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What Gen Z Is Finding at the Library
Young people really do read print books.
Lora Kelley  10:00PM, 28 Dec, 2023
Updated 10:00PM, 28 Dec, 2023

This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.
In the smartphone era, libraries might seem less central. But it turns out that young people actually use them.
First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
 
	How to be happy growing older
	America should be more like Operation Warp Speed.
	The Middle East conflict that the U.S. can’t stay out of

A Third Place
Spending time at my local library branch in elementary school, I felt like a little grown-up. I’d march up to the desk and tell the librarian all about the chapter books I would be reading that summer. (“Absolutely Normal Chows,” I told her once, holding up a copy of the Sharon Creech novel Absolutely Normal Chaos.) I value public libraries for the resources they offer but also because of how these spaces have always felt to me: like a community of people who care about learning new things, and who simply want to spend time in public.
Libraries, and the people who keep them running, have had a rough time in recent years. Across America, politicians and advocates have pushed to ban from schools a variety of books, including those that deal with topics of race and gender; this movement has now extended to public libraries. As my colleague Xochitl Gonzalez wrote in the March Atlantic article “The Librarians Are Not Okay”: “Although books don’t have feelings, the librarians forced to remove them from the shelves definitely do.” On top of the harassment and stress brought on by book bans, “as public-facing professionals, [librarians] are on the front lines of the masking wars, the homelessness crisis, the opioid epidemic, and the general rise in public rage,” Gonzalez notes. Libraries also continue to face financial strain. Some of the problems are bureaucratic: In New York, for example, the city just announced that because of budget cuts, it will close most libraries on Sundays. And some are ideological: This past spring, Missouri’s Republican-led House aimed to strip all funding from the state’s libraries.
This slew of attacks on libraries is concerning not only because these are attacks on education and literacy; they also threaten spaces that many Americans, including young people, actually use. New research released by the American Library Association found that more than half of Gen Zers and Millennials surveyed in 2022 had visited a physical library location in the previous year. And of the Gen Zers and Millennials who said that they did not identify as readers, more than half still reported going to the library, suggesting that they may be visiting for other reasons, including events, classes, or simply to find community. As the authors of the study, both Portland State University professors, wrote, “The youth that researchers met during visits to two public library branches talked about coming to the library just to ‘vibe’ and hang out.”
Conventional wisdom says that teens are on their phones all the time. There is some truth to that, and many read their library books on apps as well. But according to the ALA research, young people do read print books. In fact, the report found that younger members of Gen Z were reading more print books than older readers in their age cohort were, and print was the preferred format for the Gen Z respondents. Seeing a display of books can be an opportunity for discovery, and print books can provide a welcome break from screens. Books can also feature in people’s online lives: A physical object adds richer texture to a TikTok, for example, than a shot of a Kindle might, Emily Drabinski, the president of the ALA, told me earlier this month. “We might finally come out of that binary thinking where there’s the digital and the print world,” she said. “We all inhabit all of [these worlds] all the time.”
Libraries are about books and reading, of course. But they are also about providing people with a “third place” for programming, services, and socializing; they are one of America’s only truly cross-class spaces, Drabinski noted. And they function as a public resource in all meanings of the term. As Drabinski said, “We want people to come in and use the bathroom; if that’s the only thing they need from the public library: Welcome.”
Related:
 
	The librarians are not okay.
	How to show kids the joy of reading

Dispatches
 
	Time-Travel Thursdays: In 1949, despondent at the failure of UN arms-control talks, J. Robert Oppenheimer wrote an essay for The Atlantic. It’s a fascinating historical artifact and act of public grief,
Ross Andersen writes.

Explore all of our newsletters here.
Evening Read

Illustration by Alanah Sarginson
The New Old Age
By David Brooks
People are living longer lives. If you are 60 right now, you have a roughly 50 percent chance of reaching 90. In other words, if you retire in your early or mid-60s, you can expect to have another 20 years before your mind and body begin their steepest decline.
We don’t yet have a good name for this life stage. Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot, a notable scholar in this area, calls it the “Third Chapter.” Some call it “Adulthood II” or, the name I prefer, the “Encore Years.” For many, it’s a delightful and rewarding phase, but the transition into it can be rocky …
Over the past few months, I’ve had conversations with people who are approaching this transition or are in the middle of it. These conversations can be intense. One senior executive told me that he fears two things in life: retirement and death—and that he fears retirement more.
Read the full article.
Culture Break

Dusty Deen for The Atlantic
Read. These six books about other people’s kin may help you feel better about yours during a stressful family holiday.
Watch. The 15 best television shows of 2023 pushed the boundaries of episodic storytelling.
Play our daily crossword.
P.S.
Last summer, I started tracking my reading in a spreadsheet, which I’ve been enjoying revisiting as the year winds down. I used to track my reading haphazardly on Goodreads, but whereas for some people the social dimension of sites such as Goodreads and the StoryGraph is the point, for me, it was a drawback. I realized that I could re-create their utility—which for me was having all of my books in one place—in a Google Sheet. The sheet is very simple: I record the name of the book, the date finished, the length, the format (Kindle, print, or audio), and the gender of the author.
This was driven not by an effort to quantify my reading or optimize my path toward any particular goals—just by a curiosity about what I was reading and any patterns I could find. Next year, I’m planning to add tabs for plays I see and movies I watch. I recommend giving it a try if you’d like to track the culture you’re consuming, just for yourself.
— Lora
Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.
When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.





How to Be Happy Growing Older
Your future will probably be better than your past.
Arthur C. Brooks  12:00PM, 28 Dec, 2023
Updated 12:01PM, 28 Dec, 2023

Want to stay current with Arthur’s writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.
NEXT TO ONE’S BIRTHDAY, the passing of the calendar year induces us to reflect on the march of time in our life. This is not a welcome subject for many—which is perhaps why a lot of people simply redefine old age virtually out of existence. When Americans were asked in 2009 what “being old” means, the most popular response was turning 85. Yet the average life span in the United States in 2022 was only 76. Apparently, then, the average American dies nine years before getting old.
The impulse to define old age as “older than I am now” is not surprising, given all the ways our culture worships youth—its beauty, vitality, and entrepreneurial energy—and offers us any number of options for spending time and money to stop or slow down the clock of aging. And as if the adulation of youth weren’t enough, the stigmatization of seniors is always at hand, through overt discrimination, ageist stereotyping, and crass “OK Boomer”–style contempt.
This can make the inevitable passage of years into a grim prospect for a person. But it shouldn’t have to mean that. True, getting old brings visible signs of physical decline, and may rule out some activities and opportunities. But in other ways, aging can involve growth and improvement—of character, perspective, and overall happiness. In a real sense, we should start looking forward to being old.
LET’S START WITH how you will feel when you are old. By this, I don’t mean whether your back will hurt more (it almost certainly will), but rather the balance between your positive and negative moods as you age. The answer is probably better than you feel now.
As readers of this column may know, positive and negative affect (mood) seem to operate independently of each other: You can have a lot or a little of either or both. “High affect” people (your happiness columnist included) score above average on both positive and negative mood levels; “low affect” people score less on both. No matter which type you start out as, you can expect your affect levels to change in a desirable direction over the course of your life. According to research published in the Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, both men and women tend to see an increase in positive affect as they get older (women, in particular, see a greater and accelerating increase). On average, negative affect does not change for women predictably with age, but it decreases for aging men (with the caveat that the decrease is more pronounced for married men; for unmarried men, negative affect is higher at every stage of life).
Many theories have been advanced for why affect balance improves as we age. A 2013 review of research reveals that older people develop at least three distinct emotional skills: They react less to negative situations, they are better at ignoring irrelevant negative stimuli than they were when younger, and they remember more positive than negative information. This is almost like a superpower many older people have, that they know negative emotions won’t last so they get a head start on feeling good by consciously disregarding bad feelings as they arise.
As we age, our personality traits change as well. Here again, the news is mostly good. Personality is generally separated by psychologists into five parts: openness to experience, conscientiousness, extroversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism. (Extroversion is sometimes also separated into the subcategories of social vitality, or gregariousness, and social dominance, or assertiveness.) In 2008, two researchers summarized in the journal Current Directions in Psychological Science a voluminous literature on how these dimensions of personality change as we move from childhood to old age. Some of the changes are not necessarily either good or bad. For example, people tend to become less gregarious after their mid-50s; they become more assertive from adolescence through their mid-30s and stay at this higher level; their openness to experience rises into early adulthood, stabilizes, and falls after mid-50s.
Other changes are unambiguously positive. Agreeableness tends to rise throughout adulthood, probably as we see its benefits and establish more emotional equanimity. Neuroticism usually falls, at least until one’s late 60s. And conscientiousness rises continuously. If you follow the typical development, you can expect to be nicer and kinder, and less depressed and anxious, when you are old. For the most part, Boomers really are OK.
Not surprisingly, then, self-esteem tends to rise as people move through adulthood, all the way to age 60. It stays at a high level until about 70, then slightly declines. (This last downward section could be connected to the accumulating death toll of elderly friends and spouses. Even so, age 80 may be better than 30, measured in average affect balance.)
Finally, people also tend to become less envious with age, especially of success in education, social standing, looks, and romance. They do get slightly more envious of money—which makes sense: No one expects to be ravishing at 90, but you can hope to have a bigger condo in Boca Raton.
THE GOOD NEWS about aging is that if we simply leave things to the passage of time, life will probably get better for us. But we can do more than just wait around to get old. We can lean into the natural improvements and manage any trends we don’t like.
Those natural strengths as we get old—agreeableness, conscientiousness, mental health, and positive affect—we can think of as emerging talents to develop, just how we might once have thought of our athletic ability when we were growing up. If you’re a gifted basketball player at 12, practicing a lot will pay off when you are 18. Similarly, if you consciously practice being nice, kind, and cheerful when younger, you can truly excel at these traits when you’re old.
I have seen this phenomenon in people close to me who, in late middle age, made a choice to practice character virtues that enhanced life for others. Sure enough, in old age they were absolute superstars of goodness, remembered as such after death.
Start each day by imagining the person you want to be as the years go by: not ruminating on grievances, not wasting time being grumpy, and sharing words of kindness and encouragement with whomever you come across. Notice how this imagined version of yourself makes you feel. The idea is to have this vision become a self-fulfilling prophecy. Then, every night, think about ways you can be better still in these areas the next day.
Your weaknesses as you age are more subjective and a matter of personal judgment. For example, is a reduced openness to new experiences good, bad, or neutral? For me, I see this as a weakness, and as something I want to manage. Others may see staying open to new things as less important for themselves, but have another trait they would like to change. For example, say you’re a naturally reticent person who doesn’t want to see introversion become more dominant as you age. Is that something you can change? The answer is probably yes.
Research from 2015 in the Journal of Personality and Social Psychology found that when people set out to alter their personality traits—and recorded their daily behavior—they were able to do so. For instance, people who wanted to be more extroverted and kept a diary record of social behavior made progress in modifying their personality over the four months of the study.
As with accentuating the positive, the secret to adjusting personality traits is to change your behavior in explicit and conscious ways. This is being metacognitive, as we say in the trade. In the morning, imagine yourself acting the way you want to act; at night, take stock in a nonjudgmental spirit of how far you succeeded in achieving that aim, and then make fresh resolutions for the next day. The point is to see your personality as a project perpetually in progress—so always be working on it.
YOU MIGHT BE pleased to get all this good news about how you can be happy about getting older, but still have one nagging question: If life improves in old age, why do we work so steadfastly to spoil our enjoyment of life in the present with our dread of aging and our panicked efforts to stave it off? A useful answer is that in many cultures, people don’t do these things; in other parts of the world, the perception of aging is positive compared with in the West. According to cross-cultural research, this more positive attitude is especially true in countries such as China, India, Malaysia, Uganda, and Iran. These are societies that traditionally value the wisdom of older people, and appreciate the perspective they bring.
And therein lies the last lesson to help you prepare for your golden years: Start appreciating seniors more for their natural gifts. The practice of seeing yourself valuing old people will reprogram the way you think and feel about your own aging. That will allay your fears, and free you up to get on with the important business of becoming happier.





