a distinct and alienating dialect of English--the Ocracoke or "Hoi Toider" brogue, which the BBC describes as "a mix of Elizabethan English, Irish and Scottish accents, and pirate slang." The other half, they spend around their four children, who are in their 20s and early 30s and also speak in a manner that can be perplexing.



One of my sisters, who is a math genius, will interject, "New lore just dropped!" while my mom relays family gossip. My other sister, who has an advanced degree, will refer to minor inconveniences by claiming that she's about to "unalive" herself. The other, who is in medical school, will express surprise or approval by saying "not" at the front of a sentence--like, "Not mom making an extra batch of molasses cookies for me." And I'm probably the worst offender, even though I'm the sister whose job is "sentences." I'll tell my parents that I'm frustrated with the vacant shelves at their local grocery store by saying, "It's giving apocalypse," or that I don't want to order Chinese food for dinner because I'm more "in a place of pizza."



This manner of speaking is a symptom (mild, I think) of what many people have started terming "brain rot." Oxford University Press chose this as its word of the year for 2024 and defined it as the "supposed deterioration of a person's mental or intellectual state, especially viewed as a result of overconsumption of material (now particularly online content) considered to be trivial or unchallenging." In general, brain rot can also refer to surrealist content created to entertain people whose attention spans have presumably withered away thanks to time spent scrolling, or to a state of general onlineness that has rewired one's mind. Writing about the term last month, my colleague John Hendrickson described the tendency of online ephemera to just sort of "seep into our skulls."



On the one hand, talking this way is just about fitting in. It's a trend, like any other in the history of young people using words their parents and other authority figures don't know. On the other, the ease with which my friends, siblings, and I slide into this mode is a bit unsettling. It's so simple to start tacking "if you even care" onto the end of sentences for effect and so difficult to stop. When I hear myself tell a co-worker that I'm "not beating the idiot allegations" after making a silly mistake, I worry that something has really gone wrong.

Read: I really can't tell if you're serious

These turns of phrase have infected my speech even though I deliberately limit my exposure to short-form video. It's the way my friends talk in our group chats and the way my co-workers talk in Slack. It's the way that podcast hosts talk in my ear. I know I'm not alone, because people in my life complain about their own brain-rot speech patterns all the time. I've also seen strangers do it. "This might just be a me thing, but do you guys ever have those phrases that if you don't say them, like, your brain doesn't work?" a young woman asked in a TikTok video I came across recently. Two of her examples were "WHICH COULD MEAN NOTHING!!!" and "(Derogatory)," which are meant to be written in comments or short-form posts, but have slid across the barrier between the online and real worlds and are now spoken aloud.



That barrier seems especially porous at the moment, and naturally some hand-wringing has followed. Children have begun deploying such phrases (and related nonsense words), to the vexation of their parents and teachers. The New York Times found health experts who view brain rot as a "a coping mechanism for people who may have other underlying disorders that may lead them to numb themselves with mindless scrolling or overlong gaming sessions"; others have called it "a condition of mental fogginess, lethargy, reduced attention span, and cognitive decline that results from an overabundance of screen time."



But these concerns are a bit overwrought. Brain rot is an entertaining way to talk--more appealing and adaptable than the manic "TikTok voice" used by would-be professional influencers, which is inappropriate in offline conversation because it makes the speaker sound like a haunted doll. Older internet vernacular involved quoting memes or making references to nerd culture, but brain rot offers strange sentence constructions and rhetorical tics with a broad range of possible applications. These are easy ways to spruce up otherwise bland statements. For instance, I recently saw a post that read, "No because what do you mean it's Christmas Eve and not just another random Tuesday." The explanation for these turns of phrase has to be, at least partly, that the enormous audience of the internet puts some pressure on us to be entertaining at all times. "He's so me for this" just sounds better than "This is something I would do!" and "We're so back" has more impact than "Cool!" or "Yay!"



A lot of these linguistic quirks originated in written text from various online fandoms. Stans tend to type out phrases like "no because what do you mean" when experiencing intense emotion or surprise (which happens a lot). This is why a sudden litany of "no because what do you mean" posts was actually how I learned that Liam Payne, a former member of the boy band One Direction, had died unexpectedly last October. ("No because what do you mean liam payne died ...") Fans also abbreviate phrases a lot because they're usually speaking in some kind of shorthand to other people for whom it will be legible. This leads to randomly truncated thoughts: Instead of writing, "I love the way she sings," one might simply write, "The way she sings" (or whatever it is she does).



To help my thinking about how brain-rot language has evolved into its current state, I returned to the internet linguist Gretchen McCulloch's 2019 book, Because Internet: Understanding the New Rules of Language. The book was published before TikTok's ascendancy and the total dominance of short-form video, and it dealt almost exclusively with written internet speech--a huge corpus, which McCulloch described as a historically anomalous collection of "informal writing" by regular people. We were living in a "revolutionary period in linguistic history," she argued, in part because of how much writing we were producing and how much better we get at expressing ourselves the more we try. In other words, posting is a skill. However low your opinion of the social internet is, it would be hard to deny that what is considered funny on social media now is incredibly sophisticated compared with what was considered funny 15 years ago (pictures of cats saying "I CAN HAZ CHEESEBURGER?").

Read: The agony of texting with men

McCulloch also wrote a linguistic analysis of doge memes for the now-defunct blog The Toast in 2014, in which she explained the en vogue internet grammar of that day as the awkward tacking on of common modifiers in places they didn't belong. These were often two-word phrases, she wrote, giving the examples of "much feels" and "very art." She thought the roots of this manner of speaking were both online and off--a combination of the "stylized verbal incoherence mirroring emotional incoherence" that was (and is) popular on social media and the baby talk that people use with their pets. Some people at the time feared that this incredibly irritating way of speaking would stick around. It mostly hasn't, though you can clearly see its influence in the way that internet language innovators strip sentences down to make new oddities today.



The truth is that brain-rot phrases are a conversational crutch. They signal that you are in the know; when you say them out loud, you can give them a tinge of irony and make clear that you are aware it's kind of silly. The tone is internet-y because it is weird but also because it's glib and a bit removed. There's plausible deniability in every phrase, which makes sense because being sincere online is often how you ended up getting humiliated--dunked on for being wrong, "canceled" after being interpreted in bad faith. The most humiliating thing you can do is, of course, say something boring, and saying something in a nonsensical way for no reason helps avoid that, too.



Today, a going theory about the cause of brain-rot language--as implied by its name--is that people have gotten stupider. But I don't think this is true. The people I know who talk this way are sometimes frustrated with themselves for saying "Let him cook" too much, but they're not dumb--they're amusing, perceptive, have a broad range of reference, and think critically about the things they're talking about in such a doofy way. They are also, like me, being a bit lazy and noncommittal when speaking casually. There are worse things to be.
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It's Time to Evacuate. Wait, Never Mind.

I have received 11 alerts. As far as I can tell, they were all sent in error.

by Nancy Walecki




Updated at 8:35 p.m. ET on January 10, 2025

In my neighborhood--a mobile-home park on the western side of Malibu--the power and gas have been out for days, and cell service is intermittent at best. If I drive to the right vantage points, I can see the Palisades Fire and Kenneth Fire--two of the five major fires blazing across Los Angeles--but they are still far away. My home is not in a mandatory evacuation zone or even a warning zone. It is, or is supposed to be, safe. Yet my family's phones keep blaring with evacuation notices, as they move in and out of service.

As far as I can tell, these notices have all been in error. Earlier today, Kevin McGowan, the director of Los Angeles County's emergency-management office, acknowledged at a press conference that officials knew alerts like these had gone out, acknowledged some of them were wrong, and still had no idea why, or how to keep it from happening again. The office did not immediately respond to a request for comment, but shortly after this article was published, the office released a statement offering a preliminary assessment that the false alerts were sent "due to issues with telecommunications systems, likely due to the fires' impacts on cellular towers" and announcing that the county's emergency notifications would switch to being managed through California's state alert system.

The first alert jolted my phone yesterday afternoon. My family had already loaded the essentials in the car earlier this week, but we started packing in whatever else would fit, thinking that this might be the last chance we had to save anything we valued. Dad and I heaved my mother's old rodeo saddle through the living room as she took a call from a woman worried about a friend of ours whom no one had heard from since the night before. Mom had the phone crooked under her ear, moving back and forth through the house. She gathered a photograph of her father and the tablecloth crocheted by my great-great-great-grandmother--a Californian, like me. But every time she went to a new part of the house to get some other keepsake, the call would cut out, and she wouldn't be able to hear what her friend was saying.

"Just stop moving," I told her.

"I know," she said, "but what else am I supposed to do?" The tablecloth was in our kitchen; the photograph of her dad was in the living room; she still wanted to see if we could find the old Super 8 tapes we'd been meaning to digitize. We had to get ready to leave.

We learned that the first notification had been sent out in error. Mom's employer, Pepperdine University, sent an email clarifying that, according to multiple sources, officials had accidentally sent the warnings countywide, rather than to only the people who actually needed to evacuate.

The second notice came as we drove through a canyon, on our way to the woman who had called earlier. We got the third when we pulled into her driveway. For all I know, these could have been the same alerts, pinging my phone again from different cell towers as we drove through L.A. County.

Mom checked the Watch Duty app before we went into our friend's house. The platform sends her alerts about fire perimeters, evacuations, and any new blazes cropping up. This app has been the only way we've had any sense of the gray area of danger between the fire is far away and leave now. Looking at Watch Duty, we judged that we were in the clear--that these notifications were inaccurate. But we kept our phones close.

The third and fourth evacuation warnings came through on the way home. Again, we had no idea whether to trust them. From what we could tell of the fire's movements, from the radio and from Watch Duty, the perimeter was still very far away from us. The wind had gone quiet. Mom and I fell asleep at about 4 a.m.

The fifth, sixth, and seventh evacuation warnings came through at around 6 a.m.--on my phone. My parent's phones were silent, and they were still asleep. I woke Mom up to check Watch Duty. From what we could tell, these notices were also false. At least now we were awake in case they turned out to be real.

If we had to leave, we weren't entirely sure where we would go. Most of our local friends have already had to evacuate; we have yet to find a hotel with a vacancy. Mom and I keep talking over our options--whether we should drive to Santa Cruz, San Francisco, or Las Vegas, where we have friends waiting for us.

The eighth notification came at about 8 a.m today. The ninth, around 9 a.m. The tenth, around 11:30 a.m. The 11th, as I finished writing this dispatch.

My family might be outliers in the sheer number of false alarms we keep receiving. Two of our friends in other neighborhoods received only that first false alarm yesterday and haven't received anything since. (Some people received a correction notice from L.A. County.) But our next-door neighbor told us this morning that several evacuees staying with her got evacuation alerts last night too.

Even one false evacuation alert is, of course, a problem. Everyone around me is desperate for any bit of information that might tell us what's happening and what we need to do next. It's alarming when my phone--my one portal to fire updates and messages from friends--keeps screeching that I may need to get up and go, with seemingly no relation to the reality I see out my window.

Between the probably-false-but-maybe-not evacuation notifications, my loved ones are texting to ask if my family is okay. I am grateful they are asking, and at the same time, I truly do not know what to tell them. Not being able to trust the alerts that are supposed to tell us when we are safe or not has rattled us. We keep talking with our neighbors, trying to figure out where the fires are.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2025/01/los-angeles-fire-evacuation-alert-false/681290/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Elon Has Appointed Himself King of the World

After helping Trump win the election, the world's richest man is turning his attention to Europe.

by Ali Breland




Like any good entrepreneur who found early success in one market, Elon Musk is now starting to expand to others. Yesterday, Musk--the entrepreneur turned Donald Trump megadonor--hosted a livestream on X with Alice Weidel, the leader of Germany's far-right political party, Alternative fur Deutschland, or AfD.



"Only the AfD can save Germany, end of story," Musk said during the 70-minute conversation, endorsing the party ahead of the country's elections next month. This is not the first time Musk has publicly thrown his support behind the AfD. At the end of last month, he wrote an op-ed in a German newspaper endorsing the aggressively nativist party, whose members and staff have well-documented ties to neo-Nazis and other extremist groups. (The party, for its part, has expelled some politicians and staff over suspected links to such groups, though others still remain).



Musk has spent recent days hyper-focused on replicating the influence campaign he has waged on U.S. politics. In addition to backing the AfD, he has injected himself into British politics, accusing Prime Minister Keir Starmer, the leader of the United Kingdom's Labour Party, of enabling child sex abuse by failing to address grooming gangs as a previous head of England and Wales's Crown Prosecution Services, and calling for his ouster. (Starmer has defended his record, noting that he reopened the cases and was the first to prosecute the perpetrators.) Musk posted a poll on Monday asking X users whether "America should liberate the people of Britain from their tyrannical government." Musk has also started posting in support of Tommy Robinson, an Islamaphobic far-right political activist in the U.K. who is currently in prison for repeatedly breaching court orders related to a libel case he lost; Robinson falsely claimed in Facebook videos that a Syrian refugee had "violently attack[ed] young English girls in his school."



After Nigel Farage, who leads the U.K.'s far-right Reform Party, said that he disagreed with Musk about Robinson, Musk posted: "The Reform Party needs a new leader. Farage doesn't have what it takes." As Musk has waged this pressure campaign, he has incessantly posted in support of the far right in Europe and their current causes celebres. On Wednesday, he suggested that there were "Sharia Law courts" in the United Kingdom, that "UK politicians are selling your daughters for votes," and that "Irish citizens get longer sentences than illegal immigrants. That's messed up."



Despite Musk's ability to become a major political figure in the United States, it's not clear whether his pressure campaign in Europe will work. Musk's efforts to influence European politics are hampered by campaign regulations that curb the role of money in politics. In addition to his online campaign during the U.S. presidential election, he donated more than $250 million to help Trump, in part funding ads that ran in swing states. But in Germany, radio and TV ads can air only within a month of the election. In the U.K., national campaign spending in the 365 days prior to an election is capped at about $40 million per party. The perspective of an avaricious billionaire may not mean the same thing in Europe that it does in the U.S.: A YouGov poll in November showed that just 18 percent of people in the U.K. view Musk favorably, down from 23 percent in 2022, after he initiated his purchase of Twitter. In the U.S., by contrast, more than a third of Americans have a favorable view of Musk.



Some European leaders, perhaps sensing that their constituents share a dim view of Musk, have pushed back. Starmer has accused him of spreading "lies and misformation." Even officials in European countries who haven't been targeted are speaking out. French President Emmanuel Macron, who recently welcomed Musk to the reopening of Paris's Notre Dame cathedral, accused him of "supporting a new international reactionary movement and intervening directly in elections."



But even if Musk falls short of his goals of propelling AfD to power in Germany and ousting Starmer as prime minister, he'll likely still have made some gains for the European far right. A YouGov poll from earlier this month showed the AfD polling at 21 percent, behind only the mainstream center-right party. The party has gained two points since the beginning of last month, suggesting that Musk's campaign is at least not stifling the party. Even though the AfD is a formal party with considerable support, it's still considered taboo in much of Germany. Every other party has agreed not to work with the AfD, effectively ostracizing it. Musk's endorsement of the AfD "is a problem," Miro Dittrich, a co-CEO of CeMAS, a Berlin-based nonprofit that tracks the far right, told me. "It's seen as legitimizing them." During the conversation with Weidel, Musk tried to sanitize and downplay the Afd's far-right tendencies and neo-Nazi ties by accusing the media of misportraying the party, and giving Weidel space to do the same: Adolf Hiter "wasn't a conservative; he wasn't a libertarian," she told Musk. "He was a communist, socialist guy, so full stop, no more comment on that, and we are exactly the opposite." (Hitler, of course, was an anti-communist, anti-Semitic dictator.)



Musk doesn't need to make endorsements or post aggressively to exert his influence over Europe. Even before he attached himself to the Trump campaign, Musk gained significant leverage over governments through Starlink, his satellite-internet service. In 2022, Musk reportedly made the decision to not provide Starlink service to Ukraine while it was launching an attack on Russian forces in Crimea, after speaking with the Russian ambassador to the United States. In September, he used the company to partially circumvent a temporary ban on X in Brazil, by refusing to block the website for Starlink customers in the country.



Unless something truly intractable stands between Musk and a goal, he will relentlessly go for it, no matter how trivial or ill-advised it may be, often no matter the cost to those around him. That pattern is probably how Musk's political ambitions will play out. Unless he gets bored, governments across the world will be forced to at least listen to his whims--especially as European leaders contend with the possibility of retaliation from the president of the United States. Perhaps a fallout between Trump and Musk is coming. Trump has reportedly started complaining about how much Musk is hanging out in Mar-a-Lago, where he pays $2,000 a night to stay at a villa to regularly dine with Trump. Still, even without the president-elect, he has the wealth and connections to exert his will on politics worldwide. Musk is here for as long as he wants to be.
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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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Trump Criticizes Foreign Allies

Meanwhile, some of the president-elect's most controversial Cabinet picks are set to appear before the Senate.

by The Editors




Some of Donald Trump's most controversial Cabinet picks will appear before the Senate next week. Panelists on Washington Week With The Atlantic joined to discuss the tough questions that Democrats are promising.

Meanwhile, as Senate confirmations loom, Trump has taken to criticizing U.S. allies including Canada, Panama, and Greenland. These comments may, in part, be an element of the president-elect's strategy, Tom Nichols explained last night. "We're talking about things that are never going to happen: We're not going to war with Denmark over Greenland; we're not going to seize the Panama Canal," he said. "This whole strange foreign-policy fandango has kind of obliterated a lot of other discussions."