The Bizarre Tragedy of Children’s Movies
Films such as The Lion King, Bambi, and Up all have upsetting moments. That doesn’t mean they’re bad for young viewers.
Kelly Conaboy   12:00PM, 28 Dec, 2023
Updated 1:54PM, 28 Dec, 2023
A few weeks ago, I came across a GIF from the 1994 film The Lion King that made me weep. It shows the lion cub Simba moments after he discovers the lifeless body of his father, Mufasa; he nuzzles under Mufasa’s limp arm and then lies down beside him. I was immediately distraught at that scene, and my memories of the ones that follow: Simba pawing at his dead father’s face, Simba pleading with him to “get up.”
That scene lives in my thoughts with a few similar ones: the baby elephant Dumbo cradled in his abused mom’s trunk as she’s trapped behind bars; Ellie, the beloved wife in Up, grieving a miscarriage and eventually passing away within the first five minutes of the film; Bambi, the young deer, wandering around the snowy forest looking for his mother, who has just been shot dead. When they pop up in my mind, I’m always left with the same thought: Why are so many kids’ movies so sad, and how does that sadness affect the kids they’re intended to entertain?
Young viewers experience these movies differently, depending on how sensitive they are, their personal history with the film’s themes, and how well they understand the material, Randi Pochtar, a psychologist at NYU Langone Health’s Child Study Center, told me. It’s up to the caregiver to monitor their reaction, looking specifically for changes in behavior. “Are they now suddenly afraid to go downstairs themselves; are there changes in sleep or appetite?” Pochtar said. If so, it might be time to limit the amount of upsetting media they’re exposed to.
In general, though, Pochtar thinks that sad films are just one of many ways kids are exposed to life’s tough realities. Seeing characters prosper after tragic events can also show kids that although life can be hard, joy and meaning are still possible.
Still, it wasn’t clear to either Pochtar or myself whether the filmmakers behind heavy kids’ movies typically intend for sad scenes to be teaching moments. I figured the most direct answer would come from someone who’s made those creative choices, so I reached out to Rob Minkoff, The Lion King’s co-director.
Minkoff agreed that kids can learn important lessons from sad films. But he also pointed out that many of them aren’t just made for children; they’re also supposed to be compelling for the adults watching. If you focus only on making a movie that’s good for kids, he told me, “it’s going to be PAW Patrol.” (Not familiar with PAW Patrol, the intensely popular children’s series about dogs with emergency-services jobs? Ask any parent of a young child if they like it more than they do The Lion King.)
Before the period commonly known as Disney’s Golden Age—1937 to 1942, when hits including Pinocchio, Dumbo, and Bambi were released—animation was reserved for short comedic vignettes, and not everyone was sold on the idea that the medium could sustain a feature-length running time. Disney had to keep the stakes high enough to engage people of all ages. (The studio’s first animated feature was the 1937 film Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, which concerned an attempted murder and ended with a woman falling off a cliff and being crushed by a boulder.) And out of economic necessity, Minkoff told me, Disney often mined the public domain for storylines. Snow White’s source was a disturbing fairy tale from the Brothers Grimm; Pinocchio was based on Carlo Collodi’s alarmingly cruel novel, The Adventures of Pinocchio, in which the disobedient puppet kills his cricket friend and, for separate reasons, is eventually hanged.
In Minkoff’s estimation, Disney’s animated features became softer and safer after the studio’s golden age; he and the Lion King team wanted to get back to that envelope-pushing era. They drew inspiration from Bambi, but he took issue with how that film dealt—or didn’t deal—with the death of Bambi’s mother. After she dies off-screen, Bambi eventually learns what has happened—but then the film fades back in, after some time has passed, with a happy song about spring. “I felt very strongly that [The Lion King] needed to dive into this story, into the death as a subject … to talk about it and not to ignore it or deny it,” Minkoff said. One way he wanted to do this was by having Simba interact with Mufasa’s dead body. Yes, the exact scene that I’d found so brutal.
Not everyone on his team agreed. “We were presenting the storyboards for it, and someone’s comment was, ‘It’s too confrontational; it’s too intense.’” They suggested having the sequence happen in shadow or in the distance, but Minkoff fought to keep it conspicuous. He knew that people could underestimate the power of animation as a storytelling form, and he wanted to prove them wrong.
More recent animated movies, and kids’ movies in general, have included similarly grim moments. Take 2010’s Toy Story 3, which infamously involved a plot point that saw its characters stuck on a conveyor belt leading into an incinerator—holding hands, heartbreakingly, while realizing they might be living their last moments—or Inside Out, the 2015 computer-animated film in which a lovable character sacrifices himself, never to be seen again.
But young viewers can usually handle it. Meredith Bak, who studies children’s media at Rutgers University at Camden, told me that kids might identify with sad movies or find them meaningful; they might be introduced to new perspectives. “I think it’s important for filmmakers to really respect their young audiences by recognizing their ability to engage with this full range of emotions,” she said.
Now that I think about it, I don’t recall being deeply upset when I saw The Lion King in theaters as a kid. I just remember loving it. With this in mind, in a group chat full of family members with kids, I took a poll: When watching kids’ movies with sad themes, who is more emotionally affected—the kids or the parents?
It wasn’t unanimous, but it was close. “One hundred percent me,” my cousin said. “My kids have 300 questions about death but are unphased, while I’m on my second box of tissues.” Although some of my relatives’ kids get emotional, more of them react inquisitively, or with theories about how the characters could have avoided their fates. Their parents, however, are a wreck.
Children tend to understand a lot more than we give them credit for, and many childhoods aren’t easy. Still, if it’s true that these movies can hit adults particularly hard, perhaps it’s because adults tend to have the experience or the cognitive ability to appreciate them from multiple perspectives. When watching that scene with Simba and Mufasa, I don’t only think about the devastation of losing a parent. I think about the tragedy of leaving a child behind. I see the scene refracted through my life and the lives of people I care about; hell, I even see my dog, and how confused he might be if I ever left him.
The question might not be whether these movies are too sad for kids. It might just be whether they’re a bit too sad for adults.





Should You Teach Your Kid to Make a Schedule?
Sharing the first episode of the podcast How to Keep Time
Hanna Rosin  11:00AM, 28 Dec, 2023
Updated 11:00AM, 28 Dec, 2023

For the holidays, Radio Atlantic is sharing the first episode of the Atlantic podcast How to Keep Time. Co-hosts Becca Rashid and Ian Bogost, an Atlantic contributing writer, examine our relationship with time and what we can do to reclaim it.
In its first episode, they explore the idea of “wasting” time. But first, Radio Atlantic host Hanna Rosin has a question: Is teaching scheduling to a child a bad idea?
The following is a transcript of the episode:
Hanna Rosin: Becca.
Becca Rashid: Yes, Hanna.
Rosin: I have a story I want to tell you, and I don’t know if it’s excellent or terrible.
Rashid: I’m sure it will be excellent, Hanna. Let’s hear it.
Rosin: Okay. So, this weekend, I was hanging out with a 5-year-old. Actually, four and three-quarters, because you know how little kids are extremely precise about their age.
And we were planning out all the things that we were going to do that day. And what I did was, I sat down with this kid, and I made a schedule.
Rashid: For the child who’s 4 and three-quarters?
Rosin: It was, like, a pictorial schedule. And I thought I was doing something incredibly fun. I was like, No. 1: We’re going to go to the castle playground.
No. 2: We’re going to have a food adventure. No. 3: We’re going to have a throwing adventure. And I taught the kid how to write everything down and say how long it was going to take. And then I taught the kid how to cross things out.
Rashid: Oh my God. You were training this child on how to make a to-do list.
Rosin: Yes. Okay. And only at the end of it did I think: Oh my God, I have to ask Becca if I just did a terrible thing.
Rashid: Did the kid enjoy it? Did he appreciate your efforts in mapping out his day for him like that?
Rosin: Well, I think the kid was a natural bundle of chaos. I was trying to sort of organize and rein it in and be like, Look, we’re going to do this for 20 minutes, and this for 20 minutes, and this for 20 minutes.
Rashid: To manage the otherwise chaotic life of a 5-year-old child?
Rosin: Exactly. Instead of letting them kind of stumble from one thing to the next thing, I was trying to organize time. Was that a mistake?
Rashid: I mean, I can understand why that was a natural compulsion for you. You’ve been trained to think that way. I don’t know if a child who is 4 and three-quarters needs to condition himself to think that way.
And I wonder if it maybe stifles his ability to actually figure out, like: How am I feeling? What do I want to do next? Maybe not to conceptualize his day as a “day” quite yet, you know?
Rosin: That’s what I thought your answer was gonna be.
Rashid: (Laughs.)
Rosin: This is Radio Atlantic. I’m Hanna Rosin, and that was Becca Rashid, one of the co-hosts of The Atlantic’s How To podcast. Their new season is called How to Keep Time, and there’s a concept in that season called “action addiction.” And all I can say is: I feel seen. Anyway, we at Radio Atlantic are off for the holidays—happy holidays, everyone—we’re going to play Episode 1 of How to Keep Time. Enjoy.
You can listen to the episode and read the transcript here:
How to Keep Time: Try Wasting It





America Should Be More Like Operation Warp Speed
The extraordinary success of the quest for the COVID-19 vaccine holds lessons for the rest of the government.
Gary Hamel, Michele Zanini  11:00AM, 28 Dec, 2023
Updated 1:38PM, 28 Dec, 2023

THE U.S. GOVERNMENT can achieve great things quickly when it has to. In November 2020, the Food and Drug Administration granted emergency-use authorization to the Pfizer-BioNTech vaccine for COVID-19. Seven days later, a competing vaccine from Moderna was approved. The rollout to the public began a few weeks later. The desperate search for a vaccine had been orchestrated by Operation Warp Speed, an initiative announced by the Trump administration that May. Developing, testing, manufacturing, and deploying a new vaccine typically takes a decade or more. OWS, which accomplished the feat in months, belongs in the pantheon of U.S. innovation triumphs, along with the Manhattan Project and the Apollo moon-landing program. It’s a case study in how the U.S. government can solve complex, urgent problems, and it challenges the narrative that public institutions have lost their ability to dream big and move fast.
That narrative, sadly, has ample basis in recent history. Many efforts to upgrade the nation’s transportation systems falter because, as the Biden administration declared in 2021, “America lags its peers … in the on-time and on-budget delivery of infrastructure.” NASA’s latest mega-rocket, the Space Launch System, took its first test flight in 2022, six years behind schedule, despite the investment of an astronomical $23.8 billion since 2011. Agency officials recently admitted to the Government Accountability Office that the SLS program is “unsustainable.”
Despite having pioneered much of the underlying technology, the U.S. has fallen behind other nations in deploying hypersonic missiles. In 2021, China launched a 15,000-mile-per-hour missile designed to evade traditional air defenses. General Mark Milley, who retired in September as the chair of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, warned in 2017 that the U.S. military had become “overly centralized, overly bureaucratic, and overly risk-averse.”
In a 2022 Pew poll, fewer than a quarter of Americans said they were “basically content” with the performance of the federal government. Unfortunately, the deep ideological split over whether the government should be bigger or smaller tends to obscure the question of how to make the government work better.
The federal government employs about 3 million Americans, a number that’s changed little since the late 1960s. One thing that has changed is the number of bureaucrats—people who are not directly providing services to the public but who instead oversee government programs, manage budgets, and ensure compliance with laws and regulations. According to our analysis of data from the U.S. Office of Personnel Management, the number of federal administrators ballooned by nearly 50 percent from 1998 to 2022. New York University’s Paul Light estimated in 2020 that the number of organizational layers in the largest federal agencies has grown nearly fivefold since the 1960s. He counted 1,070 deputy assistant secretaries, 236 assistants to the assistant secretary, 204 deputy deputy assistant secretaries, and 153 deputy assistant assistant secretaries.
This phenomenon, which Light describes as the “thickening” of government, is happening in the private sector too. Over the past 30 years, Bureau of Labor Statistics data suggest, the number of administrative and managerial jobs in the U.S. economy grew more than three times faster than the number of non-bureaucratic jobs. More administrators mean more rules, policies, and management layers.
In theory, all of this extra supervision should yield smarter decisions and less downside risk; bureaucracies exist in part to promote standard practices and to limit the amount of damage that any individual employee can cause. But a thicker organization also produces longer lines of communication, slower response times, more turf battles, and less agility and innovation.
OPERATION WARP SPEED was designed to avoid these problems. It had a ridiculously ambitious charter: Develop and deliver 300 million doses of a safe and effective vaccine by January 2021. Skepticism was warranted, given that only one in 15 potential vaccines that reaches the second phase of clinical trials ends up being licensed. A partnership between the Department of Health and Human Services and the Pentagon, the initiative was led by Moncef Slaoui, a scientist and former pharmaceutical executive, and General Gustave Perna, who was in charge of the U.S. Army Materiel Command. The staff included perhaps 600 HHS employees, plus about 100 from the Department of Defense. To defeat the virus, they would need to coordinate a wide network of partners, including drugmakers, logistics titans such as FedEx and UPS, medical distributors, and a plethora of supermarket and drugstore chains that would help administer the vaccines—all amid severe supply-chain constraints, a domestic shortage of technical talent, and the need for social distancing.
Slaoui and Perna had the benefit of an $18 billion budget that allowed them to fund large-scale trials and purchase millions of vaccine doses in advance. OWS was also able to leverage a preexisting body of research on an emergent vaccine technology, messenger RNA. Yet at the time, almost no one believed that those advantages foreordained success. In interviews to recruit a project leader, Slaoui had reportedly been the only candidate who thought the deadline might be realistic. His willingness to aim high proved to be essential.
So did a lean management structure. Slaoui and Perna, according to multiple accounts, had the authority to work across agencies, and they were seldom second-guessed by their political masters. They reported to a board, co-chaired by the secretaries of HHS and Defense, that not only provided oversight but also helped clear away obstacles. Working briskly, the board focused on approving major decisions, such as awarding multibillion-dollar contracts to drugmakers and eliminating supply bottlenecks via the Defense Production Act (which compels private companies to put government contracts at the head of the queue).
Slaoui, Perna, and their board also gave others authority to make important decisions in real time. Tasked with recruiting at least 30,000 participants to test each candidate vaccine—for some of the largest clinical trials in history—the OWS team members John Mascola and Matthew Hepburn had to identify people who were at risk of exposure to the virus even as pandemic hot spots waxed and waned unpredictably around the country. Fortunately, they were free to revise the trial plan on the fly. “People understood they had a lot of latitude and were accountable,” a former HHS deputy chief of staff named Paul Mango told us this summer. “The absence of micromanagement was highly energizing.”
OWS had to synchronize the work of hundreds of public and private entities.  Information circulated peer-to-peer rather than having to go up the chain of command. For each vaccine candidate, a product-coordination team met daily to set priorities and address problems that needed quick resolution. These teams worked with U.S. Customs and Border Protection to expedite equipment imports, with the State Department to secure visas for essential talent, and with the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers to build factories.
Rather than test one vaccine candidate at a time, OWS simultaneously placed bets on mRNA and two other technologies, tapping two developers for each type. Factories were retrofitted for mass production of vaccines while clinical trials were still in progress. Distribution teams were simultaneously developing packaging and securing local vaccination sites. The redundancies and overlapping timelines shaved years off the development process—and provided insurance amid great uncertainty about which vaccines would work.
Above all, Operation Warp Speed shunned complexity in favor of simplicity. Many private-sector executives are wary of doing business with government agencies, which typically impose elaborate, albeit well-intended, requirements on virtually every interaction and are slow to respond to the concerns of contractors and suppliers. In this case, private-sector vaccine suppliers were subjected to fewer rules than what the 2,000-page Federal Acquisitions Regulations manual spells out, and granted enhanced intellectual-property rights.
At every point, OWS staffers were encouraged to prioritize progress over process. Mango credited former HHS General Counsel Robert Charrow for setting the right tone. “He and his team,” Mango told us, “were pretty scrappy in finding ways to get things done and saying yes instead of no.”
YEARS AFTER the darkest days of the pandemic, many people overlook the enduring importance of Operation Warp Speed. When then-President Donald Trump announced it, skeptics mocked its Star Trek–inspired name and worried that officials would cut corners on safety to produce a vaccine before the 2020 election. Since then, others have faulted it as overly generous to drug companies. OWS fell short of its manufacturing targets, and the vaccine shortages of early 2021 prompted more criticism of the initiative. Democrats have been loath to give any credit to Donald Trump and his underlings, while Republicans—many of whom were skeptical of the vaccine push—struggle to admit that the federal government can do anything right.
In fact, OWS offers powerful evidence that upending bureaucratic norms can, quite literally, save lives. If complex, hidebound institutions such as HHS and the Pentagon can exceed expectations, other agencies should also be capable of warp-speed performance. The most immediate applications might lie in inventing vaccines for other diseases and in advancing transformative technologies such as desalination, solid-state batteries, and carbon capture. But the basic approach of Operation Warp Speed—defining a specific problem, committing to an ambitious goal, and then giving people the freedom and the wherewithal to produce breakthrough solutions—could be used more expansively.
The Department of Defense might focus laserlike on reducing the development time for new major weapons programs by 50 percent. The Department of Transportation might set itself the goal of cutting the timeline and cost of major transit projects in half by streamlining and coordinating regulatory approval, funding, and procurement. The Department of Housing and Urban Development might devote itself to eliminating America’s 4-million-unit housing shortage, including by pushing local governments to reform land use and supporting the construction sector with financing, incentives for innovation, and lower taxes on inputs. Those executive-branch agencies, to be fair, are subject to budget restrictions and other congressional limits, but an OWS-like focus on results might persuade lawmakers to grant them more freedom.
Americans got speedy access to vaccines because the harms of the pandemic—to the economy as well as to human health—were acute enough to warrant radical thinking. Many of the other seemingly intractable challenges that the U.S. faces, although less deadly than the coronavirus, warrant the same rule-busting audacity that made Operation Warp Speed a success.





What Comes Next in Gaza and Israel?
Our writers think through the possible futures that await the region.
Isabel Fattal  10:00PM, 27 Dec, 2023
Updated 10:00PM, 27 Dec, 2023

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.
Nearly three months into the Israel-Hamas war, our writers think through the possible futures that await the region.
First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
 
	81 things that blew our minds in 2023
	Political accountability isn’t dead yet.
	The woman who didn’t see stuttering as a flaw

How This Ends
Weeks after Hamas’s attacks on Israel, amid the ensuing war in Gaza, my colleague Franklin Foer published an article titled “Tell Me How This Ends.” “The Israeli operation faces the same question that ultimately vexed the American project in Iraq,” he wrote: “What comes next?”
Two months later, the questions that Frank raised about the future of the region are no easier to answer, and the civilian death toll in Gaza continues to rise. I’ve come back to the guiding inquiry of Frank’s article many times in recent months: How does this end? The reading list below offers a range of perspectives from our writers about what could, or ought to, come next.
 
	Israel’s impossible dilemma: “Israel’s larger stated aim—of utterly eradicating Hamas—is impossible,” the scholar Hussein Ibish argued earlier this month. “If the Israelis stay in Gaza out of determination to deny Hamas a hollow win, they will instead ensure that Hamas gets a political victory that is actually worth something—one that will play out over months and years of further warfare.”
	The one-state delusion: “Neither Israelis nor Palestinians are going anywhere, and neither will give up their national identity,” the political scientist Arash Azizi argued last month. “Those who truly want peace and justice in the Holy Land should start by recognizing this reality.”
	A phased diplomatic strategy: Joe Biden “has exercised bold diplomacy in other parts of the world, and it can work here too—advancing the prospects of peace, ensuring Israeli security, and addressing Palestinian grievances,” Daniel Kurtzer, a former U.S. ambassador to Israel and Egypt, wrote this month.
	The day after Netanyahu: “Israel has long succeeded in spite of its leaders, not because of them,” Atlantic staff writer Yair Rosenberg wrote last month. “As Israel’s population steps up where its prime minister and his hard-right allies have failed, the real source of the state’s strength has never been more obvious.”
	“All my life, I’ve watched violence fail the Palestinian cause”: “In spite of the horrors of recent weeks—or perhaps because of them—many Jews and Palestinians want peace more than ever,” the British Palestinian writer John Aziz wrote last month. “But Palestinians need more than peace. They need leaders who will serve their interests instead of persecuting those—including the LGBTQ and non-Muslim communities—who exist on the margins of society.”
	A message of peace: “There never has been, nor will there be, a military solution to the Israeli-Palestinian situation,” Ziad Asali, founder of the American Task Force on Palestine, wrote last month. “Israel obviously can, in its campaign against Hamas, flatten Gaza. It has the machines and bombs to do so. But it can’t destroy the Palestinian desire to be free.”

Evening Read

The LIFE Picture Collection / Getty / The Atlantic
How McKinsey Destroyed the Middle Class (From 2020)
By Daniel Markovits
When Pete Buttigieg accepted a position at the management consultancy McKinsey & Company, he already had sterling credentials: high-school valedictorian, a bachelor’s degree from Harvard, a Rhodes Scholarship. He could have taken any number of jobs and, moreover, had no obvious interest in business. Nevertheless, he joined the firm.
This move was predictable, not eccentric: The top graduates of elite colleges typically pass through McKinsey or a similar firm before settling into their adult career. But the conventional nature of the career path makes it more, not less, worthy of examination. How did this come to pass? And what consequences has the rise of management consulting had for the organization of American business and the lives of American workers?
Read the full article.
Culture Break

Dusty Deen for The Atlantic
Listen. The 25 best podcasts of 2023 kept listeners hooked on stories about female adultery, espionage, scamming, and wanderlust.
Read. “Midwinter,” a new poem by Grady Chambers:
“After, with their underwear still tangled / in the top sheet, or just waking / in winter, the stunned trees / thrusting up their arms, / he was always the first to leave the bed.”
Play our daily crossword.
Katherine Hu 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.





Midwinter
A poem for Wednesday
Grady Chambers  1:00PM, 27 Dec, 2023
Updated 1:00PM, 27 Dec, 2023

After, with their underwear still tangled
 in the top sheet, or just waking
 in winter, the stunned trees
 thrusting up their arms,
 he was always the first to leave the bed.
 Rising, he’d put on coffee.
 Or coming back, she’d pull him
 toward her with her legs
 wrapped around his waist,
 and when they fought
 he’d say, “Hey,” trying to reach her,
 and she’d say, “Hey,” and turn away, and a whole day
 could pass in silence, the vista of the cold
 city through the windows,
 voices and the smell of coffee
 rising from the flat below,
 their toothbrushes
 neck to neck inside their cup,
 resting against each other
 like someone whispering
 in someone’s ear.
 “Still friends?” he’d ask,
 in the middle of the night,
 when he would wake, and she’d move closer,
 and he’d move closer, and she would wake,
 the light in the room
 from the crescent of the moon
 moving somewhere in the sky
 high above them,
 carrying its dark half in its arms.





Political Accountability Isn’t Dead Yet
Shame may have left politics in the Trump era, but consequences haven’t.
Russell Berman  12:30PM, 27 Dec, 2023
Updated 12:31PM, 27 Dec, 2023

On September 22, when federal prosecutors accused Senator Robert Menendez of taking hundreds of thousands of dollars in bribes, Representative Andy Kim, a fellow New Jersey Democrat, asked one of his neighbors what he thought of the charges. “That’s Jersey,” the man replied.
The neighbor’s shrug spoke volumes about not only a state with a sordid history of political corruption but also a country that seemed to have grown inured to scandal. In nearby New York, George Santos had settled into his Republican House seat despite having been indicted on more than a dozen counts of fraud and having acknowledged that the story he’d used to woo voters was almost entirely fiction. Criminal indictments have done nothing to dent Republican support for Donald Trump, who is currently the front-runner for both the GOP nomination and the presidency next year.
It turns out, however, that the supposedly cynical citizens of New Jersey did care that their senior senator was allegedly on the take. In the days after the indictment was unsealed, multiple
polls found that Menendez’s approval rating had plummeted to just 8 percent. New Jersey’s Democratic governor, Phil Murphy, and its other Democratic senator, Cory Booker, both called on Menendez to quit. All but three of the nine Democrats in New Jersey’s House delegation have urged the senator to resign, and one of them is his own son.
Menendez has pleaded not guilty to the charges and rejected calls to resign. A son of Cuban immigrants, he has denounced the case against him as a racially motivated persecution. But his days in the Senate are almost certainly numbered, whether he leaves of his own accord or voters usher him out. Kim has announced that he will challenge Menendez next year, and so has Tammy Murphy, New Jersey’s first lady. Menendez’s trial is scheduled for May, just one month before the primary. Early polls show Menendez barely registering support among Democrats.
“I hit a breaking point,” Kim told me, explaining his decision to run. “I think a lot of people hit a breaking point, where they’re just like, ‘We’re done with this now.’”
Accountability has come more swiftly for Santos. National party leaders had largely protected him—Speaker Kevin McCarthy and his successor, Mike Johnson, both needed Santos’s vote in the GOP’s tight House majority. But a damning report from the bipartisan House Ethics Committee proved to be his undoing: Earlier this month, Santos became just the sixth lawmaker in American history to be expelled from the House.
The government’s case against Menendez could still fall apart; he’s beaten charges of corruption before. But the public can hold its elected officials to a higher standard than a jury would. If the appearance (and, in this case, reappearance) of impropriety can cause voters to lose faith in the system, the events of the past few months might go some way toward restoring it. That both Menendez and Santos have suffered consequences for their alleged misdeeds offers some reassurance to ethics watchdogs who have seen Trump survive scandal after scandal, and indictment after indictment. “You can’t get away with anything. There are still some guardrails,” Noah Bookbinder, the president of Citizens for Responsibility and Ethics in Washington, told me.
Yet Trump’s enduring impact on political accountability remains an open question. Has he lowered the standards for everyone, or do the laws of political gravity still apply to ethically compromised lawmakers not named Trump? “Donald Trump is a unique animal,” Lisa Gilbert, the executive vice president of the Washington-based nonprofit Public Citizen, told me. “He has built a cultlike following and surrounded himself with people who believe that no matter what he does, he is in the right.” Few politicians could ever hope to build such a buffer.
Trump hasn’t evaded accountability entirely: The ethical norms he shattered while in office likely contributed to his defeat in 2020. And although he’s leading in the polls, one or more convictions next year could weaken his bid and demonstrate that the systems meant to hold American leaders in check function even against politicians who have used their popularity to insulate themselves from culpability. “He is being charged,” Gilbert said. “There are accountability mechanisms that are moving in spite of that apparatus. And to me, that’s a sign that eventually the rule of law will prevail.”
At the same time, the Menendez and Santos examples provide only so much comfort for ethics watchdogs. The allegations against both politicians were particularly egregious. The phrase lining his pockets is usually metaphorical, but in addition to gold bars, the FBI found envelopes of cash in the pockets of suit jackets emblazoned with Menendez’s name in his closet.
The earlier allegations Menendez faced were almost as lurid; prosecutors said he had accepted nearly $1 million in gifts from a Florida ophthalmologist, including private flights and lavish Caribbean vacations, in exchange for helping the doctor secure contracts and visas for his girlfriends. A 2018 trial ended in a hung jury, and the Department of Justice subsequently dropped the case.
Santos was caught lying about virtually his entire life—his religion, where he had gone to school, where he worked—and then was accused of using his campaign coffers as a personal piggy bank, spending the money on Botox and the website OnlyFans.
Some of the charges against Trump, such as falsifying business records and mishandling classified documents, involve more complicated questions of law. “A lot of the Trump scandals that he's been indicted for may sort of be beyond the grasp of the average voter,” says Tom Jensen, the director of the Democratic firm Public Policy Polling, which conducted one of the surveys finding that Menendez’s approval rating had sunk after the indictment. “Gold bars are not beyond the grasp of the average voter. Voters get gold bars, and when it’s something that’s so easy for voters to understand, you’re a lot more likely to see this sort of precipitous decline.”
Jensen told me that in his 16 years as a pollster, he had seen only two other examples where public support dropped so dramatically after the eruption of scandal. One was Rod Blagojevich, the former Democratic governor of Illinois who was convicted of attempting to sell the Senate seat that Barack Obama vacated when he became president in 2009. The other was John Edwards, who, after running for president as a Democrat in 2008, admitted to having an affair while his wife, Elizabeth, was battling a recurrence of breast cancer. (He would later admit to fathering a child with his mistress, and face charges that he illegally used campaign funds to hide the affair; Edwards was found not guilty on the one count on which the jury reached a verdict.)
The Trump era has revealed an asymmetry in how the parties respond to scandal. Republicans have overlooked or justified all sorts of behavior that would have doomed most other politicians, including multiple allegations of sexual assault (such as those that Trump essentially admitted to in the infamous Access Hollywood video made public in 2016). Although Santos was expelled by a Republican-controlled House, Democrats provided the bulk of the votes to oust him, while a majority of GOP lawmakers voted against expulsion. Democrats were quick to pressure Senator Al Franken to resign in 2018 after several women accused him of touching them inappropriately. (Some Democrats later regretted that they had pushed Franken out so fast.) The party also forced a defiant New York Governor Andrew Cuomo to step down in 2021 amid multiple allegations of misconduct and harassment.
Trump’s gut-it-out strategy seems to have inspired politicians in both parties to resist demands to resign and to bet that the public’s short attention span will allow them to weather just about any controversy. Gone are the days when a scandalized politician would quit at the first sign of embarrassment, as New York Governor Eliot Spitzer did in 2008, less than 48 hours after the revelation that he had patronized high-end prostitutes. Virginia Governor Ralph Northam was able to serve out his full term despite losing the support of virtually the entire Democratic Party in 2019 after photos surfaced of him dressed in racist costumes in a medical-school yearbook. Cuomo defied calls to resign for months, and Santos forced the House to expel him rather than quit. Menendez has similarly rebuffed the many longtime colleagues who have urged him to leave.
Shame may have left politics in the Trump era, but consequences haven’t—at least in the cases of Menendez and Santos. “Maybe these can be first steps,” Bookbinder told me, sounding a note of cautious optimism. “If you say nothing matters, then really nothing will matter. I hope we can go back to the place where people do feel like they owe it to their constituents to behave in an ethical and legal way.”





81 Things That Blew Our Minds in 2023
Where The Atlantic’s Science, Technology, and Health reporters found wonder this year
The Atlantic Science Desk  12:00PM, 27 Dec, 2023
Updated 12:01PM, 27 Dec, 2023

Over the past year, the writers on The Atlantic’s Science, Technology, and Health desk have learned about the dynamics of the cosmos and tiny microbes, the nature of the human brain and artificial intelligence. We’ve also covered some of the most pressing issues facing the planet: the climate crisis, infectious-disease outbreaks, a new wave of transformative weight-loss drugs. Along the way, our reporting has revealed some fascinating, sobering, and unusual facts. We wanted to share some of the most intriguing tidbits we’ve stumbled across, and we hope you enjoy them as much as we do.
 