Ahead of his inauguration, Trump has also made many promises about how the government will work once he takes office for his second term. But, as panelists discussed, whether he will be able to deliver, and how his supporters and political opponents could react if he can't produce his pledged results, remains to be seen.

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: Laura Barron-Lopez, a White House correspondent for PBS News Hour; Carl Hulse, the chief Washington correspondent at The New York Times; Tom Nichols, a staff writer at The Atlantic; and Vivian Salama, a national-politics reporter at The Wall Street Journal.

Watch the full episode here.
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        America Just Kinda, Sorta Banned Cigarettes
        Nicholas Florko

        No drug is quite like nicotine. When it hits your bloodstream, you're sent on a ride of double euphoria: an immediate jolt of adrenaline, like a strong cup of coffee injected directly into your brain, along with the calming effect of a beer. Nicotine is what gets people hooked on cigarettes, despite their health risks and putrid smell. It is, in essence, what cigarette companies are selling, and what they've always been selling. Without nicotine, a cigarette is just smoldering leaves wrapped in s...

      

      
        Aspiring Parents Have a New DNA Test to Obsess Over
        Kristen V. Brown

        The first time Jamie Cassidy was pregnant, the fetus had a genetic mutation so devastating that she and her husband, Brennan, decided to terminate in the second trimester. The next time they tried for a baby, they weren't taking chances: They would use IVF and screen their embryos' DNA. They wanted to avoid transferring any embryos with the single-gene mutation that had doomed their first pregnancy. And then they started wondering what other ailments they could save their future son or daughter f...

      

      
        A Secret Way to Fight Off Stomach Bugs
        Daniel Engber

        Influenza cases have been surging. RSV activity is "very high." Signs of COVID have been mounting in sewer water, and norovirus, too, is spawning outbreaks like we haven't seen for at least a dozen years. You might even say that America is in the midst of a "quad-demic," although I really hope you don't, because "quad-demic" is not a word that anyone should say.With that in mind, here are The Atlantic's tips and tricks for steering clear of any illness during this year's terrible quad-demic. What...

      

      
        Not Just Sober-Curious, but Neo-Temperate
        Shayla Love

        Updated at 11:11 a.m. ET on January 13, 2025In 1900, a former schoolteacher named Carrie Nation walked into a bar in Kiowa, Kansas, proclaimed, "Men, I have come to save you from a drunkard's fate," and proceeded to hurl bricks and stones at bottles of liquor. The men, interested less in spiritual salvation and more in physical safety, fled to a corner. Nation destroyed three saloons that day, using a billiard ball when she ran out of bricks and rocks, which she called "smashers." She eventually--...

      

      
        Bird Flu Is a National Embarrassment
        Katherine J. Wu

        Three years ago, when it was trickling into the United States, the bird-flu virus that recently killed a man in Louisiana was, to most Americans, an obscure and distant threat. Now it has spread through all 50 states, affecting more than 100 million birds, most of them domestic poultry; nearly 1,000 herds of dairy cattle have been confirmed to be harboring the virus too. At least 66 Americans, most of them working in close contact with cows, have fallen sick. A full-blown H5N1 pandemic is not gua...

      

      
        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. ...
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America Just Kinda, Sorta Banned Cigarettes

A new rule by the FDA could change smoking as we know it.

by Nicholas Florko




No drug is quite like nicotine. When it hits your bloodstream, you're sent on a ride of double euphoria: an immediate jolt of adrenaline, like a strong cup of coffee injected directly into your brain, along with the calming effect of a beer. Nicotine is what gets people hooked on cigarettes, despite their health risks and putrid smell. It is, in essence, what cigarette companies are selling, and what they've always been selling. Without nicotine, a cigarette is just smoldering leaves wrapped in some fancy paper.



But if the Biden administration gets its way, that's essentially all cigarettes will be. Today, regulators at the FDA announced that they are pushing forward with a rule that would dramatically limit how much nicotine can go in a cigarette. The average cigarette nowadays is estimated to have roughly 17 milligrams of the drug. Under the new regulation, that would fall to less than one milligram. If enacted--still a big if--it would decimate the demand for cigarettes more effectively than any public-service announcement ever could.



The idea behind the proposal is to make cigarettes nonaddictive. One study found that some young people begin feeling the symptoms of nicotine addiction within a matter of days after starting to smoke. In 2022, roughly half of adult smokers tried to quit, but fewer than 10 percent were ultimately successful.



For that reason, the rule could permanently change smoking in America. The FDA insists that the proposal isn't a ban per se. But in the rule's intended effect, ban may indeed be an apt term. The FDA estimates that nearly 13 million people--more than 40 percent of current adult smokers--would quit smoking within one year of the rule taking effect. After all, why inhale cancerous fumes without even the promise of a buzz? By the end of the century, the FDA predicts, 4.3 million fewer people would die because of cigarettes. The agency's move, therefore, should be wonderful news for just about everyone except tobacco executives. (Luis Pinto, a vice president at Reynolds American, which makes Camel and Newport cigarettes, told me in an email that the policy "would effectively eliminate legal cigarettes and fuel an already massive illicit nicotine market.")



Still, there's no telling whether the FDA's idea will actually come to fruition. The regulation released today is just a proposal. For the next eight months, the public--including tobacco companies--will have the opportunity to comment on the proposal. Then the Trump administration can decide whether to finalize the regulation as is, make changes, or scrap it entirely. Donald Trump has not signaled what he will do, and his relationship to cigarettes is complicated. In 2017, his FDA commissioner put the idea of cutting the nicotine in cigarettes to nonaddictive levels on the agency's agenda. But the tobacco industry has recently attempted to cozy up to the president-elect. A subsidiary of Reynolds donated $10 million to a super PAC backing Trump. Even if the Trump administration finalizes the rule, the FDA plans to give tobacco companies two years to comply, meaning that the earliest cigarettes would actually change would be fall 2027.



If Trump goes through with the rule, it may be the end of cigarettes. But although cigarettes might be inseparable from nicotine, nicotine is not inseparable from cigarettes. These days, people looking to consume the drug can pop a coffee-flavored Zyn in their upper lip or puff on a banana-ice-flavored e-cigarette. These products are generally safer than cigarettes because they do not burn tobacco, and it is tobacco smoke, not nicotine, that causes most of the harmful effects of cigarettes. FDA estimates that should cigarettes lose their nicotine, roughly half of current smokers would transition to other, safer products to get their fix, Brian King, the head of the FDA's tobacco center, told me.



Whether nicotine's staying power is a good thing is still unclear. Few people--even in the tobacco industry--will argue with a straight face that cigarettes are safe. Nicotine defenders, however, are far more common. In my time covering nicotine, I have spoken with plenty of people who emphatically believe that the drug helps them get through their day, and that their habit is no more shameful or harmful than an addiction to caffeine. There is clearly a market for these products. Just ask Philip Morris International, which earlier this year invested $600 million to build a new factory to meet surging demand for Zyn. But it's true, too, that nicotine is addictive, regardless of how it's consumed. There isn't much data looking at long-term impacts of these new nicotine-delivery devices, but the effects of nicotine, such as increased heart rate and blood pressure, are enough to give cardiologists pause.



I promised my parents--both smokers during my childhood--that I'd never pick up a cigarette. I kept that promise. But about a year ago, I started to wonder just how bad safer forms of nicotine could actually be. (Mom, if you're reading this, I'm sorry.) I found myself experimenting with Zyn. Doing so gave me a window into why my parents craved cigarettes, but it also quickly gave me a firsthand look at why it was always so hard for them to quit. My one-Zyn-a-day habit quickly became two, and two became four. And yet, each time the pouch hit my lip, that burst of dopamine seemed to get more and more lackluster. Soon enough, I was reaching for nicotine without even thinking about it. The FDA's new proposal, if finalized, will mean that misguided teens (or, in my case, 33-year-olds) prone to experimentation won't do so with deadly cigarettes. But that will be far from the end of America's relationship with nicotine.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2025/01/cigarettes-fda-rule-smoking/681334/?utm_source=feed
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Aspiring Parents Have a New DNA Test to Obsess Over

An emerging field of genetics promises to let parents choose the "healthiest" baby.

by Kristen V. Brown




The first time Jamie Cassidy was pregnant, the fetus had a genetic mutation so devastating that she and her husband, Brennan, decided to terminate in the second trimester. The next time they tried for a baby, they weren't taking chances: They would use IVF and screen their embryos' DNA. They wanted to avoid transferring any embryos with the single-gene mutation that had doomed their first pregnancy. And then they started wondering what other ailments they could save their future son or daughter from.

The Cassidys' doctor told them about a company, Genomic Prediction, that could assess their potential children's odds of developing conditions that aren't tied to a single gene, such as heart disease, diabetes, and schizophrenia. The test wouldn't be any more invasive than screening for a single gene--all the company needed was an embryo biopsy. The science is still in its early stages, but the Cassidys didn't mind. Brennan has Type 1 diabetes and didn't want to pass that condition on, either. "If I can forecast that my baby is going to have less chance to have Type 1 diabetes than I did, I want that," he told me. "I'd burn all my money to know that."

Thanks to more sophisticated genetic-testing techniques, IVF--an expensive, invasive treatment originally developed to help people with fertility troubles--is becoming a tool for optimizing health. A handful of companies offer screening for diseases and disorders that range from life-threatening (cancer) to life-altering (celiac disease). In many cases, these conditions' genetic links are poorly understood or weak, just one factor of many that determine whether a person develops a particular condition. But bringing another human being into the universe can be a terrifying-enough prospect that some parents are turning to extensive genetic testing to help pick their future offspring.

Genetic screening has been a crucial part of IVF--and pregnancy--for decades. Medical guidelines recommend that any aspiring mother should be given the option to test her own DNA and find out whether she risks passing on dangerous genes, a practice known as carrier screening. If both parents carry a particular mutation, doctors will likely suggest IVF and embryo screening. These measures are traditionally limited to conditions linked to single-gene mutations, such as Huntington's disease, most of which are exceedingly rare and seriously affect a child's quality of life. During IVF, embryos are also typically screened for chromosomal abnormalities to help avoid miscarriages, and generally nonheritable conditions such as Down syndrome.

Read: Genetic discrimination is coming for us all

As the scientific understanding of the genome has progressed, companies including Genomic Prediction and a competitor called Orchid have begun offering a test that promises a more comprehensive investigation of the risks lurking in an embryo's genes, using what's known as a polygenic risk score. Most common ailments aren't connected to a single gene; polygenic risk scores aim to predict the lifetime likelihood of conditions, such as diabetes, in which many genes contribute to a person's risk. Consumer DNA-testing companies such as 23andMe use these scores to tell customers whether they have, say, a slightly above-average likelihood of developing celiac disease, along with a disclaimer that lifestyle and other factors can also influence their chances. These risk scores could theoretically help identify customers who, say, need a colonoscopy earlier in life, or who need to double down on that New Year's resolution to eat healthier. But the current scientific consensus is that polygenic risk scores can't yet provide useful insights into a person's health, if indeed they ever will.

Analyzing an embryo's DNA to predict its chances of developing genetically complex conditions such as diabetes is an even thornier issue. The tests, which can run thousands of dollars and are typically not covered by insurance, involve sending a small sample of the embryos to the companies' labs. In the United States, such tests don't need to be approved by the FDA. Genomic Prediction even offers customers an assessment of which embryos are "healthiest" overall. But the control these services offer is an illusion, like promising to predict the weather a year in advance, Robert Klitzman, a Columbia University bioethicist and the author of the book Designing Babies, told me. A spokesperson for the American Society for Reproductive Medicine told me there aren't enough quality data to even take a position on whether such tests are useful. And last year, the American College of Medical Genetics and Genomics published a lengthy position statement concluding that the benefits of screening embryos for polygenic risk were "unproven" and that the tests "should not be offered as a clinical service." The statement raised the possibility that people might undergo extra, unnecessary rounds of IVF in search of ever healthier embryos.

Genomic Prediction published a rebuttal to the ACMG that cited, among other research, several studies led by company researchers that concluded that among siblings, those with a lower risk score were significantly less likely to have a given condition. The truth is, though, the effect of screening embryos for polygenic risk won't be clear until the embryos chosen to develop into fetuses are born, grow up, and either develop diabetes or don't. Genomic Prediction and Orchid both told me that humanity shouldn't have to wait that long for the insights their tests provide. Polygenic risk scores are "one of the most valuable pieces of information that you can get," Orchid's founder and CEO, Noor Siddiqui, told me. Nathan Treff, Genomic Prediction's chief science officer, was similarly bullish. "Everybody has some kind of family history of diabetes, cancer, and heart disease. So we really don't have a situation where there's no reason for testing," he told me.

Many of the experts I spoke with about these tests are concerned that people might opt into IVF because they're chasing certainty that companies can't really promise. A study last year found both high interest and approval among Americans when it comes to screening embryos for polygenic risk. For now, most of the customers I interviewed used advanced tests that included polygenic risk because they were going through IVF anyway. Many of Genomic Prediction's customers using the scores are participants in a clinical trial. But Tara Harandi-Zadeh, an investor in Orchid, told me she planned to do IVF even though she and her husband have no fertility issues or history of genetic disease. Harandi-Zadeh is especially worried about de novo mutations--genetic changes that occur spontaneously, without any hereditary link. She wants to screen her embryos to weed out monogenic diseases and plan for the risks of polygenic ones. "If I have that information, I can help my child at the stages of life to be able to get treatment or tests or just prepare for it," she said. Treff told me that people like Harandi-Zadeh make up a small percentage of Genomic Prediction's customers, but their numbers are growing.

Emi Nietfeld: America's IVF failure

Scientists just don't understand enough about the genome to confidently predict what any single embryo will be like should it go on to become a person. Most genes influence many facets of our being--our health, our physical traits, our personality--and only a fraction of those interactions have been investigated. "You don't know the full package," Klitzman said. "Bipolar disorder is associated with creativity. So if you screen out bipolar disorder, you may also be screening out genes for creativity, for instance." Because no embryo is completely risk-free, future parents might also have to decide whether they think, say, a risk of diabetes or a risk of heart disease sounds worse. A paper out last week put it this way: "The expected reductions in disease risk are modest, at best--even if the clinical, ethical and social concerns are dismissed."

Those concerns are significant. More and more people are already turning to IVF for reasons other than infertility. Some select their children based on sex. Jeffrey Steinberg, a fertility doctor with clinics in the U.S. and internationally, offers eye color selection and told me he is working on height. Orchid assesses genetic risk for some autism-spectrum disorders, and Genomic Prediction plans to add a similar screening to its catalog. A paper published last week argued that editing embryos--not just testing them--could mitigate genetic risk for a variety of conditions, while also acknowledging it could "deepen health inequalities." (In the U.S., clinical trials of embryo editing cannot be approved by the FDA, and public funds cannot be used for research in which embryos are edited.) Critics say that even if technology could cut the prevalence of diseases like diabetes, doing so could drive discrimination against those born with such "undesirable" traits. Social services and support for people with those conditions could also erode--similar concerns have been raised, for example, in Iceland, where pregnancy screenings have all but eliminated Down-syndrome births.

From the December 2020 issue: The last children of Down syndrome

Even if the science does catch up to the ambitions of companies like Genomic Prediction, genetics will never guarantee a child a healthy life. "Of the 100 things that could go wrong with your baby, 90 percent of them or more are not genetic," Hank Greely, the director of the Center for Law and the Biosciences at Stanford University, told me. That's partly why the Cassidys decided to ignore most of their screening results and simply select the embryo that didn't have the monogenic mutation that Jamie carried, and had the lowest risk of diabetes. "We're not trying to have a kid that's 6 foot 2 and blond hair and blue eyes and going to go to Harvard. We just want a healthy baby," Brennan told me.
 
 Their son was born in 2023 and so far has been at the top of the curve for every developmental marker: He's big and tall; he talked and walked early. It will be years, probably, before they know whether or not he's diabetic. But it's hard, they said, not to feel that they picked the right embryo.
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A Secret Way to Fight Off Stomach Bugs

It isn't hand sanitizer.

by Daniel Engber




Influenza cases have been surging. RSV activity is "very high." Signs of COVID have been mounting in sewer water, and norovirus, too, is spawning outbreaks like we haven't seen for at least a dozen years. You might even say that America is in the midst of a "quad-demic," although I really hope you don't, because "quad-demic" is not a word that anyone should say.

With that in mind, here are The Atlantic's tips and tricks for steering clear of any illness during this year's terrible quad-demic. What are The Atlantic's tips and tricks? They are soap.

Consider the norovirus, a real terror of a pathogen, just a couple dozen nanometers in length, with its invasive acids tucked inside a protein coat. Exposure to fewer than 100 particles of norovirus can leave you with several days' worth of vomiting and diarrhea. Those particles are very, very hard to kill.

Douse them in a squirt of alcohol, and, chances are, they'll come through just fine. One study looked at a spate of norovirus outbreaks at nursing homes in New England during the winter of 2006-07, and found that locations where staff made regular use of hand sanitizers were at much greater risk of experiencing an outbreak than others in the study. Why? Because those other nursing homes were equipped with something better.

They had soap.

Research finds that soap is good at cleaning things. At least 4,000 years of history suggest the same. Soap works because its structure mixes well with water on one end and with oils on the other. The latter, hydrophobic side can hook into, and then destroy, the membranes that surround some microbes (though norovirus isn't one of them). Molecules of soap also cluster up in little balls that can surround and trap some germy grime before it's flushed away beneath the tap. And soap, being sudsy, makes washing hands more fun.