	Mars has seasons, and in the winter, it snows.
	Bats are arguably the healthiest mammals on Earth.
	Mammal milk changes depending on the time of day, a baby’s age and sex, the mom’s diet, and more.
	The genetic mutation behind “Asian glow” might help protect people against certain pathogens—including tuberculosis.
	The overwhelming majority of sweaters available on the American mass market are made at least partly of plastic.
	In 2003, a NASA Investigation Board blamed the disintegration of the space shuttle Columbia in part on PowerPoint.
	As much as 36 percent of the world’s annual carbon-dioxide emissions from fossil fuels are sequestered, at least temporarily, in fungi.
	Mice and rats can’t vomit.
	In the 1930s, the U.S. Army considered distributing daily rations of yerba mate to soldiers. 

	You have two noses, and you can control them separately via your armpits.
	It’s possible to lactate without ever having been pregnant.
	But if you are pregnant, your feet might grow roughly half a shoe size and lengthen by about 0.4 inches.
	Gender-neutral baby names are more popular in conservative states than in liberal ones.
	By 2051, North America may run out of three-digit area codes.
	Today’s average NBA athlete is 4 to 7 percent better than the average player from more than 10 years ago.
	Hawaii’s feral chickens are out of control.
	When you look at a tattoo, you’re seeing ink shining in the “belly” of an immune cell that has gobbled up the ink and failed to digest it.
	The technology behind the first rice cookers, sold in 1955, is still widely used today—because it’s perfect.
	Meanwhile, the corrugated pizza box used by basically every pizzeria has not changed since its invention in 1966, and it does a bad job of maintaining a take-out pizza.
	A database of nearly 200,000 pirated books is powering many generative-AI models.
	Americans are suffering from cockroach amnesia.
	The hippopotamuses released from Pablo Escobar’s personal zoo in Colombia are engineering the local ecosystem. 

	Compostable plastic bags buried in soil for three years can still hold a full load of groceries.
	Allergy season really is getting worse.
	Last month, for two consecutive days, the Earth reached global temperatures of 2 degrees Celsius above preindustrial levels for the first time.
	There are Lord of the Rings–style hobbit-house Airbnbs, an Airbnb in the shape of a spaceship, and an Airbnb inside a freestanding harbor crane.
	Cat owners in Cyprus are giving leftover COVID drugs to their pets, but not for COVID.
	The same molecule that makes cat urine smell like cat urine is, in lower concentrations, commonly used in air fresheners and household cleaners.
	The Sphere, in Las Vegas, can transform its 366-foot-tall exterior into a gargantuan emoji that astronauts can reportedly see from space.
	Within eight seconds of flushing, a toilet bowl can shoot a plume of aerosols nearly five feet into the air—and straight into your face.
	Until the 1800s, merchants, lawyers, and aristocrats each wrote in their own distinctive script.
	The English words flow, mother, fire, and ash come from Ice Age peoples. 

	By hacking a Tesla’s rear heated seats, German researchers inadvertently accessed private user data.
	Many eye creams are functionally identical to facial moisturizers but are far more expensive.
	A Dutch man and his family have a perplexing brain condition called “color agnosia”: They can see colors, but they cannot name them.
	Hurricane Otis confounded extreme-weather warning systems by gaining more than 100 miles per hour of wind speed in 24 hours.
	Foxes have committed mass murder against flamingos at least three times during the past 30 years.
	Despite nearly half a century of trying, we don’t have any medication that effectively treats anorexia.
	There are no established clinical guidelines for diagnosing and treating adult ADHD.
	Elephant seals sleep only two hours a day, for many months at a time, via a series of super-short naps, taken as they dive deep beneath the ocean’s surface.
	UPS handles so many packages every year that its workers put their hands on roughly 6 percent of the country’s gross domestic product.
	One of Saturn’s moons likely has a habitable ocean.
	AI avatars led a church service in Germany this summer.
	There’s a lifeguard shortage in America. It’s been going on for a century.
	A pill may be easier to swallow if you turn your head as it goes down. 

	During the original run of Seinfeld, the show’s costumers had a hard time sourcing the clothing for Kramer’s wardrobe because his quirky style had become so popular with the general public that they were buying up all of the vintage clothing that made up his look.
	AI models can analyze the brain scans of somebody listening to a story and then reproduce the gist of every sentence.
	A new idea to curb emissions takes inspiration from the Cold War: a fossil-fuel-nonproliferation treaty.
	During a 2018 war game in which the president had been cut off from his nuclear forces, many participants—including former heads of state, foreign ministers, and senior NATO officers—recommended leaving the decision of whether to enter a nuclear exchange to an AI.
	Decades of research suggest that hypnosis might be an effective treatment for irritable bowel syndrome, at least in the short term.
	Rest is not necessarily the best treatment for a concussion.
	People have been living on the Galápagos Islands since the early 1800s.
	Bird chicks aren’t innately able to recognize their mother’s calls—they learn to do so while in their eggs and can be manipulated to respond to another species’ voice.
	People are likely spending billions of dollars tipping creators on TikTok Live.
	Before Tesla and Meta, Palo Alto’s biggest tech giant was a farm that bred racehorses.
	Reports of pediatric melatonin overdoses have increased by 530 percent over the past decade.
	iPhone cameras can perform trillions of operations to optimize a single photo.
	Modern flip phones stink because they’re just made of recycled scraps from the smartphone-manufacturing process.
	If you think all phones are passé, you can buy a pair of screen eyes from Apple for $3,499.
	Some people loop playlists in their sleep to help them game the Spotify algorithm and get more impressive Spotify Wrapped results.
	An index ranking the transparency of flagship AI models from 10 major companies gave every single one a resounding F. 

	Lemon-lime isn’t a flavor so much as a sensibility that defines soft drinks.
	The Italian government provides gluten-free-food vouchers for people with celiac disease.
	Some people taking Ozempic to lose weight are also effortlessly quitting smoking, drinking, and online shopping.
	Scantron tests, a defining feature of American education, are dying.
	Fifteen percent of daily Google searches have never been searched before, according to the company.
	American cars hit more than 1 million large animals and as many as 340 million birds every year.
	Animals at watering holes in South Africa’s Greater Kruger National Park were twice as likely to flee when they heard a human voice as when they heard lions.
	Hundreds of craters on the moon never receive direct sunlight.
	The total surface area of the Antarctic’s sea ice in July was more than four standard deviations smaller than the average for that time of year, shattering records.
	Oxygen might actually be bad for multicellular evolution.
	Last year, the Sunset Limited train from New Orleans to Los Angeles was on time for just 19 percent of trips, making it the tardiest train in the country.
	About a third of pregnancies in women 40 and older are unplanned.
	MSG stays on the tongue long after food is swallowed, resulting in a lingering savory sensation.
	Podiatrists have seen a spike in plantar-fasciitis cases since the coronavirus pandemic began, partly because so many people who work from home shuffle around barefoot on hard floors.
	OpenAI’s chief scientist commissioned a wooden effigy intended to represent an AI that does not meet a human’s objectives. He set it on fire at a leadership meeting this year, according to two people familiar with the event.
	A luxury trip to Antarctica can cost upwards of $65,000.
	Many football fans punch, shoot, run over, or otherwise destroy their TV when things don’t go well for their team.
	Checked-bag fees may feel like they’ve been a scourge since the birth of aviation, but they were only introduced in 2008. 

	Dolphins have their own version of baby talk.
	Gravity-wise, the Earth doesn’t resemble a blue marble so much as a potato.






The Woman Who Didn’t See Stuttering as a Flaw
Remembering Lee Caggiano, the woman who made me want to talk
John Hendrickson  12:00PM, 27 Dec, 2023
Updated 2:07PM, 27 Dec, 2023

MY FRIEND LEE CAGGIANO, who died several weeks ago, was not famous. But through her work, she changed one particular corner of the world: Lee made people who stutter, like me, want to talk.
Like 99 percent of the population, Lee was fluent, meaning she never knew what it was like to stutter herself. But her son did. His experience with stuttering made her pivot her life and go back to school. She completed a master’s degree in speech-language pathology in her early 40s and went on to treat patients and teach at NYU and elsewhere.
Her greatest accomplishment, and the reason hundreds of stutterers across the country have been mourning her death, is the profound work she did to de-pathologize this disorder. Lee didn’t see stuttering as a weakness, a failure, a flaw. She didn’t think she could “cure” you. She didn’t try to. She refused to infantilize us because of the way we speak. Do you know how good that feels?
Lee helped me see a purer version of myself, even if it was something I had avoided wanting to see.
THERE IS NO SHORTAGE of support groups, camps, and conferences devoted to people who stutter, yet the community remains fairly fragmented. Some of these organizations aim to promote self-acceptance while also championing work toward a “cure” … for the very thing you’re supposed to accept. Twenty-six years ago, Lee co-founded Friends: The National Association of Young People Who Stutter. Friends stands out for its unmatched rawness and humanity, and for the way it takes fluency (smooth, stutter-free speech) off a pedestal. It’s a nonprofit organization with a DIY ethos; Lee never even took a salary. The group’s main event is an annual summer gathering. Those three days are infused with a candor that’s hard to describe unless you experience it firsthand.
Lee knew that getting stutterers and their families to talk about the depths of the communication disorder was the only way that stutterers would start to move toward lucidity, toward fluidity. But not fluency: She implored parents to stop caring about the smoothness of their child’s speech. This was a radical message, and she was among the small percentage of speech-language pathologists in the United States who unequivocally embraced this approach. It’s a refreshing perspective if for no other reason than that it expands the worldview of patients and their families: A stutterer can be considered a success if they simply find the courage to live their life.
I came to adopt this perspective later than most. I only learned about the organization in the fall of 2019, when I wrote an article about President Joe Biden’s lifelong journey with stuttering. And I only attended my first in-person Friends convention in the summer of 2021 as part of the research I was doing for my book about stuttering.
I saw how stutterers and their families crammed into a no-frills hotel and faced the reality of this multilayered disorder in drab conference rooms. Here, stuttering was not treated as a “good” or a “bad,” but as something far more complex: an “is.” At many points throughout the weekend, attendees stood up and spoke extemporaneously. You never knew what anyone, child or adult, was about to say when they approached the mic. Often, what came out was profound.
Some people offered a positive, empowering message about stuttering when it was their turn to speak. Others opted for the exact opposite: how draining the disorder is, how isolating it can be, how some people find themselves using alcohol or other drugs to cope. Such moments can be tense. Watching someone else stutter and block, even if you yourself stutter, can be uncomfortable. But, following Lee’s lead, everyone learned to lean into the uncertainty, to the gray area. Though she was technically in charge of the event, Lee had an almost pathological avoidance of policing anybody, especially when it came to the content or form of their speech. She trusted that everyone in the room could handle whatever was about to be said.
I stayed at an Airbnb about half an hour away, rather than at the hotel with everyone else. I spent my days lurking in the back of the conference room, jotting down notes, occasionally finding people to interview. I was careful to keep an emotional distance—playing the role of a journalist on a story, even though I was writing a reported memoir and those rules didn’t necessarily apply.
Lee politely, and then less politely, rolled her eyes at me and, in the space of a few words, asked what my deal was. When I told her, she pushed me to not merely document what was happening but to let my guard down and become part of it. She needed me to understand that I already was part of this community, given the way I talked. She implied that others were waiting for me to put my pen and notebook away. I nodded, but I kept my distance. Then on the final day, I unexpectedly approached the mic and shared something that I had never articulated before: that the fluent people in your life may never truly understand what it’s like to stutter, and that at some point, you, yourself, have to be okay with that. She stood a few feet away from me, looking on, not with a smile or tears, but with a satisfied nod.
THE FOLLOWING YEAR, Lee invited me to be one of the keynote speakers at the conference. The speech I wrote was titled “Closing Distance” and attempted to expand on what I had said the previous summer. My parents, my brother, my wife, and my sister-in-law had all come to support me in the audience. I remember taking the elevator up to my room as my time slot approached to rehearse my words and change into nicer clothes. Back downstairs, right before I went onstage, Lee rolled her eyes at me again. “Are you going to wear that blazer the whole time?” she teased. She hadn’t asked to see a copy of my speech in advance, nor had she even wondered what it was about. But she could clearly see that I was still trying to play a part, to put distance between myself and the others, who were dressed more casually. She wasn’t trying to cut me down—she was treating me like she treated everyone: as someone who didn’t need to be given slack, or pitied, or babied. We were all equals. Once again, she was challenging me to see myself as a community member, not as a guest speaker or an interloper.
Lee died a couple of weeks before Thanksgiving, of metastatic lung cancer at the age of 68. She was an old-school New Yorker with a thick Long Island accent, but several years ago she had moved to Colorado to be closer to her adult children. One of them, her daughter, gave birth to a baby girl over the summer, shortly after Lee had received her diagnosis. Many stutterers and therapists saw Lee as a surrogate mother, and she knew this, but she rightly prioritized her own family. She spent the final days of her life stiff-arming texts and calls and emails from the many people whose lives she had changed, because she wanted to spend those last moments with her husband, children, and grandchildren. She died at home in a bed facing a window, looking out at the mountains.
Some people are natural community builders and leaders, with a gravitational pull. Lee of course had those qualities, but she also shirked attention. She would have told me that writing about her was a waste of time—that I should be focusing on other, more “interesting” or “important” people. The reality, which I’m not sure she ever knew, and which I now realize I never properly told her, is that she was one of the most compelling people I’ve ever met.
In November, hundreds of stutterers and their families gathered on Zoom for an impromptu memorial. People shared stories and reminisced for hours—parents speaking of how she’d brought them closer to their children, old patients and students noting how she’d reframed their outlook on the disorder. Barry Yeoman, a freelance journalist and longtime leader in the LGBTQ stuttering community, talked about how, at a Friends conference nearly 20 years ago in San Francisco, Lee fostered a space where he could be his full self and encourage others to do the same.
On the first Saturday of December, scores of people flew to Colorado to sit around her home and swap more memories. And a week after that, a group gathered in New York to toast her at a bar. The night ended with karaoke—singing relies on a different neural pathway than speaking, and no one stutters when they belt out songs off-key.
Because of her illness, Lee had missed this past summer’s Friends convention for the first time. She had sent a video message; she hoped to be there next year. Of course, she won’t be, but people will show up anyway. They will walk to the mic, even if they don’t feel ready to, and they will speak.





X Is Elon Musk’s Lonely Party Now
Our Atlantic Daily writers discuss the future of the platform.
Isabel Fattal  10:00PM, 26 Dec, 2023
Updated 10:00PM, 26 Dec, 2023

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.
As we close out the year, it’s official: The Twitter we once knew is long gone. Elon Musk’s reinvention of the platform, from its name down to its core features, has rendered it nearly unrecognizable to users. The lead writers of this newsletter, Tom Nichols and Lora Kelley, have each spent time thinking and writing about X, as well as posting and lurking on the platform. I chatted with them recently about Musk’s murky logic and the new internet era he’s accidentally ushered in.
First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
 
	The 25 best podcasts of 2023
	America lost its one perfect tree.
	The only thing more dangerous than authoritarianism

‘It Still Has a Kitchen’
Isabel Fattal: Do either of you call it X? Does anybody call it X?
Tom Nichols:
Nobody I know calls it X. What stupid branding, to go on the internet with something called X. It’s like Musk just doesn’t understand the site that he bought—I think that’s been a problem from day one. Musk wanted the new Twitter to be just like the old Twitter, except it would be a place where he and all of his friends are cool.
A lot of people use the metaphor of a playground, but it’s like walking into a party in an apartment building, and people aren’t laughing at your jokes, so you buy the whole building and say, This is my apartment now, and I own the building, and you have to like me and laugh at my jokes.
Lora Kelley: Musk made changes to the algorithm to help his own posts get more engagement, according to reporting earlier this year. He wants it to be the place where he’s the funniest guy.
Something I’ve heard comedian friends say in the past is: If you’re doing a stand-up set and the audience isn’t laughing, it’s not that there’s something wrong with the audience. There’s something wrong with the jokes that you’re telling. I think Elon Musk is trying to use his billions of dollars to reorient that logic, and it’s not really working.
Isabel: Tell me how you each use Twitter (uh, X) right now.
Tom: I don’t use Twitter professionally as much as I do to post cat pictures and talk about vintage television and swap nerdy tips about gaming. I do post stories from The Atlantic, and I do push my books every chance I get. But I first came to Twitter years ago, when I was a professor, and, as an academic, I had many other resources for substantive conversations—so Twitter was mostly about political arguments while posting little life bits here and there.
These days, my political engagement with the platform has dropped significantly, because it’s too tiring to have to wade through all the crap.
Isabel: Have you had a productive political debate on Twitter in the past six months?
Tom: No. If you had asked about the past six years, I would have said yes.
Lora: I’m largely a lurker at this point. I was never the biggest Twitter user; I have always used it to share article links and do some reporting. I do have this thread of anthropomorphic teeth, my finest expression of Twitter use.
Tom: I have not seen this. Is this something I need?
Lora: Yes!
Isabel: At this point, Twitter isn’t much use for reliable news, but there was a time when users were relying on the platform for news updates—maybe too much. Do you think that an overreliance on Twitter for news was a mistake even in the pre-Musk era?
Tom: It was always a mistake to rely solely on Twitter for news. But it was really useful. I’ll actually say a good thing about Twitter being less useful for news, which is that it doesn’t allow people to live in the moment of a national crisis all day. They actually have to unplug.
Lora: I agree with Tom that relying solely on Twitter for news, to the extent that people were doing that, was a mistake. But I did find it useful to hear directly from people who were living through news events—the day-to-day experiences of living in this country during times of change. I used to find sources for articles on Twitter, but it’s gotten less useful since Musk made changes to features such as search and DM.
It’s a shame that that’s gone. But the site has gotten so bad lately that it’s easy to idealize what it was like before Musk took over. People were being harassed and sharing all kinds of weird, funky information back then, even if the owner of the site wasn’t personally pointing users to this information.
Isabel: We know that the platform has lost some of its users under Musk. Do you think we could see a mass exodus in the coming months?
Tom: All good parties end up in the kitchen, with a small group of people that are having a lot of fun because they’ve moved away from everything. Twitter still has a kitchen; you’re still connected to the people you were connected to five years ago or three years ago. Every now and then, some uninvited doofuses drunkenly stumble through. But by and large, we’re still having fun, just with a smaller group.
We haven’t hit the point where everybody leaves, but there are now multiple places to go in the same building: Bluesky, Threads. It used to be that Twitter was pretty much the only place in the building where there was a good party. Now the party’s dispersed. That’s all Musk really achieved: reminding people that there are other options, and making it conceivable for other platforms to pick up the slack.
Lora: I do think that this has been a gift to Meta and Mark Zuckerberg. It’s ironic: A lot of people are flocking to Threads, but a few years ago, a lot of people in the media and in general wouldn’t have flooded to a Zuckerberg-operated product.
Tom: Elon Musk has achieved the impossible: He’s made people think well of Mark Zuckerberg.
Isabel: How do you each approach the idea of leaving X? Is there one line the platform could cross that would make it impossible to stay?
Tom: The people who leave annoy me, because they’re like the people who say, “If Trump’s reelected, I’m moving to Canada.” You don’t solve anything by going anywhere. You stay and you voice your objections, and you communicate with the people that you want to communicate with.
The one thing that could kill off Twitter is if Musk removes the block function. Then I think everyone would have to leave, because it would become unmanageable.
Lora: For me, it might be less of a dramatic
“I’m quitting and never coming back” and more of a decline in my usage, which has already been happening. As someone who writes about these topics, it’s interesting for me to keep an eye on things, but I’m already finding the site less useful.
Tom: We’re never going to get to the end of Twitter, but we’re at the end of Twitter as the most influential social-media site. I also think that could change. If Musk were to leave and grown-ups were back in charge of Twitter, Twitter could actually come back.
Lora: I also wonder if the era of these big, dominant social-media companies is winding down, especially for younger users who are coming of age on the internet. For a few years now, a lot of younger people have been moving toward direct messages, group messages, and smaller-format social-media experiences rather than posting to the world on a feed.
Tom: In that sense, Musk broke the spell. He taught people that they can live without deep engagement on social media.
Related:
 
	Twitter’s demise is about so much more than Elon Musk.
	The co-opting of Twitter

Evening Read

Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani. Source: Getty.
Why Black Jesus Made My Grandmother Uncomfortable
By A.J. Verdelle
When I was a tween, and just beginning to be conscious about the giving of gifts, my sisters and I were Christmas shopping at one of the festive pop-up markets in our corner of the city. We found a stellar gift for one of our grandmothers, which we knew for sure she would love …
By her own careful design, Ma Jones was the personification of Black matriarchy: loving, hovering, caring, devoted almost to the point of martyrdom. She worked three jobs not for herself, but for the family; not for herself, but for our future. Not one of us doubted that she modeled herself after Jesus—his behaviors, his ideals …
We found a painting of Jesus who was as chocolate brown as Ma Jones. I can still see her—dark skin ringed with wisdom lines, showing age in the same way as trees …
When gift-giving time came, my sisters and I worked as a team to ceremonially reveal our studiously selected present. Our grandmother looked on, smiling. We carefully unsheeted our Jesus, and we watched our grandmother as recognition slowly dawned … Our grandmother turned and left the room, holding her hand over her mouth. Sacrilege!
Read the full article.
More From The Atlantic
 
	Pediatricians see an alarming number of noodle-soup burns.
	The case for Kwanzaa
	The return of the pagans

Culture Break

Warner Bros. Pictures
Watch. The Color Purple (in theaters) finds its own rhythm in a tear-jerking and exultant epic.
Read. Condolence, a new poem by L. A. Johnson:
“After the store-bought Christmas / dinner was ordered     purchased / picked up by me     and presented on / ceramic dinner plates because / it is Christmas     after all.”
Play our daily crossword.
Katherine Hu 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.





Pediatricians See an Alarming Number of Noodle-Soup Burns
Kids can get burned by any hot liquid. But one kind stands above the rest.
Yasmin Tayag  1:00PM, 26 Dec, 2023
Updated 2:36PM, 26 Dec, 2023

When the weather turns frigid, there is only one thing to do: make a pot of chicken-noodle soup. On the first cold afternoon in early December, I simmered a whole rotisserie chicken with fennel, dill, and orzo, then ladled it into bowls for a cozy family meal. Just as I thought we’d reached peak hygge, my five-month-old son suddenly grabbed my steaming bowl and tipped the soup all over himself. Piercing screams and a frenzied taxi ride to the pediatric emergency room ensued.
My husband and I waited in the ER with our pantsless, crying child, racked with guilt. But when we told doctors and nurses what had happened, they seemed unperturbed. As they bandaged my son’s blistering skin, they explained that children get burned by soup—especially noodle soup—all the time. “Welcome to parenthood,” a nurse said, as we boarded an ambulance that transferred us to a nearby burn unit.
That children are frequently scalded by hot liquids makes perfect sense. But soup? Indeed, soup burns “are very common,” James Gallagher, the director of the Burn Center at Weill Cornell Medicine and NewYork–Presbyterian, where I’d brought my son, told me. After hot tap water, soup is a leading cause of burn-related visits to the hospital among young children in the United States. An estimated 100,000 American children are scalded by spilled food and beverages each year—and in many cases, soup is the culprit. Pediatric soup injuries happen so frequently that an astonishing amount of scientific literature is dedicated to it, generating terms such as meal-time morbidity,
starch scalds,  and the cooling curve of broth.
Anyone can get burned by soup, yet kids can’t help but knock things over. Infants have minimal control over their grabby little hands, and older children still lack balance and coordination. Give them a bowl of soup, or even put one near them, and you have a recipe for disaster. Consider instant noodle soup—the kind prepared by pouring boiling water into a Styrofoam container with dried noodles, or filling it with water and microwaving it. In one small study from 2020, 21 children ages 4 to 12 carried foam cups of blue paint—meant to mimic containers of instant noodles—from a microwave toward a table. Blue splashes on their white shirts revealed that nearly one in five children spilled the “soup,” most commonly on their arms.
Part of the danger is the nature of soup itself. Boiling water is hot enough to scald skin. But salt, oil, and other ingredients raise water’s boiling point, meaning that soup can reach a much higher temperature and cause greater injury, Gallagher said. Soup also stays hotter for longer, prolonging the potential for harm: A 2007 study found that certain soups took more time to cool than tap water after being boiled. Even when slightly cooled, to about 150 degrees Fahrenheit, it can cause “a significant scald burn,” one commentary noted.
Not all soups are created equal. As the authors of the 2007 study found, noodles “may adhere to the skin” and cause a deep burn, calling to mind the stinging tentacles of a jellyfish. They may also stay hot longer than expected. “Noodles do seem to be particularly problematic,” Wendalyn Little, a professor of pediatrics and emergency medicine at Emory University School of Medicine who studies soup burns, told me. Hearty soups are generally more hazardous than brothy ones: Engineers who studied two kinds of canned soup—chunky (chicken noodle) versus runny (tomato)—concluded that the former can lead to more severe burns because its solid constituents prevent it from flowing off the skin. “A runny soup seems a lot like water, but what if it’s a New England clam chowder? That’s real thick and stays in place,” Gallagher said. The chicken soup I’d made for my family was on the brothy side, but the orzo made it particularly viscous. (Thank goodness I hadn’t made gloopy congee that day.)
For these reasons, perhaps the most dangerous soup of all is instant noodle soup. Nearly 2,000 American kids get burned by it annually, according to one estimate; in an analysis published earlier this year, this kind of soup caused 31 percent of pediatric scalds in a Chicago hospital over a decade. These products are dangerous for reasons beyond their contents. They tend to be packaged in tall, flimsy containers that are perilously easy to topple. Microwaveable versions can be dangerous for kids who haven’t yet fully grasped that a room-temperature product, heated for several minutes in a microwave, can come out piping hot. “Fluids like that can be superheated such that when you touch them, there’s almost like a mini explosion,” splashing boiling liquid onto skin, Gallagher explained.
Soup burns can be quite serious. In a few cases, the burns can be so severe that they require tube feeding or intravenous narcotics. The 2007 study of children scalded by instant noodle soup noted that all of them had “at least second-degree burns,” which damage the first two layers of skin and usually erupt into blisters. The children who were burned on their upper body—mostly young kids, who tend to reach toward objects on elevated surfaces—stayed in the hospital for an average of 11 days.
In most cases, however, burns from soup are painful but not life-threatening. Scarring, if it occurs at all, is worst in childhood, then fades away, Gallagher said. If burns do happen, he told me, immediately remove any clothes or diapers soaked with hot liquid, then run cool water over the injury for 20 minutes and call your doctor. Avoid applying ice to the injured area, he added, because doing so can damage tissue.
Kids move on quickly. It’s the parents who deal with long-term consequences. “There’s a special kind of guilt when your baby is burned,” Gallagher said. A week after the incident, my family returned to the burn unit for a follow-up visit. Parents with small children filled the waiting room; we exchanged knowing glances. A nurse removed a thick bandage from my son’s thigh. Fortunately, unlike his parents, he emerged without a scar.