Not everyone endorses washing hands. Pete Hegseth, whose good judgment will be judged today in his confirmation hearing for secretary of defense, once said that he hadn't washed his hands in 10 years. He later said this was a joke. After that, he started hawking bars of soap shaped like grenades. The man who picked him is, of course, more than avid in his washing-up; Donald Trump is known to use his Irish Spring down to the sliver.

For all his love of soap, Trump also seems attached to hand sanitizer: His first administration kept Purell supplied just outside the Oval Office, per Politico. This would have helped keep him free of certain pathogens, but not all of them. When scientists compare different means of removing norovirus from fingertips, they find that none is all that good, and some are extra bad. Commercial hand sanitizers hardly work. The same is true for quaternary ammonium cations, also known as QACs or "quats," which are found in many standard disinfecting products for the home. My local gym dispenses antiseptic wipes for cleaning the equipment; these are tissues soaked in benzalkonium chloride, a QAC. Quats may work for killing off the germs that lead to COVID or the flu, but studies hint they might be flat-out useless against norovirus.

Read: Can't we at least give prisoners soap?

The science of disinfecting stuff is subtle. And a lot of what we thought we knew about killing off norovirus has turned out to be misguided. It's very hard to grow a norovirus in the lab, so for a while, scientists used another virus from the same family--feline calicivirus, which can give a cat a cold--as a stand-in for their experiments. This was not a good idea. "Feline calicivirus is a wimp compared to human norovirus," Lee-Ann Jaykus, an expert on food virology at North Carolina State University, told me. Her work has shown, for example, that bleach works pretty well at disinfecting feline virus in the lab, and that the same is true for a mouse norovirus that is often used in these experiments. But when she and colleagues tested human-norovirus samples drawn from patients' fecal specimens, the particles seemed far more resistant.

You know what works better than hand sanitizers or QACs at getting rid of actual human norovirus? I'll bet you do! It's soap.

Or maybe one should say, it's washing up with soap. A letter published in The Journal of Hospital Infection in 2015 by a team of German hygienists followed up on earlier work comparing hand sanitizers with soap and water, and argued that the benefits of the latter were mechanical in nature, by which the hygienists meant that simply rubbing one's hands together under running water could produce an analogous effect. (They also argued that some kinds of hand sanitizer can inactivate a norovirus in a way that soap and water can't.) Jaykus's team has also found that the hand-rubbing part of hand-washing contributes the lion's share of disinfecting. "It's not an inactivation step; it's a removal step," she told me. As for soap, its role may be secondary to that of all the rubbing and the water: "We use the soap to make your hands slippery," Jaykus said. "It makes it easier to wash your hands, and it also loosens up any debris."

Read: Wash your hands and pray you don't get sick

This is faint praise for soap, but it's hardly damning. If washing at the sink disinfects your hands, and soap facilitates that process, then great. And soap may even work in cases where the soap itself is grimy--a bathroom situation known (to me) as "the dirty-bar conundrum." Some research finds that washing up with soap and contaminated water is beneficial too. Soap: It really works!

But only to a point. I asked Jaykus how she might proceed if she had a case of norovirus in her household. Would she wash her hands and wipe down surfaces with soap, or would she opt for something stronger?

She said that if her household were affected, she'd be sure to wash her hands, and she might try to do some cleaning with chlorine. But even so, she'd expect the worst to happen. Norovirus is so contagious, its chance of marching through a given house--especially one with kids--is very high. "I would pretty much call my boss and say I'm going to be out for four days," Jaykus told me. "I'm sorry to say that I would give up."

Maybe we should add that to our list of tips and tricks for getting by in January: soap, for sure, but also, when your time has come, cheerful acquiescence.
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Not Just Sober-Curious, but Neo-Temperate

How sobriety went from a radical social movement to a tool of self-optimization

by Shayla Love




Updated at 11:11 a.m. ET on January 13, 2025


In 1900, a former schoolteacher named Carrie Nation walked into a bar in Kiowa, Kansas, proclaimed, "Men, I have come to save you from a drunkard's fate," and proceeded to hurl bricks and stones at bottles of liquor. The men, interested less in spiritual salvation and more in physical safety, fled to a corner. Nation destroyed three saloons that day, using a billiard ball when she ran out of bricks and rocks, which she called "smashers." She eventually--and famously--switched to a hatchet, using it across years of attacks on what she considered to be the cause of society's moral failings. She referred to this period of her life as one of "hatchetation."

By comparison, U.S. Surgeon General Vivek Murthy, an internist of mild disposition perhaps best known for raising alarm about the "loneliness epidemic," has taken a gentler approach to the obstinate challenge of alcohol. His recent call to add cancer warnings to alcoholic products was made without violence or yelling. But the recommendation, if followed, would be the most significant action taken against alcohol since at least the 1980s, when new laws set the national drinking age at 21 and mandated warning labels concerning, among other things, alcohol's pregnancy-related risks. Murthy's proposal is part of ever-grimmer messaging from public-health officials about even moderate drinking, and comes during a notable shift in cultural attitudes toward alcohol, especially among "sober-curious" young people. In 2020, my colleague Olga Khazan asked why no one seemed interested in creating a modern temperance movement. Now that movement has arrived with a distinctly 21st-century twist. Carrie Nation was trying to transform the soul of her country. Today's temperance is focused on the transformation of self.

The movement of the 19th and early 20th centuries--which eventually brought about Prohibition--went hand in hand with broad religious revivalism and the campaign for women's rights. It considered alcohol to be unhealthy for women, families, and the general state of humanity. The depth of the problem posed by alcohol in pre-Prohibition America is hard to fathom: In 1830, Americans drank three times the amount of spirits that we do today, the equivalent of 90 bottles of 80-proof booze a year. As distilled liquor became widely available, men were wasting most of their wages on alcohol and staying out all night at saloons, and what we now call domestic abuse was rampant, the food historian Sarah Wassberg Johnson told me. Members of the Woman's Christian Temperance Union saw themselves as a progressive group helping the disadvantaged. "They were protecting the home, protecting the family, and protecting the nation by getting rid of alcohol," Dan Malleck, a health and sciences professor at Brock University, told me. In the latter half of the 19th century, young people signaled their moral virtue by taking temperance pledges.

Today's sober-curious, by contrast, post on Instagram about how Dry January has reduced their inflammation, sharpened their jawline, and improved their sleep score. The sanctity of the home, or the overall moral health of society--not to mention the 37 Americans who die in drunk-driving crashes every day--appears to be less of a concern. (To be fair, this focus on health is partially a response to research on moderate alcohol consumption's detrimental effects on heart health, cancer risk, and lifespan.) In a 2020 Gallup poll, 86 percent of respondents said that drinking alcohol was morally acceptable, an increase from 78 percent in 2018. By contrast, more than half of young adults surveyed in 2023 expressed concerns about the health risks of moderate drinking.

From the July/August 2021 issue: America has a drinking problem

Colleen Myles, a professor at Texas State University who studies how alcoholic drinks change cultures, told me that such responses don't mean that the national conversation about alcohol has abandoned morality--simply that Americans' ethical center of gravity has drifted. She considers modern teetotaling to be steered by a great moral project of our age: self-optimization. In her book Sober Curious, Ruby Warrington wrote that lower alcohol intake "is the next logical step in the wellness revolution." Myles said that choosing not to drink in an alcohol-soaked culture is seen as an act of authenticity or self-care; social change, but enacted through the individual. In 2019, a nonalcoholic-spirit producer, who calls her product a "euphoric" instead of a mocktail, almost echoed Carrie Nation when she told The New York Times, "Alcohol is a women's lib issue, an LGBTTQQIAAP issue, a race issue." But her vision of temperance was much less socially minded: Sober-curiosity, she said, was about a person's "freedom to choose." One can hardly imagine Congress or a radical activist like Nation attempting to restrict that freedom by outlawing the sale of espresso martinis. The proposed warning label, however, with its nod to individual health (and absence of radical social action), is more fitting for our age of wellness. It won't cure society of all its ills, but it at least has a shot of persuading some people to tone down their drinking.

The original temperance movement's end result--Prohibition--was more ambitious, and took place at the societal level. Prohibition didn't make the personal act of drinking illegal, but rather the sale, purchase, and transport of alcohol. After Congress proposed the Eighteenth Amendment in 1917, it allowed seven years for the measure to pass; thanks to widespread enthusiasm, the states ratified it in only 13 months. The amendment and the Volstead Act, the law that enforced it, passed in 1919, and Prohibition officially kicked off in 1920.

In this century, "I don't think we're going to have Prohibition again," Myles said, not least because the sober-curious are not advocating for policy change at this scale. Instead, neo-temperates are shifting social and, yes, moral norms about alcohol by emphasizing its effects on health. They also, crucially, are creating markets for nonalcoholic drinks and spaces. The original temperance movement similarly popularized a number of new beverages, such as sodas and fruit juices. But unlike the modern version, it directly attacked the alcoholic-beverage industry. In 1916, the United States was home to 1,300 breweries that made full-strength beer; 10 years later, they were all gone.

From the April 1921 issue: Relative values in Prohibition

Alcohol consumption, and the deaths associated with it, decreased significantly during Prohibition. But many people continued to buy alcohol illegally or make it themselves. Part of the reason the temperance movement didn't usher in utopia, Malleck said, is that it failed to recognize how drunkenness could be fueled by still other societal problems, such as low wages or 12-hour workdays in factories where you were liable to lose a limb or have to urinate in a corner. These issues persisted even when alcohol was outlawed. In 1933, during the Great Depression, legislators decided the country needed the economic boost from alcohol sales and repealed Prohibition. President Herbert Hoover called Prohibition a noble experiment, but many historians consider it a failure. Today, about 60 percent of Americans drink, and that figure has held steady for more than four decades.

And yet, over the past several years, signs have appeared that fewer young people are drinking. If bricks and hatchets couldn't convince Americans to transform their relationship to alcohol, perhaps the promise of finding your best self through phony negronis and nonalcoholic IPAs will.



This article originally misstated Colleen Myles's title and the name of the Woman's Christian Temperance Union.
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Bird Flu Is a National Embarrassment

America should have more aggressively intervened almost a year ago.

by Katherine J. Wu




Three years ago, when it was trickling into the United States, the bird-flu virus that recently killed a man in Louisiana was, to most Americans, an obscure and distant threat. Now it has spread through all 50 states, affecting more than 100 million birds, most of them domestic poultry; nearly 1,000 herds of dairy cattle have been confirmed to be harboring the virus too. At least 66 Americans, most of them working in close contact with cows, have fallen sick. A full-blown H5N1 pandemic is not guaranteed--the CDC judges the risk of one developing to be "moderate." But this virus is fundamentally more difficult to manage than even a few months ago and is now poised to become a persistent danger to people.



That didn't have to be the reality for the United States. "The experiment of whether H5 can ever be successful in human populations is happening before our eyes," Seema Lakdawala, a flu virologist at Emory University, told me. "And we are doing nothing to stop it." The story of bird flu in this country could have been shorter. It could have involved far fewer cows. The U.S. has just chosen not to write it that way.



Read: America's infectious-disease barometer is off



The USDA and the CDC have doggedly defended their response to H5N1, arguing that their interventions have been appropriately aggressive and timely. And governments, of course, don't have complete control over outbreaks. But compared at least with the infectious threat most prominent in very recent memory, H5N1 should have been a manageable foe, experts outside of federal agencies told me. When SARS-CoV-2, the virus that sparked the coronavirus pandemic, first spilled into humans, almost nothing stood in its way. It was a brand-new pathogen, entering a population with no preexisting immunity, public awareness, tests, antivirals, or vaccines to fight it.



H5N1, meanwhile, is a flu virus that scientists have been studying since the 1990s, when it was first detected in Chinese fowl. It has spent decades triggering sporadic outbreaks in people. Researchers have tracked its movements in the wild and studied it in the lab; governments have stockpiled vaccines against it and have effective antivirals ready. And although this virus has proved itself capable of infiltrating us, and has continued to evolve, "this virus is still very much a bird virus," Richard Webby, the director of the World Health Organization Collaborating Centre for Studies on the Ecology of Influenza in Animals and Birds, told me. It does not yet seem capable of moving efficiently between people, and may never develop the ability to. Most human cases in the United States have been linked to a clear animal source, and have not turned severe.



The U.S., in other words, might have routed the virus early on. Instead, agencies tasked with responding to outbreaks and upholding animal and human health held back on mitigation tactics--testing, surveillance, protective equipment, quarantines of potentially infected animals--from the very start. "We are underutilizing the tools available to us," Carol Cardona, an avian-influenza expert at the University of Minnesota, told me. As the virus ripped through wild-animal populations, devastated the nation's poultry, spilled into livestock, started infecting farmworkers, and accumulated mutations that signaled better adaptation to mammals, the country largely sat back and watched.



When I asked experts if the outbreak had a clear inflection point--a moment at which it was crucial for U.S. leaders to more concertedly intervene--nearly all of them pointed to the late winter or early spring of last year, when farmers and researchers first confirmed that H5N1 had breached the country's cattle, in the Texas panhandle. This marked a tipping point. The jump into cattle, most likely from wild birds, is thought to have happened only once. It may have been impossible to prevent. But once a pathogen is in domestic animals, Lakdawala told me, "we as humans have a lot of control." Officials could have immediately halted cow transport, and organized a careful and concerted cull of infected herds. Perhaps the virus "would never have spread past Texas" and neighboring regions, Lakdawala told me. Dozens of humans might not have been infected.



Read: America's bird-flu luck has officially run out



Those sorts of interventions would have at least bought more of the nation time to provision farmworkers with information and protection, and perhaps develop a plan to strategically deploy vaccines. Government officials could also have purchased animals from the private sector to study how the virus was spreading, Cardona told me. "We could have figured it out," she said. "By April, by May, we would have known how to control it." This sliver of opportunity was narrow but clear, Sam Scarpino, an infectious-disease modeler and flu researcher at Northeastern University, whose team has been closely tracking a timeline of the American outbreak, told me. In hindsight, "realistically, that was probably our window," he said. "We were just too slow."



The virus, by contrast, picked up speed. By April, a human case had been identified in Texas; by the end of June, H5N1 had infected herds in at least a dozen states and more than 100 dairy farms. Now, less than 10 months after the USDA first announced the dairy outbreak, the number of herds affected is verging on 1,000--and those are just the ones that officials know about.



The USDA has repeatedly disputed that its response has been inadequate, pointing out to The Atlantic and other publications that it quickly initiated studies this past spring to monitor the virus's movements through dairy herds. "It is patently false, and a significant discredit to the many scientists involved in this work, to say that USDA was slow to respond," Eric Deeble, the USDA's deputy undersecretary for marketing and regulatory programs, wrote in an email.



And the agency's task was not an easy one: Cows had never been a known source of H5N1, and dairy farmers had never had to manage a disease like this. The best mitigation tactics were also commercially formidable. The most efficient ways to milk cows invariably send a plume of milk droplets into the air--and sanitizing equipment is cumbersome. Plus, "the dairy industry has been built around movement" of herds, a surefire way to move infections around too, Cardona told me. The dairy-worker population also includes many undocumented workers who have little incentive to disclose their infections, especially to government officials, or heed their advice. At the start of the outbreak, especially, "there was a dearth of trust," Nirav Shah, the principal deputy director of the CDC, told me. "You don't cure that overnight." Even as, from the CDC's perspective, that situation has improved, such attitudes have continued to impede efforts to deploy protective equipment on farms and catch infections, Shah acknowledged.



Last month, the USDA did announce a new plan to combat H5N1, which requires farms nationwide to comply with requests for milk testing. But Lakdawala and others still criticized the strategy as too little, too late. Although the USDA has called for farms with infected herds to enhance biosecurity, implementation is left up to the states. And even now, testing of individual cows is largely left up to the discretion of farmers. That leaves too few animals tested, Lakdawala said, and cloaks the virus's true reach.



The USDA's plan also aims to eliminate the virus from the nation's dairy herds--a tall order, when no one knows exactly how many cattle have been affected or even how, exactly, the virus is moving among its hosts. "How do you get rid of something like this that's now so widespread?" Webby told me. Eliminating the virus from cattle may no longer actually be an option. The virus also shows no signs of exiting bird populations--which have historically been responsible for the more severe cases of avian flu that have been detected among humans, including the lethal Louisiana case. With birds and cows both harboring the pathogen, "we're really fighting a two-fronted battle," Cardona told me.



Most of the experts I spoke with also expressed frustration that the CDC is still not offering farmworkers bird-flu-specific vaccines. When I asked Shah about this policy, he defended his agency's focus on protective gear and antivirals, noting that worker safety remains "top of mind." In the absence of consistently severe disease and evidence of person-to-person transmission, he told me, "it's far from clear that vaccines are the right tool for the job."



Read: How much worse would a bird-flu pandemic be?


 With flu season well under way, getting farmworkers any flu vaccine is one of the most essential measures the country has to limit H5N1's threat. The spread of seasonal flu will only complicate health officials' ability to detect new H5N1 infections. And each time bird flu infects a person who's already harboring a seasonal flu, the viruses will have the opportunity to swap genetic material, potentially speeding H5N1's adaptation to us. Aubree Gordon, a flu epidemiologist at the University of Michigan, told me that's her biggest worry now. Already, Lakdawala worries that some human-to-human transmission may be happening; the United States just hasn't implemented the infrastructure to know. If and when testing finally confirms it, she told me, "I'm not going to be surprised."
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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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My Favorite Trails Are Destroyed

Many of L.A.'s signature places to get outdoors have been wiped out by the wildfires.

by Andrew Moseman


Wildfires have charred a large swath of Topanga Canyon State Park.