Condolence
A poem for Tuesday
L. A. Johnson  1:00PM, 26 Dec, 2023
Updated 1:01PM, 26 Dec, 2023

After the store-bought Christmas
 dinner was ordered     purchased
 picked up by me     and presented on
 ceramic dinner plates because

it is Christmas     after all
 After dietary preferences were
 accommodated     wine of both colors
 was opened     poured     and drunk
 and the bottles were hauled by me
 in a large wicker basket in the dark
 to the recycling bin     After
 the leftover food was scraped
 by me into the trash     the bowls
 rinsed under water that scalded
 my hands     After the dishwasher
 was unloaded and carefully re-
 loaded by me with the knives
 facing up in order to get clean
 After wiping down all visible
 surfaces     After receiving a call from
 an unknown number confirming
 burial and not cremation     After
 reheating two pies of mysterious
 interior—     After telling the man
 on the phone to give me whatever—
 After stacking the pies on wire racks
 to cool     After cutting and presenting
 a slice to each member of this family
 who arrived like kings
 to feast before the funeral     After
 repeating the time and location
 the location and time    After procuring
 phone chargers     pens     gum
 matches     After realizing my mother
 was gone for hours in her bedroom
 After the stomach lurch of not one
 bite or sip of anything crossing
 my lips all night     my uncle     as I bent
 to gather his pie-crusted plate
 said to me     I can’t believe     after all

I am the last one of my family

alive     and he looked toward my eyes
 but looked unseeing through me
 twenty-eight years old and woman
 and invisible     But my father

It’s my     father
 I want to say but do not say

My father is dead     the wrong idea
 of it oozing into the air around me
 which my uncle and the rest of them
 chose not to see—and     for which
 they will not be forgiven





The Co-opting of Twitter
The alternative to mainstream social media came from inside the house.
Kaitlyn Tiffany  12:30PM, 26 Dec, 2023
Updated 2:27PM, 26 Dec, 2023

After Donald Trump was banned from Twitter in 2021, Donald Trump Jr. made a public appeal to Elon Musk for help. “Wanted to come up with something to deal with some of this nonsense and the censorship that’s going on right now, obviously only targeted one way,” he said in a video that was posted to Instagram. “Why doesn’t Elon Musk create a social-media platform?” (The video was titled “Here’s How Elon Musk Could Save Free Speech.”)
This was—I think we can say it—prescient.
A little more than a year later, Musk was promising not an entirely new site, but a hostile takeover of a familiar one. And he explicitly presented this action as a corrective to right-wing grievances about “shadowbanning” and censorship. He promised to use his new platform to combat the “woke mind virus” sweeping the nation and said he wanted to save free speech. (His supposed devotion to unfettered expression, it’s worth noting, sometimes comes second to his personal feuds.)
So here we are. Liberal activists used to be the ones suggesting that the social network could be used to organize in defiance of the state; now technology accelerationists are the ones saying this. “Elon acquired Twitter, fired the wokes, and removed DC’s central point of control over social media,” the tech-world iconoclast Balaji Srinivasan wrote in November. At a conference he led in Amsterdam the month before, he talked about how the tech world could build a “parallel establishment” with its own schools, financial systems, and media. Co-opting existing organizations could work, too.
Previously, the “alt-tech” ecosystem was a bit of a sideshow. It encompassed moderation-averse social-media sites that popped up in the Trump era and resembled popular services such as Twitter and Facebook; their creators typically resented that their views had been deplatformed elsewhere. Parler and especially Gab (which is run by a spiky Christian nationalist) were never going to be used by very many normal people—apart from their political content, they were junky-looking and covered in spam.
But now, alt-tech is emerging from within, Alien-style. Twitter’s decade of tinkering with content moderation in response to public pressure—adding line items to its policies, expanding its partnerships with civil-society organizations—is over. Now we have X, a rickety, reactionary platform with a skeleton crew behind it. Substack, which got its start by offering mainstream journalists lucrative profit-sharing arrangements, has embraced a Muskian set of free-speech principles: As Jonathan Katz reported for The Atlantic last month, the company’s leadership is unwilling to remove avowed Nazis from its platform. (In a statement published last week, Hamish McKenzie, one of Substack’s co-founders, said, “We don’t like Nazis either,” but he and his fellow executives are “committed to upholding and protecting freedom of expression, even when it hurts.”) The trajectory of both resembles that of Rumble, which started out as a YouTube alternative offering different monetization options for creators, then pulled itself far to the political fringes and has been very successful.
These transformations are more about culture than actual product changes. Musk has tinkered plenty with the features of Twitter/X in the past year, though he’s also talked
about changing far more than he actually has. More notable, he’s brought back the accounts of conspiracy theorists, racists, and anti-Semites, and he got rid of Twitter’s policy against the use of a trans person’s deadname as a form of harassment. In a recent Rumble video, the white supremacists Richard Spencer and Nick Fuentes praised Musk’s management of the platform, saying that the “window has shifted noticeably on issues like white identity” during his tenure. And in support of anecdotal claims that hate speech rose after Musk’s acquisition of Twitter, a team of researchers has shown that this was actually the case. They observed a large spike right after the acquisition, and even after that spike had somewhat abated, hate speech still remained higher than pre-acquisition levels, “hinting at a new baseline level of hate speech post-Musk.”
Social-media platforms are kind of like parties: People’s perception of them matters almost as much as the reality. You can see changing attitudes about whom Twitter or X is for in recent polling from the Pew Research Center. Two years ago, 60 percent of Republican or Republican-leaning Twitter users thought the site was having a negative impact on American democracy. In 2023, the number was just 21 percent. And the percentage of those users who thought Twitter was having a positive impact jumped from 17 to 43 percent. Conversely, Democrats and Democratic-leaning users were more likely this year than they were two years ago to say that Twitter was having a negative impact on American democracy, and less likely to say it was having a positive one. Pew also found a partisan divide regarding abuse and harassment on the platform, with 65 percent of Democratic users saying these are major problems and just 29 percent of Republican users agreeing. The gap between the two positions has quadrupled in the past two years.
When I spoke with Keith Burghardt, a computer scientist at the University of Southern California who worked on the hate-speech study, he emphasized that the research doesn’t address the specific cause of the increase. It could be that reductions in staff or the disbanding of Twitter’s Trust and Safety Council had a significant effect. Or that may have stemmed from other changes in moderation policy or enforcement that aren’t visible to the public. It could be that Elon Musk’s public statements made people rush to the site to see what they could get away with saying. “In fact, it’s important to mention that we found hate speech increased a little bit even before Elon Musk bought Twitter,” Burghardt told me. “Perhaps because of users anticipating a perceived drop in moderation.”
This is not an end point but a funky state of limbo. Instagram’s Threads signed up 100 million people in its first week, but activity dropped after the big debut and growth appears to have slowed. Platform migration is complicated, and early research has found that many people who are unhappy on X have not left the site entirely. Instead, they tend to make secondary accounts on alternative sites. They show “wavering commitment” to staying on X, while still being more active there than they are on alternatives like Bluesky or Threads. Pew data published in May showed that the majority of “highly active tweeters” were still Democrats and Democratic leaners. However, these people were posting less frequently than they had been before, and this data was collected before Musk’s recent public display of anti-Semitism.
“Does the Musk Twitter Takeover Matter?” Deana Rohlinger, a sociology professor at Florida State University, asked in a February analysis of the site’s supposed mutation. The question was rhetorical; when I spoke with her recently, she said the answer was definitely yes. “Despite its flaws,” Twitter was something of a common space in its prime, she said. New microblogging sites may want to serve that same purpose, but she isn’t sure that it will be possible. The hostility between these two entrenched, polarized online factions may be so much that they just don’t want to share a space anymore. “Perhaps it’s a reflection of our broader political environment and media environment,” she said. “I don’t know that you can re-create what Twitter did, because things have changed entirely too much. It’s not 2006 anymore.” The Twitter diaspora, she thought, was cursed to just drift.
 
 As alt-tech has taken over the mainstream, the old mainstream has found itself in a funny position. Five years after the #DeleteFacebook campaign, many are cheering Mark Zuckerberg—a literal Elon Musk sparring partner—as a hero in the platform wars. Our only response to the current state of the web seems to be a sigh of resignation: Sure, let’s just do everything on Instagram.





The Most Memorable Advice of 2023
If this guidance resonates, carry it with you into the new year.
Kami Rieck  12:30PM, 26 Dec, 2023
Updated 2:25PM, 26 Dec, 2023

In a year when global temperatures reached a record high, artificial-intelligence advancements sparked questions around work and human interaction, and wars raged in Europe and in the Middle East, Atlantic writers and other experts offered pragmatic wisdom on navigating everyday experiences with friendship, family, and work.
Their words point to the virtues of finding wonder in mundane moments, navigating grief with a spirit of acceptance, and prioritizing human connection.
As 2024 approaches, we’re reflecting on some of the most memorable advice shared this year. If this guidance resonates with you, carry it with you into the new year.
The Quiet Profundity of Everyday Awe
That feeling of being in the presence of something vast is good for us. And, counterintuitively, many times it’s found in completely unremarkable circumstances.

The Most Misunderstood Concept in Psychology
“Boundaries” have taken off, but the concept has become misunderstood, joining the pantheon of misused psychology jargon.

What the Longest Study on Human Happiness Found Is the Key to a Good Life
The Harvard Study of Adult Development has established a strong correlation between deep relationships and well-being. The question is, how does a person nurture those deep relationships?

The Hardest Decision Mothers Make 
Why is life so good at presenting situations in which you need to be in two places at once?

How America Got Mean
In a culture devoid of moral education, generations are growing up in a morally inarticulate, self-referential world.

What Losing My Two Children Taught Me About Grief
Never say “There are no words” to the grieving.

The Very Common, Very Harmful Thing Well-Meaning Parents Do
Surveilling your kids will only backfire.

Live Closer to Your Friends
They make your life better. So why not turn them into your neighbors?






The 25 Best Podcasts of 2023
The shows that kept listeners refreshing their apps this year
Laura Jane Standley  12:00PM, 26 Dec, 2023
Updated 3:40PM, 28 Dec, 2023
If art imitates life, it’s no wonder many of this year’s podcasts contained a dash of doom. During a year of planetary uncertainty, in which fears about the climate crisis and AI encroaching on the workforce intensified, the audio space reflected our impulse to decode mysteries: Series zeroed in on deception, premiering plenty of heist and con-artist content. Podcasters reexamined the justice system, from parole boards to the FBI. Three separate shows tried to solve the puzzle of the perplexing ailment known as Havana syndrome. Like many of us, producers searched for any answers they could get.
But the biggest podcasting trend I noticed in 2023 was, by far, the predominance of women as protagonists, hosts, and subjects. Traditionally male archetypes were served up with a feminine twist: Creators explored female adultery, espionage, scamming, and wanderlust. Although podcasts about delinquent doctors continued to draw in audiences, this year, they seemed to focus on misconduct in obstetrics—not too surprising, considering last year’s overturn of Roe v. Wade.
With millions of podcasts in existence, this list includes the 25 best I heard this year, each one novel and compelling. (As with every year, I’ve recused myself from considering The Atlantic’s podcasts.) These shows premiered fresh frameworks, experimented with sound design, and elevated underrepresented voices and stories. They dazzled in exposition, reporting, and range. We offer them as a compass for unpredictable times, a pick-me-up for winter blues, and, we hope, a hint of clarity in times to come.
25. Ride With Benito Skinner and Mary Beth Barone 
This comedian-BFF duo invites listeners to ride shotgun on their friendship. With only brief preparation and rapid-fire banter, Benito Skinner and Mary Beth Barone make the case for the phenomena they ride for: Ferrero Rocher, Kim K’s private theater, and driving safely, among others. Listeners leave with inspiration for light pranking and Skinner and Barone’s new definition of cheating, which, they claim, includes choosing the checkout counter of an opposite-sex cashier if you’re heterosexual. Ride is not educational—though the hosts’ quips do offer a crash course in Millennial and Gen Z pop culture. The show boosts serotonin levels on a reliable 30-minute joyride.
Start with “Traditional Family Values + Pranking.”
24. Believable: The Coco Berthmann Story 
Coco Berthmann rose to fame sharing her story as a sex-trafficking survivor. In early 2022, she told her 60,000 Instagram followers that she’d been diagnosed with a rare form of cancer. While a GoFundMe raised roughly $10,000 for her treatments, some people held suspicions about her illness. Unable to substantiate her diagnosis but accepting charity for it, Berthmann was arrested for communications fraud. Her hoax led people to question her public persona, including her work as a human-rights activist. The hosts Sara Ganim and Karen Given hunt down every salacious detail of Berthmann’s story, many of which sound ridiculous, such as claiming that Céline Dion invited her to sing with her in Berlin. Although droves of podcasts remind people that the internet is an engine for easy deception, this series stands out in noting that Berthmann’s falsehoods don’t mean that she lied about everything—or that she wasn’t a victim herself.
Start with “Episode 1: Something’s Not Right.”
23. One Song
If the beloved Switched on Pop and Song Exploder had a baby, it would be One Song, a show hosted by two music heads and experienced DJs, Diallo Riddle and Blake “LUXXURY” Robin. The duo break down pop tunes by isolating the instrumentals, chatting about their memories associated with the songs, and showing off their extensive music-history knowledge. Riddle and Robin are music know-it-alls: They can talk about where they were when they first heard Nirvana’s “Smells Like Teen Spirit” as easily as they can speculate about whether DJ Kool Herc’s 1973 Bronx party marked the birth of hip-hop. Discussing hit tracks such as Amy Winehouse’s “Rehab” and Britney Spears’s “Toxic,” the show leans into snobbery and reverence while analyzing—you guessed it—one song.
Start with “Rehab.”
22. Truth Be Told
This year gave us many series about psychedelic drugs. Yet Tonya Mosley—whom listeners might recognize as the new co-host of Fresh Air—offered a new perspective on tripping by framing it in the context of Black liberation, including her own. Though Indigenous and African communities originated the use of hallucinogenic mushrooms for healing, the current psychedelics industry is largely white, complicating their use in treating racial trauma. Mosley takes care to name these hurdles, such as the negative associations many people can carry with even legal drugs, given the War on Drugs’ asymmetrical ramifications in their communities. Mosley moves forward with her own hallucinogenic experimentation anyway, asserting that, even if therapeutic drugs are approved and legalized, the Black psychedelic revolution might still be far off. Black people first need a safe space to partake in these substances, Mosley explains. Truth Be Told is a welcome start.
Start with “How to Get Free.”
21. The 13th Step
The 13th Step began as one journalist’s investigation into alleged sexual misconduct in the addiction-treatment industry. But when Eric Spofford, the founder of the largest addiction-recovery-facility network in New Hampshire, was accused of sexual misconduct (allegations he has denied), he used various legal tactics to try to suppress the investigation. The story then widened to include Lauren Chooljian, this show’s host. Chooljian refused to change her reporting despite Spofford’s efforts—even after her parents’ home was vandalized. The 13th Step gives a high-level dissertation on intimidation in sexual-assault cases, even getting expert insights from Lisa Banks, one of Christine Blasey Ford’s lawyers. Although the series has wrapped, Chooljian’s own story has still to find a conclusion.
Start with “Episode 1: The Shadow.”
20. Too Far With Rachel Kaly and Robby Hoffman
Narrative craft is usually a prerequisite for this list, given that podcasts featuring comics chitchatting are hard to recommend based on the hosts’ personalities alone. Too Far is the exception. It works because the hosts Rachel Kaly and Robby Hoffman are opposing narratives in themselves: Hoffman defines Kaly as being trapped in a “Brooklyn-alt bubble where you are valued based on how mentally ill you are.” Kaly describes Hoffman as abrasive and attached to having grown up Hasidic and poor. The way Kaly and Hoffman talk about their identities feels safe, despite their near-constant tough love. It’s not clear whether Hoffman and Kaly discuss predetermined topics or not. Yet the way their opposition plays out in each episode makes it feel like they are getting somewhere—which might just be back to their respective corners.
Start with “Cold Feet.”
19. The Dream 
The life-coaching industry has exploded to the scale of multilevel marketing—except that, in place of supplements and Tupperware, coaches sell human optimization. The host Jane Marie is well suited to administer a general fact-check of the field: Her signature skeptical style makes her especially adept at asking slippery people to make sense of their wares, and her open-mindedness leads her to hire her own coach to determine the profession’s effectiveness for herself. During a year in which many podcasts were focused on catfishing and scammers, The Dream examined a more measured style of deceit. It begins and ends with Jessie Lee Ward, one of the industry’s most famous coaches, who claimed to be curing her own cancer holistically but died from the disease a few days after this series premiered. The Dream thoughtfully teases out the cult-versus-coach comparison, even bringing on Sarah Edmondson, whose whistleblowing instigated the collapse of the corporate-coaching company and sex-cult front NXIVM, for a bonus episode. Marie’s conversations with industry shysters are the most exciting interviews of the year.
Start with “Becoming a #Boss.”
18. Drifting Off With Joe Pera 
It’s hard to tell whether this series is meant to help you fall asleep or to parody shows that do. Yet it’s bound to calm listeners, thanks to soothing monologues, stunning sound design, meditative waterfall sounds, and conversations about mostly cozy topics, such as soup. The stand-up comic and host Joe Pera’s signature gentle affectation furthers the show’s sleepy-time conceit, which sometimes contrasts with the subject matter: In one episode, Pera’s friend tells a bro-ey story about trying to skip the line at a club; in another, cynical love advice is delivered over synth tones (“Just be very emotionally shut off”). The show’s intermittent incongruity is part of its humor—and enough to keep listeners happily awake.
Start with “Episode 1: Soup ft. Jo Firestone.”
17. Free From Desire: Asexual in the City of Love
In a world in which sex sells, many people question the veracity of asexuality. This is the subject of Free From Desire, a nonfiction show centering 35-year-old Aline, who identifies as both asexual and aromantic. Though Aline, as the show’s title suggests, doesn’t experience traditional desire, this doesn’t mean they’re immune to the effects of society’s conventions about love and romance. Instead, Aline provides insights into not only asexuality but also sexuality in general, offering a compassionate perspective on topics such as the pressures of puberty and parenthood. Though Free From Desire provides plenty of answers, its success isn’t rooted in being educational—accompanying Aline as they pursue agency and happiness, regardless of who understands it, fuels the show’s magic.
Start with “What Is Wrong With Me?”
16. Imperfect Paradise: Nury & the Secret Tapes
Imperfect Paradise relaunched in September, led by the host Antonia Cereijido—previously of Latino USA—with a four-part series about a hot-mic situation involving the Los Angeles City Council. When a group of powerful Latino council members and a union leader were secretly recorded making anti-Black comments, the release of the tapes and the resulting fallout became an example of fractures in progressive thinking. Citizens demanded the council members’ resignation. Until Imperfect Paradise, Council President Nury Martinez hadn’t given an interview about the incident. You’ll hear the offensive comments she made, along with her explanation. Cereijido’s interview style is masterful: She treats Martinez, however problematic, as a whole, complex human. The series also explores Cereijido’s suspicion that the scandal garnered sizable media attention partly because it revealed larger legacies of anti-Blackness within the Latino community. The show concludes that it may be time to think beyond unquestioning representation and to ensure that legislators’ morals align with progress instead.
Start with “Nury & the Secret Tapes: Part 1.”
15. Borrowed and Banned