One of the worst-kept secrets in Los Angeles is a 130-acre swath of chaparral. On perfect weekend afternoons, I have walked my dog among the crowds at Runyon Canyon Park, a piece of rolling scrub nestled in the Hollywood Hills. I'd go more often if finding parking on Mulholland Drive wasn't nearly impossible. In a city that loves the outdoors, Runyon is the premier Sunday-afternoon trail: a dusty-chic destination for after-brunch hikers, families, couples on first dates, and everyone else from around the city to get in steps, spot movie stars, or both. What makes the area so popular is that it's a mountain hike in the middle of the city--across the freeway from Universal Studios and over the hill from the Hollywood Bowl. Rugged paths lead downhill to meet Hollywood Boulevard, close to the Walk of Fame.



As colossal wildfires have raged across L.A.--the most destructive in the city's history--Runyon Canyon has not been spared. Last week, a blaze erupted in the heart of the park, forcing some nearby Hollywood residents to flee. Mercifully, firefighters halted the march of the flames before they turned into another major fire. But the blaze still left a 43-acre scar across the expanse. Treasured trails are charred.


Photographs by Daniel Dorsa



Compared with all that has been lost here in L.A., the devastation of Runyon Canyon and other hiking trails is trivial. Colleagues of mine have lost their homes. Entire neighborhoods have been wiped out, and winds threaten to keep fanning the flames. At least 25 people have died. Against the grim scale of this disaster, those ruined trails are a quieter kind of loss that the city will have to reckon with. Core to L.A.'s identity is easy access to nature--wild trails and canyons and vistas--along with perfect weather for visiting them almost any day of the year. Even the Hollywood sign is at the end of a hike. Just like that, many of the signature places to get outdoors have been wiped out.

The city burns because the city is wild. Multiple mountain ranges that demarcate the disparate communities of Los Angeles County create picturesque settings for homes--in dangerous proximity to scrub that is prone to catching fire. Those same areas house an ample supply of easily accessible trailheads that make these peaks and canyons our backyard. On the trails, dadcore REI hikers like me intermingle with athleisure-clad Angelenos who look like they started walking uphill from an Erewhon and wandered into mountain-lion territory. We cross paths with flocks of students carrying Bluetooth speakers, 5 a.m. trail runners, and tourists who underestimated the ascent to Griffith Observatory.



Any given morning in the secluded heights of Pacific Palisades, you would have found hikers on the hunt for a precious legal parking spot between the driveways. From there, well-worn paths lead through Temescal and Topanga Canyons, up to lookout points where hikers could watch the city meet the sea. It now appears this beloved area is destroyed. The horrific Palisades Fire may have started at a spot near the popular Temescal Ridge trail. Despite heroic, lifesaving firefighting, the fire continues to burn deeper into Topanga State Park. Gorgeous hiking country above Pacific Palisades may be closed off to the public for years as the area recovers.


Photograph by Daniel Dorsa





The Eaton Fire, the other major blaze, has also claimed some of the most beautiful spots around L.A. The fire's namesake, Eaton Canyon, is home to a waterfall so photogenic that you once had to make a reservation to hike its trail. The blaze has burned up that walk, along with so many more in the foothills of the San Gabriel Mountains: trails that take you to Echo Mountain, Millard Falls, or toward the historic Mount Wilson Observatory that overlooks the city.



These bits of the outdoors have defined my life here, as they have for so many others. Those San Gabriel hikes are where my wife and I spent much of our time during the pandemic. The month after we got our dog, Watson, in 2020, the world shut down. There was nothing to do but hike. We drove to the trailheads that dot the Angeles Crest Highway, where hikers' dirty Subarus dodge the gearheads who test their modified racers on the mountain curves. We parked in now-devastated parts of Altadena to get lost in the stunning foothills. We walked among the yucca all spring until Southern California's unrelenting summer sun forced us indoors.



Much of L.A.'s nature still remains intact, of course. But even before the current fires, the sprawling Angeles National Forest that houses those peaks and trails of the San Gabriel Mountains has had it tough. In the autumn of 2020, the Bobcat Fire burned all the way across the range from north to south, torching 100,000-plus acres. This past fall, the Bridge Fire burned new patches of the mountains, with flames creeping toward the mountain town of Wrightwood and the ski slopes. Some of the areas my wife and I would traverse during the pandemic were decimated during these previous fires, and they are still recovering.


Photographs by Daniel Dorsa



Los Angeles County was ready to burn. The wet winters of the past two years helped keep the big blazes at bay. The current mix of drought and ferocious winds have proved to be prime conditions for a major fire. These conditions will inevitably return, and they will bring more flames that scorch L.A.'s trails. Yet the growing incidence of wildfire, and its threat to our most loved natural spaces, is far more than a California story. Forest fires are getting worse all around the globe; nearly a third of Americans live somewhere threatened by wildfire. National parks, forests, and other irreplaceable places for communing with nature are under threat. Last month, a 500-acre fire sparked by a downed power line burned up a big chunk of a national forest in North Carolina. In November, a brush fire broke out in Brooklyn's Prospect Park.



Here in L.A., the city has only started to contend with the toll of these wildfires. On top of the lives, homes, and businesses, the legacy of the destruction will include natural areas. Los Angeles is hiking to Skull Rock just as much as it's rolling down Imperial Highway. It is the studio lot and the Santa Monica Mountains. The open spaces all around us invite Angelenos to ditch the concrete grid for the wandering switchbacks. With so many trails that are damaged and closed, the mountains aren't calling quite as loudly as they used to.


Photograph by Daniel Dorsa
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What Happens When a Plastic City Burns

Most modern couches are basically blocks of gasoline.

by Zoe Schlanger




As flames rip through Los Angeles County, burning restaurants, businesses, and whole blocks of houses, it's clear that the threat of urban fire has returned to the United States. But this time, the urban landscape is different: Modern homes are full of plastic, turning house fires into chemical-laced infernos that burn hotter, faster, and more toxic than their predecessors.

Firefighters are warning that the smoke pouring out of neighborhoods in Southern California is a poisonous soup, in part because of the ubiquity of plastics and other petrochemical products inside them. "It's one of the reasons why we can't put firefighters in front of these houses," the Cal Fire battalion chief David Acuna told me on Monday. After any lifesaving work has been done, keeping firefighters in the toxic air is too great a risk.

Very few fixtures of the modern home are entirely free of plastic. If your couch is like many available on the market today, it's made of polyester fabric (plastic) wrapped around polyurethane foam (plastic). When polyurethane foam burns, it releases potentially deadly hydrogen-cyanide gas. Perhaps those plastic-wrapped plastic cushions sit on a frame of solid wood, or perhaps the frame is made from an engineered wood product held together with polymer-based glues (plastic). Consider, too, the ubiquity of vinyl plank flooring, popular for its resistance to scuffing, and vinyl siding, admired for its durability. Then there is foam insulation, laminate countertops, and the many synthetic textiles in our bedding and curtains and carpets. Nearly all house paint on the market is best understood as pigment suspended in liquid plastic.

Research has long shown that exposure to the tiny particles that make up wildfire smoke is a major health hazard; as I've written before, wildfire smoke kills thousands of people prematurely each year and is linked to a range of maladies. Burning trees release gases such as carbon monoxide and carbon dioxide, along with tiny solid particles called PM2.5, which can penetrate deep into a person's lungs and circulate in their blood stream, and are linked to heart and lung problems, low birth weight, preterm birth, and cognitive impairment. A burning town takes many of the chemical hazards of a burning forest and adds in a suite of new ones, Nadine Borduas-Dedekind, an atmospheric chemist at the University of British Columbia, told me. As structure fires eat through the plethora of materials inside a home, they can release not just hydrogen-cyanide gas but also hydrochloric acid, dioxins, furans, aerosolized phthalates, and a range of other gaseous contaminants broadly known as volatile organic compounds. Some may be harmless. Others are associated with health problems. As gas-detection technology improves, "we're discovering new molecules of incomplete combustion that we didn't know existed," Borduas-Dedekind said. "When you're burning a home or an entire neighborhood, we don't have a handle on the breadth of VOCs being emitted." And many of these can react with one another in the atmosphere, creating yet more compounds. Whereas N95 masks are good for filtering out the fine particles associated with fire smoke, they do nothing for these gases; only a gas mask can filter them out.

Read: You have every reason to avoid breathing wildfire smoke

Plastic is made from petroleum, and petroleum burns fast and hot. A retired Maryland state fire marshal told Newsweek that, from a fire perspective, a typical couch is akin to a block of gasoline. Acuna invited me to think of placing a log on a campfire: It takes some time to heat up, charring first. It eventually ignites and becomes a steady fire, releasing its heat at a slow, consistent rate over, say, 20 minutes. If you threw a two-liter soda bottle on a campfire (which is a highly inadvisable thing to do), it would begin to distort immediately. Within several seconds it would ignite and burn fast.

In 2020, the Fire Safety Research Institute set two living rooms on fire, on purpose. Both were identical in size and full of furnishings in an identical arrangement. But in one room, almost everything was synthetic: a polyurethane-foam sofa covered in polyester fabric sat behind an engineered-wood coffee table, both set on a polyolefin carpet. The curtains were polyester, and a polyester throw blanket was draped on the couch. In the other room, a wood sofa with cotton cushions sat on a hardwood floor, along with a solid-wood coffee table. The curtains and throw blanket were cotton. In the natural-material room, the cotton couch appeared to light easily, and then maintained a steady flame where it was lit, releasing little smoke. After 26 minutes, the flames had spread to the other side of the couch, but the rest of the room was still intact, if smoky. Meanwhile, in the synthetic room, a thick dark smoke rose out of the flame on the polyester couch. At just under five minutes, a flash of orange flame consumed the whole room all at once. "Flashover," firefighters call it--when escape becomes impossible. In the natural-material room, flashover took longer than 30 minutes. Perhaps that difference helps explain why, although the rate of home fires in the U.S. has more than halved since 1980, more people are dying in their homes when they do catch fire.

Read: How bad are plastics, really?

When I spoke with Acuna, of Cal Fire, he was sitting in his office, fielding calls from reporters. He looked around the room. "I'm struggling right now to find anything that is of a natural material. In fact, the only thing I can find is my notebook," he said. Plastic, he added, is undeniably useful. But it comes with a clear risk. One day, if fire strikes, "it will burn faster, and it will burn hotter." The advantages will turn to threats.
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The Message in the Sky Over Los Angeles

What it means to go from smog to smoke

by Ross Andersen




For nearly as long as Los Angeles has been a city, the sky above it has changed colors, for short and long spells, at times portending doom. It happened again this week. Winds that would not be out of place in a hurricane roared down the western slopes of the San Gabriel Mountains toward the city. Fires ignited in the eastern chaparral foothills and along the Malibu coast. With blithe cruelty, they sprinted across the landscape, burning through thousands of homes, erasing whole family histories. In some places, they oranged the sky, and in others, they turned it beige-gray. Angelenos have by now become accustomed to spotting smoke and ash overhead during the fire season that runs from summer into fall, but not in January. To see the sun so diminished, so pale and sickly in the midwinter sky, was unnerving. It seemed like a message.

The sky over L.A. has previously contained signs, and people had the good sense to heed them. Before water from the Owens Valley was brought to L.A., and Hollywood studios began to line its boulevards, the city was dominated by more straightforwardly industrial industries. In 1903, the local oil refineries and brickyards poured so much sun-dimming smog into the sky that people thought they were experiencing an unpredicted eclipse. Steel for the Second World War was forged in L.A.'s foundries. New bombers rolled off the city's assembly lines, and new armadas floated out of its shipyards, toward the Pacific front. People moved there from all across the world, and many bought cars. Gigantic toxic clouds started settling onto the skyline with some regularity. Some reeked of chlorine. One was mistaken for a Japanese chemical attack.

As the mid-20th century wore on, the L.A. sky began to occupy the place in the global imagination that New Delhi's does today: It became the patch of atmosphere where one could most readily observe modernity's drawbacks. Its mere name conjured an image of the towers downtown, massed together like giant trees but wreathed in something much less holy than a forest's mist.

Other cities around the planet had heavy industries and daily traffic jams, but L.A.'s geography furnishes its sky with a long memory. The basin that surrounds the city almost seems designed to trap smoke; it is bordered on three sides by hills and mountains, which corral pollutants. The ocean that runs along its western edge makes things worse by sending cool drafts of air across the landscape: over the freeways, between the skyscrapers downtown, and east into the sprawl. This doesn't mix well with the warmer air higher up in the atmosphere, and the oil-and-water dividing line between the two forms an invisible ceiling, keeping smog or smoke from drifting easily away.

Read: It's time to evacuate. Wait, never mind.

People like me who grew up in Southern California didn't like the smog. They didn't like that it obscured the peaks of the San Gabriels. They didn't like feeling tears forming in the corners of their eyes when they stepped outside. They didn't like to breathe it in, and they especially didn't like running their kids to the hospital during a midnight asthma attack. At one point, local inventors wanted to place enormous fans atop the surrounding peaks to blow it all away.

City officials sensed the public's discontent. They had begun fighting air pollution, in earnest, in the 1950s. Industries fought them at nearly every turn, but over time, they were able to police the local refineries more closely. Some open-air incinerators stopped operating at the dumps. Lead came out of gasoline. California set the most restrictive national standards for air pollution. Thanks to L.A.'s geography, postwar population boom, and unrepentant embrace of the automobile, the city still ranks among the smoggiest in America, but its sky has become somewhat cleaner than it used to be--so long as a fire isn't burning nearby.

The wildfire smoke that has hovered above Angelenos all week is as toxic as smog, if not more so. It's shot through with bits of black carbon, mineral dust, and trace metals. Many of these particulates are 30 times smaller in diameter than a human hair; that's small enough to penetrate deep into your lungs and into your bloodstream. In part to keep kids from breathing them in, the Los Angeles Unified School District closed all of its schools on Thursday and Friday. Even the Lakers, who had a game scheduled for Thursday night, were told to stay home.

Sky-oranging fires weren't so alarming when they loomed over L.A. a few decades ago. They were rarer back then, more akin to whims of nature, like earthquakes. They didn't suggest a new way of living on the landscape. But as human beings have heated up the planet's atmosphere, the fires have become more regular. They have spilled out of their usual season, undoing many of those hard-fought gains in air quality, not just in California, but up and down the West Coast, and soon maybe farther afield. A message is once again flashing down from L.A.'s sky, but this time, it is one that the whole world must see. This time, it will take more than a few local law changes to clear it away.
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The Unfightable Fire

The many fires burning around Los Angeles are pressing the limits of firefighting.

by Zoe Schlanger




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


In an ember storm, every opening in a house is a portal to hell. A vent without a screen, a crack in the siding, a missing roof tile--each is an opportunity for a spark to smolder. A gutter full of dry leaves is a cradle for an inferno. Think of a rosebush against a bedroom window: fire food. The roses burn first, melting the vinyl seal around the window. The glass pane falls. A shoal of embers enter the house like a school of glowing fish. Then the house is lost.



As the Palisades Fire, just 8 percent contained this morning, and the Eaton Fire, still uncontained, devour Los Angeles neighborhoods, one thing is clear: Urban fire in the U.S. is coming back. For generations, American cities would burn in era-defining conflagrations: the Great Chicago Fire in 1871, the San Francisco fires of 1906. Then came fire-prevention building codes, which made large city burns a memory of a more naive time. Generations of western firefighters turned, instead, toward wildland burns, the big forest devastations. An urban conflagration was the worst-case scenario, the one they hoped they'd never see. And for a long time, they mostly didn't.



Now more people live at the flammable edges of wildlands, making places that are primed to burn into de facto suburbs. That, combined with the water whiplash that climate change has visited on parts of California--extraordinarily wet years followed by extraordinarily dry ones--means the region is at risk for urban fire once again. And our ability to fight the most extreme fire conditions has reached its limit. The Palisades Fire alone has already destroyed more than 5,300 structures and the Eaton Fire more than 4,000, making both among the most destructive fires in California's history. When the worst factors align, the fires are beyond what firefighting can meaningfully battle. With climate change, this type of fire will only grow more frequent.



The start of the Palisades and Eaton Fires was a case of terrible timing: A drought had turned abundant vegetation into crisp fire fuel, and the winter rains were absent. A strong bout of Santa Ana winds made what was already probable fire weather into all but a guarantee. Something--it remains to be seen what--ignited these blazes, and once they started, there was nothing anyone could do to stop them. The winds, speeding up to 100 miles an hour at times, sent showers of embers far across the landscape to ignite spot fires. The high winds meant that traditional firefighting was, at least in the beginning, all but impossible, David Acuna, a battalion chief for Cal Fire, told me: He saw videos of firefighters pointing their hoses toward flames, and the wind blowing the water in the other direction. And for a while, fire planes couldn't fly. Even if they had, it wouldn't have mattered, Acuna said. The fire retardant or water they would have dropped would have blown away, like the hose water. "It's just physics," he said.



California, and Southern California in particular, has some of the most well-equipped firefighting forces in the world, which have had to think more about fire than perhaps any other in the United States. On his YouTube livestream discussing the fires, the climate scientist Daniel Swain compared the combined fleet of vehicles, aircraft, and personnel to the army of a small nation. If these firefighters couldn't quickly get this fire contained, likely no one could. This week's series of fires is testing the upper limits of the profession's capacity to fight wind-driven fires under dry conditions, Swain said, and rather than call these firefighters incompetent, it's better to wonder how "all of this has unfolded despite that."



The reality is that in conditions like these, once a few houses caught fire in the Pacific Palisades, even the best firefighting could likely do little to keep the blaze from spreading, Michael Wara, a former member of California's wildfire commission who now directs a climate-and-energy-policy program at Stanford, told me. "Firefighting is not going to be effective in the context we saw a few days ago," when winds were highest, he said. "You could put a fire truck in every driveway and it would not matter." He recounted that he was once offered a job at UCLA, but when the university took him to look at potential places to live in the Pacific Palisades, he immediately saw hazards. "It had terrible evacuation routes, but also the street layout was aligned with the Santa Ana winds so that the houses would burn down like dominoes," he said. "The houses themselves were built very, very close together, so that the radiant heat from one house would ignite the house next door."



In California, the shift toward ungovernable fires in populated places has been under way for several years. For the former Cal Fire chief deputy director Christopher Anthony, who retired in 2023, the turning point was 2017, when wildfires in populated places in Northern California's wine country killed 44 people and burned nearly a quarter million acres. The firefighting profession, he told me, started to recognize then that fortifying communities before these more ferocious blazes start would be the only meaningful way to change their outcome. The Camp Fire, which decimated the town of Paradise in 2018, "was the moment that we realized that this wasn't, you know, an anomaly," he said. The new fire regime was here. This new kind of fire, once begun, would "very quickly overwhelm the operational capabilities of all of the fire agencies to be able to effectively respond," he said.



As Wara put it, in fires like these, houses survive, or don't, on their own. Sealed against ember incursion with screened vents, built using fire-resistant materials, separated from anything flammable--fencing, firewood, but especially vegetation--by at least five feet, a house has a chance. In 2020, California passed a law (yet to be enforced) requiring such borders around houses where fire hazard is highest. It's a hard sell, having five feet of stone and concrete lining the perimeter of one's house, instead of California's many floral delights. Making that the norm would require a serious social shift. But it could meaningfully cut losses, Kate Dargan, a former California state fire marshal, told me.



Still, eliminating the risk of this type of wind-driven fire is now impossible. Dargan started out in wildland firefighting in the 1970s, but now she and other firefighters see the work they did, of putting out all possible blazes, as "somewhat misguided." Fire is a natural and necessary part of California's ecosystem, and suppressing it entirely only stokes bigger blazes later. She wants to see the state further embrace preventive fires, to restore it to its natural cycles. But the fires in Southern California this week are a different story, unlikely to have been prevented by prescribed burns alone. When the humidity drops low and the land is in the middle of a drought and the winds are blowing at 100 miles an hour, "we're not going to prevent losses completely," Dargan said. "And with climate change, those conditions are likely to occur more frequently." Avoiding all loss would mean leaving L.A. altogether.



Rebuilding means choosing a different kind of future. Dargan hopes that the Pacific Palisades rebuilds with fire safety in mind; if it does, it will have a better chance of not going through this kind of experience again. Some may still want to grow a rosebush outside their window. After this is over, the bargaining with nature will begin. "Every community gets to pick how safe they want to be," Dargan said.
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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 anyway. 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)



Updated at 1:40 p.m. ET on January 10, 2025


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, Native American tribes 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 and former public-lands-law professor, 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."



This article originally attributed the lawsuit over Donald Trump's downsizing order to the Bears Ears Inter-Tribal Coalition. The plaintiffs in that case include the individual tribes, not the Coalition. The article has also been updated to indicate that Hillary Hoffmann is a former public-lands-law professor.
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        The Atlantic Hires Caity Weaver as Staff Writer; Jonathan Lemire and Alex Reisner to Join as Contributing Writers
        The Atlantic

        Today The Atlantic is announcing the hire of Caity Weaver as a staff writer, who joins from The New York Times Magazine, and two new contributing writers: Jonathan Lemire, a co-host of the fourth hour of MSNBC's Morning Joe, and Alex Reisner, who has published with The Atlantic multiple scoops about which books and movies the world's most powerful tech companies have used to train their AI models.Below is the full announcement from The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg:
Dear everyone,
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<em>The Atlantic</em> Hires Caity Weaver as Staff Writer; Jonathan Lemire and Alex Reisner to Join as Contributing Writers






Today The Atlantic is announcing the hire of Caity Weaver as a staff writer, who joins from The New York Times Magazine, and two new contributing writers: Jonathan Lemire, a co-host of the fourth hour of MSNBC's Morning Joe, and Alex Reisner, who has published with The Atlantic multiple scoops about which books and movies the world's most powerful tech companies have used to train their AI models.

Below is the full announcement from The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg:

Dear everyone,
 I'm writing to share the news that several extraordinary writers are joining The Atlantic. Caity Weaver is joining us as a staff writer, and Jonathan Lemire and Alex Reisner will come aboard as contributing writers.
 First, Caity. As many of you undoubtedly know, because you read magazines (I hope), Caity is one of the most formidable nonfiction writers of her generation. She is creative, adventurous and riotously funny, qualities that she's demonstrated in stories over and over again--whether she is getting to know Flo, the Progressive insurance lady; on a mission to find Tom Cruise; or eating endless appetizers at TGI Friday's, Caity is indefatigable in her devotion to her stories, and she invariably follows them through to their logical (and often illogical) conclusions. (Her interests also include glitter and pennies, both pieces I strongly recommend.) Caity is joining us from The New York Times Magazine.
 Next, I'm happy to share the news that Jonathan Lemire is joining us as a contributing writer, focusing on the White House and national politics. Jonathan is an energetic, relentless reporter, driven by scoops but also an expert at explaining their meaning. As we continue to focus more and more on reporting-driven coverage of the incoming administration, Jonathan's contributions will be invaluable. In addition to writing for us, Jonathan is a co-host of Morning Joe and was until recently Politico's White House bureau chief. Before that he did stints at the Associated Press and the New York Daily News. He is also the author of The Big Lie: Election Chaos, Political Opportunism, and the State of American Politics after 2020.
 Finally, I'm pleased to let you know that Alex Reisner is also becoming a contributing writer. Alex has done excellent work for us over the past two years, focusing his programming and reporting skills on the large (and largely ill-understood) world of AI training databases. Through his relentlessness, Alex revealed which pirated books were used to train some of the highest profile AI models. He also worked with us to build a searchable database so that writers could find out how their work had been used without their consent. (Alex's reporting prompted Atlantic pieces from Margaret Atwood and Stephen King.) More recently, he disclosed the inner workings of the Hollywood writing database.


The Atlantic recently announced the hires of staff writers Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer, who begin this week. Other writers who joined The Atlantic in the past few months include Kristen V. Brown, Jonathan Chait, Nicholas Florko, Shane Harris, and Shayla Love; and contributing writers Danielle Allen and Robert Kagan.

Press Contact: Anna Bross, The Atlantic | press@theatlantic.com
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Milk Has Divided Americans for More Than 150 Years

The raw-milk debate is but one flash point in the nation's ongoing dairy drama.

by Yasmin Tayag




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.


For such a ubiquitous beverage, milk is surprisingly controversial. In recent years, the drink--appetizingly defined by the FDA as the "lacteal secretion" of cows--has sparked heated disputes about its healthiness, its safety, and, with the proliferation of milk alternatives, what it even is. The ongoing outbreak of bird flu, which has spread to nearly 1,000 U.S. dairy herds and turned up in samples of unpasteurized milk, is but the latest flash point in the nation's dairy drama, which has been ongoing for more than 150 years.

To Americans, milk has always been much more than a drink. It is a symbol of all that is pure and natural--of a simpler, pastoral time. In 1910, the writer Dallas Lore Shari rhapsodized in an Atlantic story about the scene that greeted him at his rural family farm after a day's work in the dirty, lonely city. "Four shining faces gather round on upturned buckets behind the cow. The lantern flickers, the milk foams, the stories flow," he wrote. Milk was a respite from the coldness and isolation of the modern age. Newer conveniences such as canned condensed milk and milk delivery could save time and money, he acknowledged, but at a spiritual cost.

Nostalgia for the bygone era of family farms and rustic comforts mounted as milk production was revolutionized. In 1859, an unnamed writer lamented the erosion of old farming practices, in one of the earliest mentions of milk in The Atlantic. He commended a new book that criticized "the folly of the false system of economy which thinks it good farming to get the greatest quantity of milk with the least expenditure of fodder." Others viewed the introduction of technology into dairying with suspicion. "I never see a milk-cart go by without a sense of vats and pipe-lines and pulleys and pandemonium, of everything that is gross and mechanical and utterly foreign to the fields," one Atlantic writer complained in 1920. "It is no wonder that there is something wrong with their butter."

In spite of the pushback, milk production continued to industrialize. It simply had to: As America's growing population demanded more milk, a safe supply became harder to maintain. Milk, in its raw form--that is, straight from the cow--is prone to contamination with potentially deadly pathogens. Stringent regulation was a matter of public health, argued Hollis Godfrey, the former president of the Drexel Institute of Art, Science, and Industry, in 1907. He claimed that, served raw, milk was responsible in some big cities for more than a quarter of deaths among children by age 5 (the drink was a major source of nutrition for young kids). Pasteurization, the process of heating milk to kill pathogens, was first introduced to major American dairies in the 1890s, to great effect. Between 1907 and 1923, New York City's infant death rate decreased by more than 50 percent, in part a result of mandated milk pasteurization.

As milk grew safer and more accessible, it became a standard part of adult diets. Not everyone agreed that this was a good thing. Soldiers in World War I were furnished with cans of condensed milk--part of the "barbaric" and "uncivilized" meals they endured, one veteran wrote in the Atlantic in 1920. The drink became popular among women too, to the chagrin of the writer Don Cortes, who in 1957 complained in this magazine that the "trouble with the American woman is simply that she is brought up on milk." The beverage made her so vigorous, so feisty, so "elongated" in height that she took to interests such as activism and lost all sense of femininity--or so his argument went.

All the while, skepticism about industrially produced milk remained. As I wrote earlier this year, critics of pasteurization in the early 1910s argued that it destroyed the nutritious properties and helpful bacteria in milk, a hugely oversimplified claim that raw-milk enthusiasts still make today. Some proposed experimentations with milk must have seemed shocking to the public, such as those described in a 1957 Atlantic report: "vaccinated" milk, which could contain antibodies produced by injecting cows' udders with vaccines, or milk blended with juice, which would help children "drink their morning milk and fruit juice simultaneously." With the advent of even newer innovations in milk in recent decades--strawberry-flavored, plant-based, and shelf-stable, to name a few--the drink's natural connotations seem all but lost.

Milk has come a long way from the family farm; it is now mainly the purview of science and policy. Much of the pushback against innovation in milk today is not just about the milk itself but also about government overreach (indeed, milk-drinking is at its lowest point since the 1970s, but consumption of raw milk has spiked in the past year). Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the most visible raw-milk enthusiast, has vowed to end the FDA's "aggressive suppression" of products including raw milk if he leads the Department of Health and Human Services. His vision to "Make America Healthy Again" has been embraced by some Americans who believe, just like the pasteurized-milk skeptics a century ago, that such a future represents not only better milk, but a better life.
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How Worried to Be About Bird Flu

A conversation with Katherine J. Wu about the spread of the virus so far

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.


Over the past several months, bird-flu numbers have been steadily ticking up, especially among farmworkers who interact closely with cows. I spoke with my colleague Katherine J. Wu, who reports on science, about her level of concern right now, and the government's response to the spread of the virus so far.





Lora Kelley: We last spoke in April, after a dairy worker became infected with bird flu. At the time, you described your level of concern about bird flu as "medium." How would you describe your level of worry now?

Katherine J. Wu: At this point, I would upgrade it to "medium-plus." I don't think I will upgrade to "high" unless we start to see strong evidence of human-to-human transmission. I am not ruling out that possibility, but we aren't there yet.

The situation has gotten quite a bit worse since last spring. We are seeing consistent infection of dairy workers, meaning an especially vulnerable population is exposed in their work environment. Each time the virus infects a new person, it's an opportunity for it to evolve into something that could eventually become a pathogen that moves easily from person to person.

Lora: What could public-health officials have done differently in recent months to contain the outbreak?

Katherine: Part of the reason I feel concerned is the government's lackluster response. The movement of the virus into cows was a huge red flag. Cows have never been a known source of this flu, so that was a complete surprise. That should have been a moment when officials said: We really need to contain this before it gets out of control. If some of the first afflicted herds had been kept from moving around, or even culled, it's possible that the virus might have been contained before dairy workers got sick.

The USDA has ramped up its testing of milk, and the CDC is still working hard to do outreach to farmworkers, who are the population most at risk here. But there could still be more testing at the individual level--individual animals, individual people. There could be more frequent, aggressive sampling of where the virus is in the environment, as well as on farms.

Representatives at USDA and CDC have denied that their response has been inadequate--though independent experts I have spoken with dispute that. To be clear, officials can't fully predict the future and stop an outbreak the second it starts to get bad, and critics aren't demanding that. But right now, it's still a very reactive approach: We see that the virus has been here; I guess we can keep checking if it's there. But a more proactive approach with testing and better communication with the public would really help.

Lora: How has the government's response to bird flu compared with its response to COVID?

Katherine: There's no doubt that having COVID in the rearview affected the government's response. I think they didn't want to overreact and cause widespread panic when there wasn't a need. That's fair, but there's a middle ground that I think they missed.

The response to COVID was by definition going to be haphazard, because we didn't have a preexisting arsenal of tests, vaccines, and antivirals. We hadn't dealt with a coronavirus like that in recent memory. Here, though, there is a slate of tools available. We've dealt with big flu outbreaks. We know what flu can do. We know that flu, in general, can move from animals into humans. We've seen this particular virus actually move into people in different contexts across the world.

Lora: Have we missed the opportunity to mitigate the spread of bird flu?

Katherine: Because there has not yet been evidence of sustained human-to-human transmission, there is still time to intervene. Did officials miss some opportunities to intervene more and earlier? Yes. But that doesn't mean that from here the attitude should be I guess we should just let this roll.

Lora: We may have RFK Jr., a vaccine skeptic, leading the Department of Health and Human Services soon. How might his leadership affect the bird-flu response?

Katherine: I don't think there is a need to roll out bird-flu vaccines to the general public yet. But I think there are likely to be major changes to public-health policy in this country. RFK Jr. has specifically said that the National Institutes of Health will be taking a break from focusing on infectious disease for the next few years, and that doesn't bode terribly well. Infectious diseases are not going to take a break from us.

Lora: Are there lessons from the COVID era that the public should better absorb in order to deal with illness more broadly?

Katherine: To be fair, it's hard to avoid getting sick in general, especially at this time of year. During the worst of the pandemic, when people were still masking more consistently and not going into public places, we did get sick a lot less often because we were avoiding each other.

That said, I think people did forget very, very quickly that the things that worked against COVID work well against a lot of other diseases, especially other respiratory viruses. I am not saying that we all need to go back to masking 24/7 and never going to school or work in person. But maybe don't go to work when you're sick--a practice that all employers should enable. Maybe don't send your child to day care sick. Maybe don't sneeze into your hand and then rub your hand all over the subway railing. Wash your hands a lot.

Unfortunately, there is this tendency for a really binary response of doing everything or nothing. Right now, people seem to be leaning toward doing nothing, because they are fatigued from what they felt like was an era of doing everything. But there's a middle ground here too.

Related:

	Bird flu is a national embarrassment. 
 	America's infectious-disease barometer is off. (From April)






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	MAGA's demon-haunted world
 	How Trump made Biden's Gaza peace plan happen
 	David Frum: Justin Trudeau's performative self-regard
 	The one Trump pick Democrats actually like




Today's News

	Israel and Hamas have agreed to a 42-day cease-fire deal that will include an exchange of hostages and prisoners, President Joe Biden announced.
 	Senate confirmation hearings were held for multiple Trump-administration nominees, including Pam Bondi for attorney general and Marco Rubio for secretary of state. During Bondi's testimony, she refused to say that President-Elect Donald Trump lost the 2020 election.
 	South Korea's impeached president, Yoon Suk Yeol, was detained and questioned last night over his attempt to impose martial law last month.




Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



The Hipster Grifter Peaked Too Soon

By Sophie Gilbert

In the spring of 2009, Vice published a blog post, notorious even by its own standards, titled "Department of Oopsies!--We Hired a Grifter." An employee had started chatting with the magazine's new executive assistant, Kari Ferrell; after she reportedly began coming on to him over instant messages, he Googled her, only to find out that she was on the Salt Lake City Police Department's most-wanted list. Instead of simply firing Ferrell, Vice outed her online.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	No more Mr. Tough Guy on China
 	No one will remember Jack Smith's report, Peter Wehner writes.
 	What happens when a plastic city burns
 	What is L.A. without its trails?
 	Aspiring parents have a new DNA test to obsess over.




Culture Break


Jan Buchczik



Test out. Here are 10 practical ways to improve your happiness, according to happiness expert Arthur C. Brooks.

Read. Kindness has become countercultural, James Parker writes. Perhaps Saint Francis can help.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The GOP Is No Longer the Party of National Security

America's allies and enemies watched as Trump's pick for defense secretary failed to quell concerns about his character and qualifications.

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.


Not long after Secretary of Defense nominee Pete Hegseth read his opening statement and began fielding questions from the Senate Armed Services Committee, I began thinking: I hope neither America's allies nor its enemies are watching this. The hope was, of course, completely unreasonable. Such hearings are watched closely by friends and foes alike, in order to take the measure of a nominee who might lead the most powerful military in the world and would be a close adviser to the president of the United States.