From Brooklyn Public Library, Borrowed and Banned drums up awareness about what it calls “America’s ideological war with its bookshelves.” The series explains how the stakes of book bans, although supported by a vocal minority, are high for everyone. In small towns especially, school libraries are some of the only places where kids can access books. These restrictions can be long-lasting. Take Keller, Texas, where, after a title is pulled, it can’t be reconsidered for 10 years—effectively censoring it for an entire generation. Book bans affect educators too: In one episode, a teacher is forced out of her job for not complying, her teaching license and life threatened. Interviews with authors of banned books are peppered in, including never-before-heard audio of Toni Morrison.
Each episode ends with a call to action, urging listeners to get a library card or vote in school-board elections. Borrowed and Banned paints a portrait of teachers, students, and librarians as revolutionaries.
Start with “All for a Library Card.”
14. Expectant
Several
polls have found that climate change, beyond giving rise to eco-anxiety, significantly affects parenting choices. Expectant mixes fiction and nonfiction as it follows its protagonist Pippa Johnstone’s thought process about having a child. After finding out that she’s pregnant, Johnstone contemplates the reality that having fewer children lowers a person’s carbon emissions, discussing these questions with her partner, her mom, and experts. Expectant centers parenting fears without growing them, possibly because episodes ground dystopian narratives in data or because, as one expert puts it, the show confronts climate worries head-on instead of avoiding the crisis’s “ambient drone of anxiety.” Following Johnstone through the will-we-won’t-we of various climate calculations, listeners learn that having a child and optimism about the planet’s future don’t necessarily go hand in hand.
Start with “The North.”
13. ODB: A Son Unique 
Ol’ Dirty Bastard from Wu-Tang Clan, also known as ODB and Ason Unique, has one of hip-hop’s most recognizable voices. The host and photographer Khalik Allah knew him well, and in ODB: A Son Unique, he demonstrates what helped ODB stand out from other ’90s lyricists: his unpredictable style and refusal to subscribe to aspiration as a concept. Although ODB’s media portrayal was often unfair, reducing him to stereotypes, Allah argues that he knew how to maximize his public persona: He wasn’t as close with Mariah Carey as his verse in her “Fantasy” remix suggested, for example, but ODB knew that saying so could help them both. Allah’s eight-part profile is full of love and surprises, filling in the blanks that ODB’s death, in 2004, left behind. Whether listeners miss ODB or not, this is a poignant memorial.
Start with “Episode 1: For the Children.”
12. Wild

Wild kicks off with co-host Megan Tan asking co-host Erick Galindo the wildest thing he’s ever done for love. From there, the show takes the form of a fictional love story based mostly on Galindo’s life, about an ill-advised cross-country road trip with a woman, her mother, and her best friend. With the support of a buoyant Lizzo track, Wild is sweet, insightful, and occasionally educational. It touches on the tenderness of friendship, growing up in southeast L.A., and the sticky theme of self-worth. In a podcasting year that revolved around heavy subjects, Galindo’s warm storytelling about his younger self’s love life is the most comforting corner in audio.
Start with “A Southeast L.A. Rom-Com.”
11. Have You Heard George’s Podcast? 
If the answer to Have You Heard George’s Podcast? is no, you’re in luck: The critically acclaimed BBC show is back after a two-year hiatus, exploring this assertion of the host George Mpanga, also known as George the Poet: When he was younger, it wasn’t cool to be African; now it is. Mpanga, a British spoken-word artist born to Ugandan parents, shows that this shift can be credited, in large part, to music—genres with colonial histories that listeners will gain deeper appreciation for under his energetic tutelage. Mpanga’s talent for telling complex stories through rhyme schemes can make it hard not to sit in awe of him instead of taking in his lessons, yet nothing feels forced as he remixes discussions about Ghana’s first president and the impact of Western languages on African economies. Hot tip: Listen to this show with headphones. Its soundscapes and samples allow his insights, lyrics, and music to dance across your mind.
Start with “Listen Closer.”
10. The Set 
On The Set, one of the biggest police-corruption stories is told by the guilty cops themselves. In 1992, Michael Dowd, a drug-dealing law-enforcement officer, was arrested, subsequently spending 12 years in prison. Aware that Dowd wasn’t acting alone, the then-mayor of New York formed the Mollen Commission to investigate broader police corruption in the NYPD. The breadth of what they found surpassed what they had anticipated: The Set host Zak Levitt interviews several officers of the “Dirty Thirty”—the 30th Precinct that includes West Harlem—to uncover how law enforcement easily committed crime, including robbing drug dealers and skimming profits for themselves. The Set analyzes the politics of policing, tapes from the ’90s Mollen Commission hearings, and private confessions. Corrupt police stories aren’t new, but The Set’s storyteller is.
Start with “Ep 1: The Wild Kingdom.”
9. Classy With Jonathan Menjivar
In the first episode of Classy, the host Jonathan Menjivar compares himself, someone who wears cashmere socks, to his mother, a woman who used iron-on patches to repair her jeans. Noting how the differences in economic status within his family make him feel uneasy, Menjivar interrogates the many dimensions of class, including money, race, status, and taste—even the word classy itself. Listeners can expect that each episode will make them squirm, and that Menjivar will double down on this feeling. He’s earnest and open-minded, a winning combination when wading into such a fraught topic. Menjivar even catches people
having real-time crises of conscience about class on tape, including his former boss, Terry Gross (her cameo is a series highlight). Though Menjivar doesn’t shield listeners from the topic’s discomfort, he’s a welcoming and buoyant guide.
Start with “Are Rich People Bad?”
8. Bot Love

Don’t knock falling in love with a chatbot until you listen to Bot Love, a show about the companionship chatbot Replika, which launched in 2017. This series profiles a handful of what Replika claims are more than 1 million users, including a person who considers their bot a therapist and another who turned to Replika for COVID-lockdown camaraderie. When one user’s husband becomes terminally ill, she sparks a relationship with her bot; after her husband’s death, it escalates into full-fledged romantic commitment. (Yes, the show discusses the ins and outs of bot sex too.) Most Replika users seem to know that their bots lack sentience, but that doesn’t stop them from forming a bond. Ultimately, Bot Love proposes that perhaps we should worry less about technological capabilities than about the unabating human desire for connection.
Start with “Episode 1: Looking for a Friend.”
7. Louder Than a Riot 
In 2020, Megan Thee Stallion publicly alleged that her fellow rapper Tory Lanez shot her in the foot, a crime for which he was convicted and sentenced to 10 years in prison this past August. The hosts Sidney Madden and Rodney Carmichael argue that the cultural conversation that unfolded between Megan Thee Stallion’s announcement and the court’s verdict was shaped by misogynoir—racist misogyny against Black women. Whereas most hip-hop history lessons predictably center male artists such as Run-DMC and Pete Rock, this season of Louder Than a Riot focuses instead on hip-hop’s unsung women and the misogynoir they face within the genre. Listeners learn about Sha-Rock, the first female emcee, and Trina, one of the first artists to popularize the pussy-rap subgenre. The show also discusses the marginalization of gay emcees, who are often dismissed as “viral rappers.” The show is critical of the genre but still celebrates its history over the past 50 years. Of the many ways to commemorate hip-hop’s anniversary, listening to this show should be at the top of your list.
Start with “Megan’s Rule: Being Exceptional Doesn’t Make You the Exception.”
6. Violation
In 1986, when Jacob Wideman was 16, he murdered 16-year-old Eric Kane while the duo were on their way to the Grand Canyon. Wideman was sentenced to life in prison, eligible for parole after 25 years. Wideman’s case is special—especially given that his father, the writer John Edgar Wideman, based his 1984 memoir, Brothers and Keepers, on his own brother’s life sentence for murder. For Violation, a podcast created by The Marshall Project,
the host Beth Schwartzapfel speaks with Jacob Wideman and his father, who provides rare interviews about his son. In one moving exchange, John discusses his feelings about being asked to explain his son’s actions: Such questions seem to blame him for Jake’s choices and expect simple explanations for layered tragedies. Plenty of true-crime podcasts gawk at heinous crimes without opening conversations about recidivism or redemption. Yet Violation recounts the case without sensationalism. Listeners might not come away believing that Jacob deserves parole or sympathy, but Violation makes a nuanced case that he might.
Start with “A Summer Camp Murder. Two Sons, Lost.”
5. You Didn’t See Nothin
In 1997 in Bridgeport, Chicago, a group of white teens assaulted a Black child, Lenard Clark, putting him into a coma and garnering extensive media attention. The host and journalist Yohance Lacour began his reporting career because of this case, and what’s stuck with him for the past 25 years is how quickly the media narrative turned from outrage over a violent racist act to demonstrations of racial reconciliation. Throughout the seven-part series, Lacour switches between his own compelling personal history as a formerly incarcerated writer and that of Clark, dissecting how the child’s case was handled by law enforcement, the court, community leaders, and the family of one of the perpetrators. Lacour’s talent especially shines through his personality—he is funny and cool, full of surprises—and his incisive critical discourse. Unlike many shows that examine past events, You Didn’t See Nothin puts the onus of what follows on the listener.
Start with “Young Black Male.”
4. The Heart

Created by Kaitlin Prest, The Heart has pushed listeners to the outer bounds of vulnerability since 2014. This year, Prest turned the lens on herself with two dynamic series about her family, Sisters and Dad. Each centers on her relationship with the titular family member and features heated arguments, reconciliation attempts, and everyday moments from 20 years of personal tape. Episodes offer a variety of sonic textures, layering documentary-style audio, cinematic visual descriptions, and moments so intimate that you’d think they weren’t, at least initially, meant for sharing. In one moving montage of COVID-lockdown clips, Prest’s father teaches her to drive, brings her coffee, and smashes her e-cigarette with a hammer. In another, Prest’s therapist diagnoses her with borderline personality disorder, a label primarily given to survivors of abuse. Together, the two series offer a portrait of a loving family reconciling with the lasting impacts of trauma, treated with more humanity than is commonly extended to the subject. This season of The Heart is a feat precisely because the artist is the art.
Start with “Sisters: Chapter One-isode.”
3. The Spiritual Edge:
A Prayer for Salmon  
The ancestors of the Winnemem Wintu prophesied that, one day, the abundant Chinook salmon, which they regard as relatives, would temporarily disappear from the McCloud River in Northern California. Based on five years of field reporting, A Prayer for Salmon documents the tribe’s resistance to the federal government’s planned expansion of the Shasta Dam, which would further erode their sacred sites and the salmon population. Hosted by Judy Silber and Lyla June Johnston, an Indigenous scholar, the show provides moving vignettes of the Winnemem Wintu’s tribal practices and briefs listeners on relevant history, politics, and data. By carefully conveying what Western science loses when it excludes Indigenous wisdom, the show transforms existential dread about the environment into hope: The Winnemem Wintu, and other Indigenous groups, know the way forward.
Start with “Chapter 1: A Protest at Shasta Dam.”
2. The Retrievals

Dozens of women at the Yale Fertility Center endured excruciating pain while undergoing the egg-retrieval process, one aspect of IVF treatment. Although they shouldn’t have been conscious during the procedure, let alone have felt anything, some were, and did. Some patients also faced the decision of going through with their procedure awake and in pain or losing their eggs—a loss that could cost them time, money, and the chance to have a child. In the fall of 2020, it was discovered that the cause of these women’s experiences was a nurse who routinely stole patients’ fentanyl and replaced or diluted it with saline solution. Chronicling this catastrophe would have sufficed, but the host and reporter Susan Burton broadens her scope to examine the many arenas of women’s lives in which their pain is measured, devalued, or ignored.
Start with “Episode 1: The Patients.”
1. The Turning: Room of Mirrors
The Turning: Room of Mirrors initiates listeners into the artistry and grueling elitism of American ballet, and the show is made richer by a momentous score and the host and reporter Erika Lantz’s experience as a ballerina. The podcast centers on George Balanchine, the eccentric choreographer who co-founded the New York City Ballet and was instrumental in shaping the art form in the United States. The dancers who share their stories about Balanchine rarely criticize him, despite his often-inappropriate behavior. Some ballerinas recall him demanding romantic and sexual attention and constantly critiquing their bodies, driving many to pursue major interventions such as extreme diets, plastic surgery, and abortions. During a year in which many shows examined women’s suffering, The Turning asks listeners to consider how many of their expectations about themselves and their bodies are their own.
Start with “Season 2, Episode 1: Only I Can See You.”