What America and the world saw today was not a serious examination of a serious man. Instead, Republicans on the committee showed that they would rather elevate an unqualified and unfit nominee to a position of immense responsibility than cross Donald Trump, Elon Musk, or the most ardent Republican voters in their home states. America's allies should be deeply concerned; America's enemies, meanwhile, are almost certainly laughing in amazement at their unexpected good fortune.

Most of the GOP senators asked questions that had little to do with the defense of the United States and everything to do with the peculiar obsessions that dominate the alternative reality of right-wing television and talk radio, especially the bane of "wokeness." Perhaps that was just as well for Hegseth, because the few moments where anything of substance came up did not go well for him. When Senator Deb Fischer of Nebraska, for example, tried early on to draw Hegseth out with some basic questions about nuclear weapons, he was lost. He tried to fumble his way around to an answer that included harnessing the creativity of Silicon Valley to innovate a future nuclear force ... or something.

On many other questions, including adherence to the Geneva Conventions, the role of the military in domestic policing, and the obligation to disobey illegal orders, Hegseth fudged and improvised. He seemed aware that he had to avoid sounding extreme while still playing for the only audience that really matters: 50 Republican senators and one former and future president of the United States. His evasions were not particularly clever, but they didn't need to be. He was clear that his two priorities as secretary will be to lead a culture war within the Pentagon, and to do whatever Trump tells him to do.

If America's friends and adversaries saw an insubstantial man in front of the committee, they also saw Republicans--members of what once advertised itself as the party of national security--acting with a complete lack of gravity and purpose. Few Republicans, aside from Fischer and a rather businesslike Senator Joni Ernst of Iowa, asked Hegseth anything meaningful about policy. Ernst extracted a promise from Hegseth to appoint a senior official to be in charge of sexual-assault prevention, but most of her colleagues resorted to the usual buzzwords about DEI and cultural Marxism while throwing Hegseth softballs. (Senator Eric Schmitt of Missouri also managed to mention drag queens, but the trophy for most cringe-inducing moment goes to Senator Tim Sheehy of Montana, who asked Hegseth how many genders there are. When Hegseth said "two," Sheehy said: "I know that well. I'm a she-he." Get it? Sheehy? She-he? He's here all week, folks; tip your waiters.)

And speaking of buzzwords, most of Hegseth's answers relied on his vow to support "the warfighters" and their "lethality," two words that have been floating around the Pentagon--as things full of helium will do--for years. Hegseth, to his credit, has learned how to speak fluent Pentagon-ese, the content-free language in which the stakeholders help the warfighters leverage their assets to increase their lethality. (I taught military officers for years at the Naval War College. I can write this kind of Newspeak at will.) As Senator Richard Blumenthal of Connecticut noted, Hegseth might not be qualified to be secretary of defense, but he could squeak by as a Pentagon spokesperson.

Some Democrats highlighted that Hegseth has never run anything of any significant size, and that his record even in smaller organizations hasn't been particularly impressive. Senator Gary Peters of Michigan pointed out that no board of directors would hire Hegseth as the CEO even of a medium-size company. Other Democrats drilled Hegseth on his personal behavior, including accusations (which he has denied) that he has engaged in sexual assault and alcohol abuse. At one point, Senator Mark Kelly of Arizona listed specific incidents, asking Hegseth to confirm or deny them. Each time, Hegseth responded only by saying "anonymous smears," which he seems to think is like invoking the Fifth Amendment. Hegseth also said he wasn't perfect, and that he's been redeemed by his faith in Jesus Christ, whose name came up more often than one might expect during a hearing related to national security.

Senator Tammy Duckworth of Illinois, an Army veteran who was wounded during her service in Iraq, brought out a large poster of the Soldier's Creed, emphasizing the insistence on standards and integrity embodied in it. She asked Hegseth how the Defense Department could still demand that service members train and serve at such high standards if the Senate lowered the bar for leading the Pentagon just for him. After she quizzed him on various matters and Hegseth again floundered, she put it simply and directly: "You're not qualified, Mr. Hegseth."

Not that any of it mattered to the Republicans on the committee, some of whom took great offense at questions about Hegseth's character. Senator Markwayne Mullin of Oklahoma tried to turn the tables on his colleagues by asking how many of them had ever voted while drunk or cheated on their spouses, as if that somehow obviated any further fussing about whether a possible secretary of defense was an adulterer or struggles with substance abuse.

Unfortunately for Mullin, he doesn't know his Senate history, so Senator Jack Reed of Rhode Island, the ranking member, helpfully spelled it out for him: If any member of the Senate were nominated to such a position, Reed said, they too would have to answer such questions. And then he added that the late Senator John Tower was in 1989 rejected for the same job Hegseth wants--over accusations of a drinking problem.

Throughout this all, I tried to imagine the reaction in Moscow or Beijing, where senior defense-ministry officials were almost certainly watching Hegseth stumble his way through this hearing. They learned today that their incoming opponent apparently has few thoughts about foreign enemies, but plenty of concerns about the people Trump calls "the enemy from within." The MAGA Republicans, for their part, seem eager only for Hegseth to get in there and tear up the Pentagon.

After today, I suspect America's enemies are happily awaiting the same thing.

Related:

	Pete Hegseth declines to answer.
 	The perverse logic of Trump's nomination circus






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Jack Smith gives up, David Frum writes.
 	How Los Angeles must rebuild
 	A secret way to fight off stomach bugs




Today's News

	Israel and Hamas are "on the brink" of accepting an agreement for a cease-fire in Gaza and the exchange of some hostages and prisoners, according to U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken.
 	Former Special Counsel Jack Smith's final report on Donald Trump's effort to overturn the 2020 presidential election was released last night.
 	The Biden administration announced that Cuba will be removed from the state-sponsor-of-terrorism list, which would help clear the way for the release of some political prisoners.




Evening Read


Illustration by Federico Tramonte



They Stole Yogi Berra's World Series Rings. Then They Did Something Really Crazy.

By Ariel Sabar

On a Wednesday morning in October 2014, in a garage in the woods of Pennsylvania, Tommy Trotta tried on some new jewelry: a set of rings belonging to the baseball great Yogi Berra. Each hunk of gold bore a half-carat diamond and the words "New York Yankees World Champions."


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Why didn't Jack Smith charge Trump with insurrection?
 	Iran's return to pragmatism
 	"Dear James": I have a huge crush on a writer.




Culture Break


Paramount Pictures



Watch. The musical biopic Better Man (out now in theaters) is so much more than its chimpanzee gimmick, David Sims writes.

Read. In Han Kang's novels, the South Korean Nobel laureate returns again and again to her country's bloody past, Judith Shulevitz 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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Time for Senate Republicans to Decide

The confirmation of all of Trump's Cabinet choices isn't a foregone conclusion.

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.


Over the next several days, many of Donald Trump's Cabinet selections will appear before the Senate for confirmation hearings. By putting forth a series of unqualified candidates who, in other political moments, would likely not have made it this far, Trump has muddled the process before the hearings have even begun: As my colleague David Graham put it in November, "the sheer quantity of individually troubling nominees might actually make it harder for the Senate to block any of them."

But the outcome of the Senate confirmation hearings is not a foregone conclusion. Yes, Senate Republicans have shown that they are reliably deferential toward Trump (though some drew a line at his selection of Matt Gaetz for attorney general). Many of his picks will be easily confirmed, my colleague Russell Berman, who covers politics, predicted, given the Republicans' 53-47 majority in the Senate. But with the current makeup of the Senate, each pick can afford to lose only three GOP votes (assuming that every Democrat opposes the nomination), so for the ones who have yet to lock in support from every single Republican, the hearings could make the difference. Democrats, Russell explained to me, will attempt to use the hearings to build a case for the public that some of Trump's nominees "are either unqualified or don't reflect the views and values of most Americans."

Among the first hearings is one that will reveal whether even a few Republicans are willing to defy the president-elect. Tomorrow morning at 9:30 a.m. EST, Pete Hegseth, a former Fox News host and Trump's nominee to lead the Department of Defense, is scheduled to appear before senators. They will have much to ask him about, including Hegseth's confirmation that he reached a financial settlement with a woman who accused him of sexual assault (though he has denied the assault allegation), accusations that he is prone to excessive drinking (he has denied having a drinking problem, and one Republican senator has claimed that Hegseth told senators that he has stopped drinking and won't drink if confirmed), reports of his failures in leading veterans' organizations and forced departures from those roles (which Hegseth's camp called "outlandish claims"), and his suggestion that women shouldn't serve in military-combat positions.

Democrats have already hammered him on these issues: Senator Elizabeth Warren released a scalding 33-page letter last week outlining questions about his fitness to serve. Republicans have also scrutinized Hegseth and other nominees, although none has yet said publicly that they would vote against any of Trump's picks. Russell advised that in addition to the Republican moderates Senators Lisa Murkowski and Susan Collins, GOP senators to keep a close eye on throughout the hearings include Senator Mitch McConnell, who is somewhat liberated from total deference to Trump because he's no longer leader of the party, and Senator Bill Cassidy of Louisiana, who voted to impeach Trump after January 6.

Not every pick has a hearing scheduled yet--RFK Jr., Kash Patel, Tulsi Gabbard, and others are not yet on the calendar. In recent decades, just one Cabinet nomination (John Tower, George H. W. Bush's pick for secretary of defense) has been voted down; others who faced tough odds have withdrawn--a path Hegseth or other nominees may follow if it seems likely they won't win enough support. Gaetz, Trump's initial pick to lead the Justice Department, bowed out shortly after being tapped, following an ethics-committee inquiry into allegations that included sexual misconduct and illicit drug use (Gaetz has denied any wrongdoing).

Senators from both parties have pushed to see FBI background checks that, although not legally required, have been customary for a president to mandate (the agreement that Trump's transition team signed with the DOJ did not specify whether he will require FBI involvement for his picks). Trump and his supporters have for years been attempting to damage the reputation of the FBI, and now some, including Elon Musk, are suggesting that anything the agency digs up won't be credible. That posture, Russell explained, is another tactic to "speed up the confirmation of nominees whom the Senate might have rejected in an earlier political era." In an effort to get their way, Trump's allies seem poised to cast doubt on the whole process, encouraging Americans to mistrust another long-standing government norm. That legacy could last longer than Trump's second term.

Related:

	Donald Trump's most dangerous Cabinet pick
 	The perverse logic of Trump's nomination circus






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Maybe it was never about the factory jobs.
 	Should you be prepping for Trump?
 	A wider war has already started in Europe.
 	How the ski business got too big for its boots




Today's News

	Winds are expected to pick up across parts of Los Angeles and Ventura counties, according to the National Weather Service. The wildfires in Southern California have killed at least 25 people, according to the Los Angeles Times.
 	Federal Judge Aileen Cannon allowed the release of a portion of a report written by former Special Counsel Jack Smith about the 2020 election-interference case against Trump.
 	President Joe Biden announced that student loans will be forgiven for more than 150,000 borrowers.






Dispatches 

	The Wonder Reader: Everyday decisions can accumulate into a life of isolation, Isabel Fattal writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Leon Edler



The Easiest Way to Keep Your Friends

By Serena Dai

The hardest part about adult friendship is, by far, scheduling time to see one another, especially when trying to plan for a group. Thursday's bad for one person, and Saturday's not good for another. Monday would work--but hold up, the restaurant we want to try isn't open that day. Let's wait a couple of weeks. Somehow, though, the day never comes. Your friends forgot to follow up, or maybe you did. Either way, can you even call one another friends anymore?


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Not just sober-curious, but neo-temperate
 	How well-intentioned policies fueled L.A.'s fires
 	A novel that performs an incomplete resurrection
 	Reckless driving isn't just a design problem.




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic



Explore. Strange turns of phrase online--"he's so me for this," "if you even care"--have seeped into daily life. A going theory about the cause is that people have gotten stupider, Kaitlyn Tiffany writes. But maybe this isn't true.

Read. In her debut novel, Too Soon, Betty Shamieh isn't trying to educate or enlighten, Gal Beckerman writes. She's telling a Palestinian story unlike any other.

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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Eight Perfect Episodes of TV

Picks from <em>Girls</em>, <em>The X-Files</em>, <em>SpongeBob</em>, and more

by Stephanie Bai




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


Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition.

Few things are more satisfying than watching a show pull off a clever and high-octane episode. For those looking to revisit some greats, our writers and editors answer the question: What do you think is a perfect episode of TV?





The following contains spoilers for the episodes mentioned.

"The Panic in Central Park," Girls (streaming on Max)

Maybe this is the former theater critic in me coming out, but the thing I love most is when a television series tells a complete story in miniature--a stand-alone short that puts a particular dynamic or relationship or cast member front and center. Girls, which revolves around four friends in New York City, has always been brilliant at this, and never more so than with "The Panic in Central Park," a Marnie-centered episode that deals with the particular moment in young adulthood when fantasy becomes untenable.

"The Panic in Central Park," like the best Girls episodes, is written by Lena Dunham and directed by Richard Shepard. It begins with Desi mournfully reproaching his "cruel" new wife, Marnie, for declining to go get a scone, ends with her asking for a divorce, and riffs on film history, romance, and codependency in between. The high-strung Marnie, out on a walk to clear her head, encounters her ex, Charlie, who's almost unrecognizable. He whisks her away on a whirlwind New York City adventure involving a consigned red cocktail dress (Millennial Williamsburg's answer to Pretty Woman), a fake identity, Italian food, a rowboat in Central Park, a robbery, and--finally--the revelation that Charlie is addicted to heroin. A sadder, wiser Marnie walks home barefoot, having accepted the idea that no one is going to save her. The episode is beautiful and incisive about the allure of the stories we wrap ourselves in and the power of shaking them off.

-- Sophie Gilbert, staff writer

***

"If It Smells Like a Rat, Give It Cheese," Survivor: Micronesia (streaming on Hulu and Paramount+)

If I could erase my brain in order to watch anything for the first time again, I would do it for the penultimate episode of Survivor: Micronesia. The 16th season of the reality game show is famously one of the best, and this episode is why. Watching it is like witnessing Alex Honnold climb El Capitan without ropes--except instead of sheer athleticism in the face of seemingly impossible odds, you're seeing how master manipulators exploit social dynamics to get what they want. It's the Olympics for those who prefer politics or gossip to sports.

People who haven't watched Survivor often assume that it's about "surviving" the wilderness, but it's always primarily been about surviving human nature. Driven by power and social capital, the show has more in common with Game of Thrones than Naked and Afraid. Explaining exactly what happens in this episode would be like explaining an inside joke; you need to watch the whole season to get why it hits. Just know that it features Red Wedding-level of gameplay, setting the bar high for how far people will go to get ahead.

-- Serena Dai, senior editor

***

"C**tgate," Veep (streaming on Max)

Unlike a perfect movie, a perfect episode of television does not need to surprise you or make you cry. It just needs to move your beloved or loathed characters through the formula in an especially excellent way. But the element of surprise may be why I remember "C**tgate" so many years later. In this episode of Veep, Selina Meyer (Julia Louis-Dreyfus) orchestrates two tasks that are both impossibly monumental and petty. She has to decide if she is going to bail out a bank owned by her current boyfriend, and she must find out who on her staff called her a "cunt" so loudly in public that it was overheard by a reporter.

These interweaving plots alone would make a perfectly satisfying episode. What makes it golden are two of the funniest, most unexpected subplots in Veep's run. One involves a focus group for the bumbling White House liaison Jonah Ryan, now running for Congress in New Hampshire, who is workshopping an ad. The second is a surprise announcement by Selina's daughter, a recurring sad sack who can never get her mother's attention. Guess who she's dating?

-- Hanna Rosin, senior editor

***

"Clyde Bruckman's Final Repose," The X-Files (streaming on Hulu)

If you're seeking out a perfect episode of TV, the richest cache to search is the "case of the week" entries of The X-Files. The show wove an elaborate arc about aliens on Earth but saved most of its best material for the smaller stuff. "Clyde Bruckman's Final Repose," written by Darin Morgan, is a gothic short story, following FBI agents Fox Mulder (David Duchovny) and Dana Scully (Gillian Anderson) as they investigate a murder with the help of a tetchy local psychic named Clyde Bruckman (Peter Boyle).

This being The X-Files, Mulder is immediately taken with Bruckman's clairvoyance, while Scully is skeptical--but Morgan's script resolves each of Bruckman's predictions about the future in clever, tragicomic ways, reinforcing Mulder's belief while also finding ways to affirm Scully's cynicism. It's funny, dark, and beautifully acted--particularly between Anderson and Boyle--with an elliptical plot structure that feels wonderfully complex even by today's TV standards.

-- David Sims, staff writer

***

"It's the End of the World" and "As We Know It," Grey's Anatomy (streaming on Netflix and Hulu)

I've previously written that after more than 20 seasons, it's time for Grey's Anatomy to come to an end. But in its early days, the series was responsible for some of the most memorable episodes of television: The second season's two-part storyline, "It's the End of the World" and "As We Know It," demonstrated the show's mix of humor and drama at its best.

Colloquially known as the "bomb in the body cavity" episodes, they tell the story of a patient who comes in with live ammunition in his chest. At the same time, the show's powerhouse resident Dr. Miranda Bailey goes into labor, and two other characters perform surgery on her husband, who crashed his car on his way in. In the midst of some very suspenseful plotlines, the dialogue explores the relationships among, and vulnerabilities of, the characters in a beautifully human way. On a show that's known for putting people in harm's way, this pair of episodes focuses as much on the emotions as on the drama: the fear of losing someone you care about, and what it really means to be in love.

-- Kate Guarino, supervisory senior associate editor

***

Season 2, Episode 10, The Mole (streaming on Netflix)

The Season 2 finale of Netflix's reboot of The Mole is made perfect if you first watch all of the other episodes. The show's formula is simple: 12 people collaborate on Indiana Jones-style missions to earn money for a prize pot, but one of them is a "mole" hired by the producers to sabotage the other contestants. Elimination isn't based on your performance in missions. It's about how accurately you identify the mole, according to your answers on a quiz given each round.

What results is sumptuous chaos, set among abandoned buildings and real explosives that make you wonder what the release form for this show must look like. Everyone is pretending to be the mole (to mislead others) while testing their fellow players (to figure out who the mole is) and still, somehow, trying to collect money for the prize pot. Oh, and did I mention that Ari Shapiro of All Things Considered fame is this season's host?

I won't spoil the finale, but it involves minefields and three equally mole-like characters. There's not a single weak link in this episode, and if you correctly guess who the mole is, you'll have bested much of the internet.

-- Katherine Hu, assistant editor



***

"Chocolate With Nuts," SpongeBob SquarePants (streaming on Paramount+)

At about 11 minutes per segment, SpongeBob SquarePants doesn't have much room to play around with. But its best episodes use that brevity to their advantage, stuffing in visual gags, one-liners, callbacks, goofy voice acting, and witty repartee. "Chocolate With Nuts," from the third season, is the greatest example of the show's "run out the clock" ethos: SpongeBob and his best friend, Patrick, become chocolate-bar salesmen to achieve "fancy living." Their ensuing door-to-door journey introduces them to a cavalcade of bizarre Bikini Bottom dwellers, including a seemingly immortal, shriveled-up fish and a man who feigns "glass bones" syndrome in one of many efforts to dupe the boys into buying chocolate from him instead.

More than most episodes of this kids' cartoon, "Chocolate With Nuts" threads the needle between the juvenile hijinks and some more adult themes: the empty promise of the good life, the uphill battle of entrepreneurship, the fallacy of "trust thy neighbor." That headiness is all conveyed through SpongeBob's elastic face and Patrick's gobsmacking vacuousness--the best way to explore any nuanced concept, in my view.

But the primary reason I have been rewatching this episode for more than 22 years now is its unassuming density. SpongeBob is wonderfully breezy, but its hidden strength is how layered each joke is: I laugh at different things every time--a certain line delivery, a certain facial expression--and impulsively repeat its most memorable quotes. "Chocolate," says the pruned old-lady fish, wistfully. "Sweet, sweet chocolate. I always hated it!"

-- Allegra Frank, senior editor





Here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	The anti-social century
 	The army of God comes out of the shadows.
 	The agony of texting with men




The Week Ahead

	September 5, a drama film detailing an ABC Sports crew's efforts to cover the massacre at the 1972 Olympics in Munich (in theaters nationwide Friday)
 	Season 2 of Severance, a sci-fi series about a corporate employee who agrees to surgically "sever" his personal life from his work life (streaming on Apple TV+ on Friday)
 	The JFK Conspiracy, a book by Josh Mensch and Brad Meltzer about the first assassination attempt on John F. Kennedy (out Tuesday)




Essay


Illustration by Jackson Gibbs



Parents Are Gaming Their Kids' Credit Scores

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.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	The reason The Brutalist needs to be so long
 	The payoff of TV's most awaited crossover
 	What to read when the odds are against you
 	September 5 captures a crisis becoming must-watch TV.
 	The bizarre brain of Werner Herzog
 	The film that rips the Hollywood comeback narrative apart




Catch Up on The Atlantic 

	Trump's sentencing made no one happy.
 	Trump is right that Pax Americana is over, Charles A. Kupchan argues.
 	Why "late regime" presidencies fail




Photo Album


A man watches as flames from the Palisades Fire close in on his property in the Pacific Palisades neighborhood of Los Angeles. (Ethan Swope / AP)



The Palisades Fire grew quickly in California, burning many structures and sending thick plumes of smoke into the air. These photos show parts of Los Angeles scorched by the wildfire.



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 Choices That Create Isolation

Everyday decisions accumulate into a life.

by Isabel Fattal




This is an edition of The Wonder Reader, a newsletter in which our editors recommend a set of stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight. Sign up here to get it every Saturday morning.


In The Atlantic's latest cover story, my colleague Derek Thompson explores how Americans turned anti-social. Many young people are actively choosing the solitary life, spending time at home in front of screens instead of out with other people, he explains. In a conversation with my colleague Lora Kelley, he noted that this sort of isolation is the result of choices that add up: "The anti-social century is about accretion," he said. "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."

Those choices might seem minor, but they matter: To call a friend, or scroll on Instagram? To go to church, the weekly soccer game, or book club--or sleep in and scroll again? Today's newsletter rounds up stories on the activities that bring us together, and the ones that keep us apart.



On Hanging Out

The Anti-Social Century

By Derek Thompson

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

Read the article.

Americans Need to Party More

By Ellen Cushing

We're not doing it as much as we used to. You can be the change we need.

Read the article.

The Friendship Paradox

By Olga Khazan

We all want more time with our friends, but we're spending more time alone.

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	The death of the dining room: "The housing crisis--and the arbitrary regulations that fuel it--is killing off places to eat whether we like it or not, designing loneliness into American floor plans," M. Nolan Gray wrote last year.
 	How America got mean: People no longer grow up learning how to be decent to one another, David Brooks argued in 2023.




Other Diversions

	Watch--and rewatch--this 215-minute film.
 	The agony of texting with men
 	What to read when the odds are against you




P.S.


Courtesy of Mark Bernstein



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. Mark Bernstein, 75, from Wellfleet, Massachusetts, sent this photo of "a storm over Blackfish Creek, Cape Cod."

I'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Isabel
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Rock On, Readers

Some hall-of-fame responses about the Rock &amp; Roll Hall of Fame

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.


Last week, I pronounced unequivocal judgment--as I tend to do regarding many things--on the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame. I think it's a contrived and embarrassing idea driven by nostalgia and capitalism, and antithetical to the youthful rebelliousness that drives rock-and-roll music.

Usually, I make these pronouncements and then let the chips fall. This time, however, we asked The Daily's readers for their views. And I was surprised: Many of you, far more than I expected, agreed with me. But your responses--and I regret that I could not include more of them here--also raised some good points of disagreement.

First, of course, a fist bump to the folks who agreed with my basic argument that the idea of the Rock Hall, not the building itself, is the problem. One reader, Brian, thought the degree to which the whole thing was "over-hyped" was "really quite sad and pathetic, actually." Pamela wrote that the Rock Hall reminded her of the participation trophies given to her children years ago: "They, too, were unnecessary, and in my mind are a very similar notion as inducting random old rockers for random attributes into the random concept of a Rock & Roll Hall of Fame."

Right on, Pamela, and I want you to know I made devil horns with my fingers and bobbed my head while reading your comment.

Ahem. Moving on. Some of you volunteered your ages, and many of you chided me for being churlish about nostalgia. Angie, 67, said that she looks back on her youth "fondly" and has no issue with reminders of some of "the best days of my life." And many readers took offense at the fact that I have never actually been to the Rock Hall or to Cleveland: They thought I was attacking the museum and the city. M Anderson didn't pull any punches: "Ah, Tom, to have such a low opinion of a place that you admit you have never visited--the deeply entertaining Rock and Roll Hall of Fame--is just wrong. Do yourself a favor and visit the place ... Your narrow and uninformed opinion comes off as beneath you, and that is [a] sad fact of too many opinion pieces today."

And a good day to you, sir or madam. Look, I'm sure I'd find the exhibits in Cleveland fascinating. I love pop-culture museums. I've been to the Louvre and seen the Mona Lisa, but it wasn't nearly the thrill of gawking at Archie Bunker's chair or at a costume the late Christopher Reeve once wore as the greatest movie Superman. I'm the guy, after all, who loves Las Vegas, and I read the plaques and labels on almost every bit of memorabilia plastered on the walls of its casinos and restaurants. But I don't need a committee of music pooh-bahs to tell me that the Beatles were great while they also tell me that Mary J. Blige or Donovan are legendary "rock" stars. It's not about Cleveland or the Hall itself, I promise.

As Anders, a reader from Minnesota, rightly notes, the word rock is now thrown around so loosely "that it doesn't seem to have much real meaning in regard to the actual Hall of Fame these days. And while I'm sure any band would mostly be honored to be recognized by the Hall, I don't begrudge those like Iron Maiden who laugh in its face." Exactly. Although Iron Maiden isn't my cup of grain alcohol, I get why they and other bands likely wouldn't give a hoot about getting an attaboy from the suits in the music industry.

A Canadian reader, Laura, spoke for many of you when she suggested just having a general rock museum, especially if it could ensure that lesser-known works "don't get lost among the big names." But that's the problem with a "hall of fame": The museum aspect is lost in the spectacle of voting and the sometimes wince-inducing performances of the inductees.

Lee pointed out that the Rock Hall "is organized primarily around how much curatable material has been donated," which means that the origins of rock in the Deep South and the Mississippi Delta are ignored, while there is an "abundance of space dedicated to midwestern bands that nobody has heard of that were inconsequential." Lee is right that "when Elvis is celebrated as a bedrock of rock and roll, and the people he imitated [are] ignored[,] the whole thing is disingenuous."

Jay from Washington State was also pretty blunt: "The problem for the hall is that rock is in fact essentially a dead art form. Trying to be really good at it today is a bit like trying to be an impressionist painter in the 1960s--it might be nice to look at or hear, but it's been done (to death) by now." I'm not sure rock is dead, but Jay is right that the period we normally associate with the rise of rock as a music form, a 20-year span that begins in the mid-'50s, was a cultural moment in time, not an ongoing revolution.

Let's end on a more positive note. One thing the Rock Hall can do is keep reintroducing music to younger listeners. Sandra, 82, wrote: "I can attest the museum is an enjoyable visit to the past. However after going to a recent Billy Joel concert I realized nothing can replace youth or innocence." True enough, but each generation can offer the music of its youth to the next generation. As Gael MacGregor, a recording artist who once sang backup for the legendary Dick Dale, warned us in her note: "Ageism in the arts has always been an issue--whether the claim is 'You're too young to know anything,' or 'You're too old to be singing/playing this music.'"

So let's celebrate the one thing the Rock Hall does well: start arguments about music. That's a good thing, because then we all have to be aware of the acts we're talking about. Ralph, a 77-year old reader, recently lost his wife of 52 years. (Our condolences, Ralph.) "The songs of lost love I listened to in my teens," he wrote, "have a painful new resonance now." But Ralph also saw these older songs as a bridge: "Maybe the Hall of Fame will inspire some new listeners to experience these old artists," he said, "but will it light their fire"?

Perhaps the Rock Hall isn't a great idea, but if it gets us to listen to the music, then long may it stand on the shores of Lake Erie.

Related:

	The Rock & Roll Hall of Fame should not exist. 
 	The secret joys of geriatric rock






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump's sentencing made no one happy.
 	Trump is right that Pax Americana is over, Charles A. Kupchan argues.
 	These bizarre theories about the L.A. wildfires endanger everyone.




Today's News

	President-Elect Donald Trump was sentenced to unconditional discharge in his New York criminal hush-money case. He will avoid jail time, fines, and probation for his conviction, but he became the first president to be sentenced as a felon.
 	The Supreme Court heard arguments in the TikTok case. The justices seem likely to uphold the law that could ban the app.
 	Meta is ending major DEI programs at the company, including for "hiring, development and procurement practices," according to Axios.




Dispatches

	Atlantic Intelligence: Scientists have collected troves of DNA and microscopic imaging data from human cells--and now they have a tool that might make sense of all that information, Matteo Wong writes.
 	The Books Briefing: Boris Kachka explains why The Atlantic's Books department likes to make an extra toast on January 1 for a concurrent holiday: Public Domain Day.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Credit: Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Yamil Lage / AFP via Getty.



The Return of Havana Syndrome

By Shane Harris

Two years ago, U.S. intelligence analysts concluded, in unusually emphatic language, that a mysterious and debilitating ailment known as "Havana syndrome" was not the handiwork of a foreign adversary wielding some kind of energy weapon. That long-awaited finding shattered an alternative theory embraced by American diplomats and intelligence officers, who said they had been victims of a deliberate, clandestine campaign by a U.S. adversary, probably Russia, that left them disabled, struggling with chronic pain, and drowning in medical bills. The intelligence report, written chiefly by the CIA, appeared to close the book on Havana syndrome.
 Turns out, it didn't.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The unfightable fire
 	The intellectual rationalization for annexing Greenland
 	Drop the outrage over Trump's foreign-policy bluster.
 	The saint America needs now




Culture Break


A24



Watch. The Brutalist (out now in theaters) makes an ambitious gamble with its 215-minute run time--and it mostly pays off, David Sims writes.

Read. Check out these seven books when you feel like the odds are stacked against you.

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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Why We Celebrate When Copyright Expires

Every January 1 in the Books department, we like to make an extra toast for a concurrent holiday: Public Domain Day.

by Boris Kachka




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


Belatedly, happy New Year! Here in the Books department, we like to make an extra toast for a concurrent holiday, Public Domain Day. Every January 1, the copyright protection expires on a long list of novels, movies, songs, and other works, which are then available to remix or recycle into derivative stories (the way that Disney turned a Hans Christian Andersen tale into The Little Mermaid). This year heralds the liberation in the United States of Ernest Hemingway's A Farewell to Arms, the song "Singin' in the Rain," the earliest versions of Popeye and Tintin, and Virginia Woolf's A Room of One's Own. (The groundbreaking essay, now free to publish, is being reissued in at least three new editions, including one introduced by The Atlantic's Xochitl Gonzalez). This freedom, however, is hard-won and can be incomplete. The decades-old tussle over when a creative work becomes public property opens up deeper questions about how to balance the rights of the artist against the common good. This week, Alec Nevala-Lee examined the curious case of Sherlock Holmes.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	Apocalypse, constantly
 	Two different ways of understanding fatherhood
 	What to read when you feel counted out


Arthur Conan Doyle's fictional detective first appeared in 1890 and unambiguously shed U.S. copyright in 2023, but for at least half a century, artists have been wrangling with Doyle's estate over who was allowed to depict the character, and when. As Nevala-Lee writes, "Over the four decades during which Doyle wrote the original stories, international copyright was rapidly evolving." The estate benefited from a 1998 U.S. law that extended older copyrights by as many as 25 years. (It was derisively nicknamed "The Mickey Mouse Protection Act," because Disney was a key advocate and beneficiary.)

That extension covered only 10 of Doyle's stories, but the estate pushed for even more protection by establishing a new line of argument: Because Holmes was changing right up through the last scene Doyle wrote, its representatives claimed, his copyright's expiration countdown began only with the publication of the last batch. They lost that case in 2013, but continued to make licensing deals with producers of works reinterpreting Holmes and even sued the creators of two more projects in 2015 and 2020. (Both suits were likely privately settled.) The stakes are even higher for the rights-holders of some more recent works: Marvel and DC Comics, for example, currently control classic superheroes originally invented in the 1930s (such as Batman and Superman), who now bring in billions. Facing their own looming public-domain deadlines, those companies seem poised to adopt a version of the Doyle estate's strategy, which a DC lawyer described in 2001 as "keep 'em fresh and up to date." As Nevala-Lee writes, "Although the Holmes copyright debacle has finally expired, it offers a preview of even more contentious battles to come."

If public-domain defenders are to prevail over deep-pocketed fights to hold on to lucrative copyrights in near-perpetuity, they might have to remind the public of why copyrights expire in the first place. They could point to the many examples of derivative work that is not only genuinely creative but in fact enriches and broadens the cultural landscape. Think of the way West Side Story brought Shakespeare's Romeo and Juliet into a bustling, diverse, and radically different cultural setting. Or consider Jean Rhys's Wide Sargasso Sea, one of five mind-expanding books recommended last week by Ilana Masad. Rhys's 1966 response to Charlotte Bronte's Jane Eyre fleshes out the backstory of Bertha Mason, the madwoman in Mr. Rochester's attic, to tell an original tale about the toll of Caribbean colonialism. "Rhys's project deals with Jane Eyre specifically," Masad writes, "but her intervention asks us to consider other great literature in its historical and political context as well." The novel is no less original for having been sparked by another. Like the plays of Shakespeare, who stole shamelessly himself, it serves as strong evidence that nothing will come of nothing. "Creativity," Nevala-Lee writes, "doesn't follow the logic of copyright law."




Illustration by Jack Smyth



How Sherlock Holmes Broke Copyright Law

By Alec Nevala-Lee

Adaptations of Holmes stories are exploding now that the detective is in the public domain. Critics believe it should have happened decades ago.

Read the full article.



What to Read

Which Side Are You On, by Ryan Lee Wong

Wong's novel opens with a mother picking up her son from the airport in a Toyota Prius, her hands clutching the wheel in a death grip. Wry, funny moments like this one animate Wong's book about the dilemma of trying to correct systemic problems with individual solutions. It's 2016, and spurred by the real-life police shooting of Akai Gurley, 21-year-old Reed is considering dropping out of Columbia University to dedicate himself to the Black Lives Matter movement. Reed wants nothing more than to usher in a revolution, but unfortunately, he's a lot better at spouting leftist talking points than at connecting with other people. Like many children, Reed believes that his family is problematic and out of touch. His parents, one a co-leader in the 1980s of South Central's Black-Korean Coalition, the other a union organizer, push back on his self-righteous idealism. During a brief trip home to see his dying grandmother, Reed wrestles with thorny questions about what makes a good activist and person. Later, in the Prius, Reed's mother teaches him about the Korean concept of hwabyung, or "burning sickness"--an intense, suppressed rage that will destroy him if he's not careful--and Reed learns what he really needs: not sound bites but true connection. Wong's enthralling novel is a reminder that every fight for justice is, at heart, a fight for one another.  -- Ruth Madievsky

From our list: What to read if you're angry about the election





Out Next Week

? Good Girl, by Aria Aber

? American Oasis: Finding the Future in the Cities of the Southwest, by Kyle Paoletta


? The Containment: Detroit, the Supreme Court, and the Battle for Racial Justice in the North, by Michelle Adams




Your Weekend Read


Wally Skalij / Los Angeles Times / Getty



'I've Never Seen Anything Like This'

By Nancy Walecki

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.

Read the full article.
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Explore all of our newsletters.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2025/01/books-briefing-celebrate-copyright-expiration-sherlock-holmes/681277/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Can Generative AI Uncover the 'Language of Biology'?

Scientists have collected troves of DNA and microscopic imaging data from human cells--and now they have a tool that might make sense of all that information.

by Matteo Wong




This is Atlantic Intelligence, a newsletter in which our writers help you wrap your mind around artificial intelligence and a new machine age. Sign up here.


Perhaps the most important element of biology to understand is our own cells. If scientists could easily predict how a mutation, virus, drug, or any other change would affect a cell, and in turn all the tissues and organs it serves, they could rapidly unlock new vaccines and drugs. Multiple cell biologists recently described this to me as a long-standing "holy grail" of their field.

But human cells are also among the most difficult things to study. Our bodies consist of tens of trillions of interacting cells, each of which has its own complex internal machinery. Scientists can't come close to replicating that world in a lab, and have struggled to do so with computers, as well.

That may be changing. In recent decades, scientists have collected troves of DNA and microscopic imaging data from human cells--and now they have a tool, generative AI, that might make sense of all that information. "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," I explained in a story this week.

The research is in its early stages, and full-fledged, AI-driven "virtual cells" may never be realized. But biologists have already made substantial progress using the technology to study the basic components of our bodies--and perhaps changing the nature of that study too. As in so many other scientific domains, I wrote, "the ability to explain is being replaced by the ability to predict, human discovery supplanted by algorithmic faith."




Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani / The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



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

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.


Read the full article.



What to Read Next

	Why a cognitive scientist put a head cam on his baby: "Lake hopes to one day feed the data from Luna and others back into his own models," my colleague Sarah Zhang wrote last year, "to find better ways of training AI, and to find better ways of understanding how children pull off the ubiquitous yet remarkable feat of learning language."
 	Science is becoming less human: "For centuries, knowledge of the world has been rooted in observing and explaining it," I wrote in 2023. "Many of today's AI models twist this endeavor, providing answers without justifications and leading scientists to study their own algorithms as much as they study nature."




P.S.

Earlier this week, Meta announced that it was ending its professional fact-checking program, starting with the United States. "Good riddance," my colleague Ian Bogost wrote. Fact-checking is supposed to be a time-consuming, complicated practice that "imbues a published work with an ethos of care." But what social-media platforms such as Facebook have implemented is surface-level, at best, and "tarnished the idea that fact-checking could be something more."

-- Matteo
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Biden's Tarnished Legacy

He failed to grasp both the political moment and the essential mission of his presidency.

by Charles Sykes




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


President Joe Biden still imagines that he could have won. Asked by USA Today's Susan Page whether he could have beaten Donald Trump if he had stayed in the race, Biden responded: "It's presumptuous to say that, but I think yes."

Reality thinks not.

Of course, we'll never know for sure, but the evidence (including polling) suggests that he would have been crushed by an even larger margin than Kamala Harris was. Biden's answer is a reminder that his legacy will be tarnished by his fundamental misreading of the moment and his own role in it.

To be sure, Biden can point to some impressive successes. He leaves behind a healthy and growing economy, a record of legislative accomplishment, and more than 230 judicial appointments, including a Supreme Court justice. And then there were the failures: the chaotic exit from Afghanistan; a massive surge of migrants at the border in 2023. Although Biden was not solely to blame for inflation--factors included the Federal Reserve's low-interest-rate policy and Russia's invasion of Ukraine--his spending policies contributed to the problem. And even though he rallied Europe to the defense of Ukraine, critics suggest that he also misread that moment--Phillips Payson O'Brien argued in The Atlantic in November that the Biden administration "treated the conflict like a crisis to be managed, not a war to be won." Ukraine's uncertain fate is now left to Biden's successor.

A charismatic and energetic president might have been able to overcome these failures and win a run for reelection. Some presidents seize the public's imagination; Biden barely even got its attention. He presumed that he could return to a Before Times style of politics, where the president was a backroom bipartisan dealmaker. Whereas Trump dominated the news, Biden seemed to fade into the background almost from the beginning, seldom using his bully pulpit to rally public support or explain his vision for the country. Trump was always in our faces, but it often felt like Biden was ... elsewhere.

Biden also misread the trajectory of Trumpism. Like so many others, he thought that the problem of Trump had taken care of itself and that his election meant a return to normalcy. So he chose as his attorney general Merrick Garland, who seems to have seen his role as restoring the Department of Justice rather than pursuing accountability for the man who'd tried to overturn the election. Eventually, Garland turned the cases over to Special Counsel Jack Smith, who brought indictments. But it was too late. With time running out and a Supreme Court ruling in favor of broad presidential immunity, Trump emerged unscathed. And then came the sad final chapter of Biden's presidency, which may well overshadow everything else.

When he ran for president in 2020, Biden described himself as a "transition candidate" and a "bridge" to a new generation of leaders. But instead of stepping aside for those younger leaders, Biden chose to seek another term, despite the growing evidence of his decline. With the future of democracy at stake, Biden's inner circle appeared to shield the octogenarian president. His team didn't just insist that voters ignore what was in front of their eyes; it also maintained that the aging president could serve out another four-year term. Some Democrats clung to denial--and shouted down internal critics--until Biden's disastrous debate performance put an end to the charade.

Even then, Biden stubbornly tried to hang on, before intense pressure from his own party forced him to drop out of the race in July. Now he is shuffling to the end of his presidency, already shunted aside by his successor and still in denial.

As the passing of Jimmy Carter reminds us, presidential legacies are complicated matters, and it is difficult to predict the verdict of history. But as Biden leaves office, he is less a transformational figure than a historical parenthesis. He failed to grasp both the political moment and the essential mission of his presidency.

Other presidents have misunderstood their mandate. But in Biden's case, the consequences were existential: By his own logic, the Prime Directive of his presidency was to preserve democracy by preventing Donald Trump's return to power. His failure to do so will likely be the lasting legacy of his four years in office.

Related:

	Biden's unpardonable hypocrisy
 	How Biden made a mess of Ukraine






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The army of God comes out of the shadows.
 	"The Palisades Fire is destroying places that I've loved."
 	Why "late regime" presidencies fail




Today's News

	Former President Jimmy Carter's state funeral took place in Washington, D.C. Carter's casket was flown to Georgia after; he will be buried in his hometown of Plains.
 	At least five people are dead in the wildfires that have spread across parts of the Los Angeles area. More than 2,000 structures have been damaged or destroyed.
 	New York's highest court denied Donald Trump's request to halt the sentencing hearing in his criminal hush-money case.






Dispatches 

	Time-Travel Thursdays: Early-career poetry often poses a tantalizing question: How did this poet start off so terrible--and end up so good? But a writer's final works are compelling for a different reason, Walt Hunter writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Jan Buchczik



You're Going to Die. That's a Good Thing.

By Arthur C. Brooks

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 ...
 If we could resolve this dissonance and accept reality, wouldn't life be better? The answer is most definitely yes.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	When the flames come for you
 	Trump is poised to turn the DOJ into his personal law firm.
 	The Solzhenitsyn test
 	Public health can't stop making the same nutrition mistake.
 	A virtual cell is a "holy grail" of science. It's getting closer.




Culture Break


Gilles Mingasson / Disney



Watch. Abbott Elementary and It's Always Sunny in Philadelphia don't have much common ground. That's why their first crossover episode (available on Hulu) felt so fresh, Hannah Giorgis writes.

Explore. Why do so many people hate winter? Research suggests that there are two kinds of people who tolerate the cold very well, Olga Khazan wrote in 2018.

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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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 terrible--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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        Life in Another Light, 2024 Infrared-Photography-Contest Winners

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	January 15, 2025

            	14 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            After reviewing more than 3,000 entries in 11 categories from photographers around the world, the judges of this year's "Life in Another Light" biannual infrared-photography competition recently made their top picks. Contest organizer Kolari Vision was kind enough to share some of the top and winning images below.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A mountaintop meadow and path, with all of the grass a pinkish-purple color]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "Switzerland" First Place, Landscape Infrared.
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                [image: A child plays in an open space beneath a broad roof with large square holes cut into it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "Dreams of Reality - Dream 5" First Place, IR Chrome.
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                [image: A dark image showing a close view of a blue flower]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "Magnolia Grandiflora" First Place, Ultraviolet.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Michael Riffle / Kolari Vision
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A dilapidated and abandoned stone building stands in a rolling field, with the surrounding grass appearing orange in color.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "Ragnar's Castle" Honorable Mention, IR Chrome.
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                [image: An old, windswept tree standing alone in a field beneath clouds]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "Divide" Third Place, Black & White.
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                [image: Rocky mountains stand above an alpine valley, with red-colored trees and grass.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "Wind River" Honorable Mention, IR Chrome.
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                [image: Patches on several lichen-covered stones glow under ultraviolet light, with the Milky Way stretching across the night sky above.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "Luminous Jewels" Honorable Mention, Astro Landscape.
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                [image: A bluish-tinted view of snow-covered trees and a meadow]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "WA1K345" Second Place, Landscape Infrared.
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                [image: An egret sits in a treetop, surrounded by pink-colored leaves.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "Candy Egret" Honorable Mention, Candy Chrome.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Jeetu Rohra / Kolari Vision
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A group of four people stand beside a large, swooping modern building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "Space Oddity" Honorable Mention, Black & White.
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                [image: Deer graze in a meadow; the surrounding foliage is pinkish-colored.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "Grazing" Third Place, Candy Chrome.
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                [image: A long exposure image of a rocky coastline and a partly cloudy sky]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "Tintagel" Third Place, Long Exposure.
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                [image: An elevated view of a mountain fjord, with the trees and grasses colored reddish-pink]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "Majestic Fjord" Honorable Mention, Landscape Infrared.
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                [image: A small tree-covered island stands in an alpine lake. The trees and bushes have an orangey-red color.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "Spirit Island" Honorable Mention, Landscape Infrared.
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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: Siberian Tiger, Frosty Foliage, Snowball Fight

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	January 10, 2025

            	28 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            A snow-and-ice festival in northern China, destructive wildfires in Los Angeles, Ethiopian Orthodox Christmas celebrations in Addis Ababa, the Dakar Rally in Saudi Arabia, a Christmas-tree snack at a Berlin zoo, an oil spill off the cost of Crimea, and much more


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Costumed people parade in front of a large colorful float in the shape of a wizard.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Artists perform with traditional floats during the Blacks and Whites carnival parade in Pasto, Colombia, on January 6, 2025. The Blacks and Whites carnival has its origins in a mix of Andean, Amazonian, and Pacific cultural expressions; it celebrates the region's ethnic diversity and was proclaimed by UNESCO as intangible cultural heritage in 2009.
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                [image: A person performs in a parade, wearing a frightening devil costume.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People dressed in costumes and masks participate in a traditional Perchten parade in Windischgarsten, Austria, on January 5, 2025
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                [image: Visitors look at a sculpture of the Hulk made of flowers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Visitors look at a sculpture of the Hulk made of flowers at a Flower Show in Ahmedabad, India, on January 3, 2025.
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                [image: A worker sets up a giant lantern in the shape of a woman wearing an elaborate headdress.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A worker sets up a giant lantern in preparation for a lantern festival to welcome the upcoming 2025 Chinese New Year, the Year of the Snake, on January 4, 2025, in Qingdao, Shandong province, China.
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                [image: A person in a bathing suit jumps from a platform into a large opening cut into a frozen river.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Yu Xiaofeng leaps into a pool carved into the ice of the frozen Songhua River in Harbin, in northeastern China's Heilongjiang province, on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: A dune buggy jumps off the top of a sand dune.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Driver Goncalo Guerreiro races in stage two of the 2025 Dakar Rally in Bisha, Saudi Arabia, on January 5, 2025.
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                [image: A team of four people rides a traditional wooden sled in a race.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Competitors ride a wooden sled during the traditional Bavarian Hornschlittenrennen sled race in Garmisch-Partenkirchen, Germany, on January 6, 2025.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Angelika Warmuth / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A group of protesters push against a barrier and a group of police officers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Korean Confederation of Trade Unions  scuffle with police officers during a protest against impeached President Yoon Suk Yeol on January 3, 2025, in Seoul, South Korea.
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                [image: Dozens of people have a snowball fight in a park.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People and dogs participate in a snowball fight at Meridian Hill Park as a winter storm that brought snow, ice, and freezing temperatures to a broad swath of the U.S. hit Washington, D.C., on January 6, 2025.
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                [image: A small group of people play cricket in a park on a very foggy morning.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Young people play cricket at the Maidan, an urban park, amid dense fog on a cold winter morning in Kolkata on January 6, 2025.
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                [image: The sun rises past waves and a lighthouse.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Bitterly cold winds kick up waves at sunrise in Sunderland, England, on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: A large group of people hold candles while singing.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Worshippers hold candles and sing religious hymns as they gather for the eve of Ethiopian Orthodox Christmas celebrations at Bole Medhanialem Church in Addis Ababa on January 6, 2025.
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                [image: An overhead view of a flag-draped casket inside the U.S. Capitol Rotunda]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The flag-draped casket of former U.S. President Jimmy Carter lies in state in the U.S. Capitol Rotunda on January 8, 2025, in Washington, D.C. Carter, the 39th president of the United States, died at the age of 100 on December 29, 2024, at his home in Plains, Georgia.
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                [image: A couple pose for wedding photos in Central Park during a snowstorm.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A couple pose for their wedding photos in Central Park during heavy snowfall in New York City on January 6, 2025.
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                [image: A deer lies in tall frosty grass, with foliage in its antlers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A deer lies among frosty foliage at Richmond Park in London, England, on January 4, 2025.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Hollie Adams / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A man takes a picture of an ice-covered statue of horses.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man takes a picture of the "Los Indomables" statue, which is covered in ice due to subfreezing temperatures in Ciudad Juarez, Chihuahua state, Mexico, on January 8, 2025.
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                [image: A tiger stands in a snowy field, exhaling a puff of breath in the cold air.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Siberian tiger stands in the snow at Hengdaohezi Siberian tiger park in Hailin, Mudanjiang City, Heilongjiang province, China, on January 5, 2025.
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                [image: A home is engulfed in flames during a wildfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A home is engulfed in flames during the Eaton fire in the Altadena area of Los Angeles County, California, on January 8, 2025.
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                [image: A small group of people take selfie photos and videos in front of a wildfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People enter an evacuation zone to take selfie photos and videos near burning homes at the Eaton Fire on January 7, 2025, in Pasadena, California. A powerful Santa Ana wind event dramatically raised the danger of wind-driven wildfires such as the destructive Palisades Fire near Santa Monica.
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                [image: A wildfire burns on hillsides above a beach.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Palisades Fire approaches the Pacific Ocean along the Pacific Coast Highway in Malibu, California, on January 8, 2025.
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                [image: An aerial view of an entire neighborhood of fire-destroyed homes]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The devastation from the Palisades Fire is seen from the air in the Pacific Palisades neighborhood of Los Angeles, on January 9, 2025.
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                [image: A person places their hand on a huge stack of orange and green colored pencils in a factory.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman works at a plant making colored pencils in the city of Binzhou, in east China's Shandong province, on January 7, 2025.
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                [image: A person slides down a chute made from illuminated blocks of ice.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A visitor slides down blocks of ice during the opening ceremony of the Harbin Ice and Snow World in China's Heilongjiang province, on January 5, 2025.
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                [image: A person uses skis to navigate a snowy city street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cosimos Cendo skis down Main Street in Annapolis, Maryland, during a snowstorm on January 6, 2025.
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                [image: A giraffe grazes on a discarded Christmas tree that hangs upside down in its zoo enclosure.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A giraffe grazes on a discarded Christmas tree at a zoo in Berlin, Germany, on January 3, 2025.
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                [image: A toppled statue of Hafez Assad lies among piles of debris.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A statue depicting the late Syrian President Hafez Assad is seen destroyed in Dayr Atiyah, Syria, on January 5, 2025.
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                [image: A person wearing protective gear holds an oil-covered seabird while trying to clean it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                On January 8, 2025, a volunteer at a veterinary clinic in the Black Sea resort city of Saki, Crimea, cleans an oil-covered bird following a recent incident involving two tankers that were damaged in a storm in the Kerch Strait.
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                [image: An Orca flips in the air in a marine park.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An Orca performs at the marine theme park Marineland in Antibes, France, on January 2, 2025. Marineland park closed its doors to the public permanently on January 5, 2025, following a decline in attendance and a recent ban on shows featuring cetaceans. Marineland has until December 2026 to rehome its two remaining killer whales, Keijo and Wikie.
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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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