A Christmas-in-July-in-December Party
Lizzie and Kaitlyn write about the last party of the year.
Kaitlyn Tiffany, Lizzie Plaugic  3:00PM, 25 Dec, 2023
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Lizzie: The Yuletide Blues are a real thing. Elvis had them. Charlie Brown had them. Tim Allen had them in Christmas With the Kranks and in The Santa Clause (during his custody battle). And that’s why we host holiday parties: to shoo away the blues until New Year’s, at which point we party again.
When we last left you, I mentioned that I was planning a tiki-inspired holiday party. The whole thing came to fruition last weekend, minus the fruit tower and the shrimp luge. (It was really quite difficult, veering on impossible, to find a full-body pineapple in Brooklyn in December). Maybe this festive update, for you, is highly anticipated. Perhaps you’ve been waiting, breath bated, to hear how it all turned out. Well, you can unbate.
Kaitlyn: I hate to say this, but I think Lizzie might have been suffering from some kind of pineapple-specific vision problem. The first four grocery stores I went to in search of star fruit, which I wanted for a recipe called “star-fruit chips,” had an obscene number of whole pineapples, which I didn’t want because I was sure that Liz already had the pineapple aspect of the event covered. I distinctly remember feeling kind of taunted by them. Lizzie and I live in the same neighborhood and probably went to the same grocery stores. So my guess is that she was looking a little too hard. One of those “right in front of your nose” things. Like when you stare at the Wordle for two hours on a day when the answer is “THEIR.” Happens to all of us!
Anyway, the fifth store I went to had just one single star fruit mixed in with the kumquats, and this was only the beginning of my problems getting ready for a party that I wasn’t hosting and had no real stake in. After standing in the corner by the yogurts for a while to think, I bought the lone star fruit, two kiwis, a pear, a mango, and a small bucket of plantain chips. I figured I could make a variety of fruit chips and then mix them in with the professionally made plantain chips to create something really impressive and delicious.
At home, I first attempted a recipe for “Whipped Mai Tai Jell-O” from the book The Great Gelatin Revival. The recipe was weird, because it said to boil the alcohol, but I wanted the alcohol to stay (and, later, enter people’s bloodstreams). So I skipped that step. The recipe also called for homemade almond milk, which I ignored, opting for store-bought. To get the mixture to set, the recipe instructed me to, as the name implies, whip it while holding the bowl aloft in an ice bath. This did not work at all (duh). Instead, I put the mixture in plastic shot glasses and put them in the freezer for a while.
Of course, the star-fruit-chip recipe worked for the star fruit but not for any of the other fruits, which had to be thrown in the trash after sitting in the oven for four hours and getting brown but not dry. The paltry 15 star-fruit chips I ended up with went into the Jell-O shots as garnishes. I thought, What could possibly go wrong next? Well, while watching Paddington 2, Nathan and I accidentally ate all of the plantain chips, so I had to send him out for a last-second bag of classic Lays. [Deep breath] No matter what happens, you can always bring classic Lays.

Santa at the beach at Lizzie's house! (Courtesy of Kaitlyn Tiffany)
Lizzie: The pineapple thing … I need a psychologist’s opinion on that. Would you believe me if I said we started our party prep three weeks prior to the big day? I can’t in good conscience recommend it. I cleaned the fridge. I scrubbed a wall. Matt spent many hours crafting paper lampshades to hang over our recessed lights and giant paper flowers to hide the parts of the ceiling where it leaks when it rains.
We had initially planned a menu of mini hot dogs, sliders with caramelized onions, pineapple upside-down cupcakes, and coconut shrimp, but once I realized that we had no savory vegetarian options, I added a cheese ball and cheesy garlic knots into the mix. Matt batched a cocktail called the Jungle Bird (rum, Campari, pineapple juice, lime, and simple syrup). We also had Ghia and a pineapple-flavored THC drink for the sober and plant-curious among us.
If I had to do it over again, I would’ve refreshed the snacks more often. I think our cheese ball ran out of Ritz accompaniments, and our freezer is still full of shrimp.
Kaitlyn: Speaking of ceiling leaks, I need to share something amazing we heard in the fourth meeting of the dinner-party course Liz and I have been taking. One woman, during the show-and-tell portion of the class, explained that her house is extremely structurally unsound. Among other problems, she said, there is a huge hole in the kitchen floor, and to get around it, you have to go down a flight of stairs into the basement and then up another flight on the other side. Before the house is gutted, whenever that day comes, she wants to throw a cave-themed dinner party for which she fills the place with geodes and candles and paper-mache boulders. “Honestly, if my house is falling apart, I might not have money to have an elaborate dinner, but when the fuck else am I going to be able to have an empty house that has a fucked-up design?” she said. Now, that is a truly enviable attitude to carry into 2024. That’s what I’m talking about!
I somehow lost a star-fruit garnish on the two-block walk to Lizzie’s house. But my spirits rose dramatically when we arrived. Christmas in July in December … As we walked in, our jaws hit the floor.
The decorations that Matt made were so, so good—if Jimmy Buffett (RIP) had been present, he would have fainted. Or moved right in! I always love being in Lizzie’s apartment, but the space was looking extra beautiful because of the lanterns, the flowers, and Matt and Lizzie’s enormous tinsel-covered Christmas tree. We all complained for a minute about the wild, possibly illegal pricing of trees this year in Brooklyn, but we quickly concluded that any reasonable person would pay basically as much as they could possibly afford in order to have one. I mean, at what point would it not be worth it? It smells fantastic and is so good for morale.
Re: the coconut shrimp, I’d be happy to go over later in the week to have some.
Lizzie: Imagine a party where the only food is coconut shrimp …
I think there were close to 30 people in my apartment at the party’s peak. People came from as far afield as Philadelphia, New Jersey, and the Upper East Side. There was even one guy who I’m not totally convinced knew anyone at all. He said he was the plus-one of someone who had been planning to attend but was no longer coming. He showed up with a giant backpack that I’m guessing weighed at least 40 pounds, and when I showed him where to put his coat, he kept saying, “Thank you for being so hospitable.” But what was I supposed to do? Not let a stranger with a giant backpack into my house?
You know the John Early and Kate Berlant short Rachel? It was kind of like that, except less thrilling, because he eventually just left without much fanfare.
Kaitlyn: Lizzie and Matt just got a new buzzer—one of those where the person inside the apartment can look at a live video feed of the person outside. The lighting on the stoop is really flattering and makes everybody look hot and famous on the screen. So, for a while, I was hanging out in the kitchen and ogling people, then buzzing them in.
I was also talking to Colin about Ottessa Moshfegh’s Eileen. He had only seen the movie, and I had only read the book. I asked if Eileen is obsessed with her bowels in the movie, and he said no. I was like, well, then, what even happens? (I read the book a long time ago, but I remember her talking about pooping basically the whole time.) I guess I may have buzzed in a mysterious backpack person during that conversation, but I don’t think so.
I did have the honor of buzzing in Colin—not the Colin I was already talking to, but the Colin who lives in New Jersey and knew Lizzie as a child. I told him his pink floral shirt was great, and he said, “It’s my grandmother’s.” The two Colins met because of a confusing moment when I said “Colin” to one and the other thought I was talking about him. Shortly after this, Stephanie saw Michelle walk by and said, “Wait … is that … ?” She didn’t know Lizzie had a twin! If the theme of the night hadn’t been “tiki bar,” it would have been “doppelgängers.”

These paper lanterns were made by hand... by just one man, Matt. (Courtesy of Kaitlyn Tiffany)
Lizzie: Doppelgängers, party crashers … Here’s another trend report from the party: the J.Crew 1988 Heritage Cotton Rollneck™ sweater. Brandon was wearing it, and he received multiple compliments throughout the night. The man-in-a-turtleneck look can go House of Gucci fast, but the roll neck keeps it off the ski slopes, if you know what I mean.
And another: Reindeer Ring Toss. It’s a party game that consists of inflatable antlers that you wear on your head and inflatable rings that your teammate (or opponent?) attempts to throw onto your antlers. It’s actually more challenging than it sounds, because all of your props are essentially slightly heftier balloons. Have you ever tried to throw a balloon with any sort of specificity or target in mind? They want nothing to do with you! They just want to float around without accomplishing anything besides half-heartedly defying gravity.
Kaitlyn: The game looked incredibly hard. I was too intimidated to even try it. But throughout the evening, I did manage to sample most of the snacks. The sliders were better than anything I’ve eaten all year and, unlike every other dinner I’ve had in New York, didn’t cost $70. I ate two. I could have had, conservatively, six. I also had some wontons with spicy mustard, some hot-chocolate-flavored Hershey’s Kisses, and a few cheesy garlic balls. Plus punch, which I spilled on the rug after only a few sips. That’s one of the worst things that can happen at a party—seeming drunk and doing something a drunk person would do, but really you were just being clumsy. Luckily, Stephanie poured half a seltzer on the stain and dabbed it right up.
People kept asking what was in the Jell-O shots because they were a stupid color and tasted like rum and nothing else. Eventually, I started pretending I didn’t know anything about them.
Lizzie: I actually liked that the Jell-O shots were an off-putting off-white color, but Kaitlyn’s right: They really tasted mostly of alcohol, and I don’t think I finished mine.
Here’s a question for the group: Is it a mood killer to tidy during a party? I feel like once the cups and cans start to pile up on random surfaces, you gotta do something about it. Otherwise it feels like soaking in bath water a little too long—time to pull the plug. Speaking of cans, how can we, as a society, prevent the one-last-sip-in-the-can thing from happening? Why aren’t you all finishing that last, warm, flat sip?
Kaitlyn: Around the time that Lizzie began tidying, I guess I was starting to get actually drunk, because I asked five or six people if we could be the first to sit down on the floor and just kind of get that started—“no more standing.”
Russell sat next to me and Lori, and started to talk to us about The Power Broker. He said he has a bone to pick with Robert Caro, because there wasn’t anything about Jane Jacobs in the book. We told him that Robert Caro did write a chapter about Jane Jacobs—as you, reader, may know—and it was cut from the book, because the book was so long that it was going to be literally too large to be bound as a single volume if something didn’t get scrapped. I mean, rebutting this complaint was child’s play for us.
He then said that there should at least have been a chapter about Robert Moses picking a fight and losing. We said, please, Russell, there are chapters about that! I love Russell, but he was being very antagonistic. I lost my voice while talking to him because I had to talk so loud.
Lizzie: I lost my voice too. I realized that once one person starts talking a little louder, everyone needs to talk louder and louder, until we’re basically all screaming to be heard over the noise that we as a group have created. I even turned the music all the way down to combat the noise issue, but it didn’t help. Maybe I need to talk to my landlord about the apartment’s acoustics.
I wish I could remember more of what happened, but the truth is, it’s all kind of a blur. I swear, it wasn’t too much eggnog; it was hosting. Hosting goes straight to my head.
I hope everyone had fun. If you were hoping for a shrimp luge, I can only say: Maybe in the future.
Kaitlyn: Speaking of fun and the future, we should mention that this will be the last issue of Famous People published in The Atlantic. This is it, and we’ve had a ball!
You can keep up with us elsewhere if you’d like, and please continue inviting us to parties. Ideally, we would like to go to the Met Gala.
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The deer in the snow turned away
 from my flashlight and kettle
 to let me fight with the ice alone.
 I was thinking of you then,
 of your sleeping head,
 of your maskless mouth.
 I used to think your heart
 was like an old waterway
 always locking and filling
 up, but it’s not just one thing
 —it could be this kettle.
 It could be the steam
 in the dark. The light
 bouncing around the branches
 at midnight. Mine might be an ancient
 furnace. The bunny tracks running
 up from the bramble to the
 catalpa. That tree will bloom
 in June. White clouds tacked on a
 knotty frame. Broad leaves with no
 teeth or lobes. I’ll remember then,
 the bunnies living in its roots,
 the furnace resting beyond
 the green crawl-space doors, and I’ll
 reach for your radiant hand before supper
 because that’s when we say grace.





The Only Thing More Dangerous Than Authoritarianism
The forces of Christian nationalism are now ascendant both inside the Church and inside the Republican Party.
Tim Alberta  12:00PM, 25 Dec, 2023
Updated 2:32PM, 26 Dec, 2023

This Christmas season, I have been reflecting on the words of my favorite author, C. S. Lewis, who once observed: “I have learned now that while those who speak about one’s miseries usually hurt, those who keep silence hurt more.”
Speaking about American evangelicalism was never my intention. Having grown up steeped in Christianity’s right-wing subculture—the son of a megachurch minister, a follower of Jesus, someone who self-identified as “evangelical” since childhood—I was a reliable defender of the faith. I rejected the caricatures of people like my parents. I took offense at efforts to mock and marginalize evangelicals. I tried to see the best in the Church, even when the Church was at its worst.
It took the loss of my father, and the traumatic events surrounding his funeral—as I write in the prologue of my new book, The Kingdom, The Power, and the Glory, which is excerpted in our latest issue—to reconsider the implications of that silence.
The corruption of American Christianity is nothing new: Modern-day pharisees from Jerry Falwell Sr. to Paula White have spent 50 years weaponizing the gospel to win elections and dominate the country, exploiting the cultural insecurities of their unwitting brethren for political, professional, and financial gain, all while reducing the gospel of Jesus Christ to a caricature in the eyes of unbelievers. The resulting collapse of the Church’s reputation in this country—with Sunday attendance, positive perceptions of organized religion, and the number of self-identified Christians all at historic lows—leaves evangelicals estranged from their secular neighbors like never before. Unbelievers might well prefer it this way. They might be tempted to shrug and move along, assuming that the crack-up of evangelicalism isn’t their problem. They are mistaken.
The crisis at hand is not simply that Christ’s message has been corroded, but that his Church has been radicalized. The state-ordered closings of sanctuaries during COVID-19, the conspiracy-fueled objections to Joe Biden’s victory in 2020, the misinformation around vaccines and educational curricula—these and other culture-war flash points have accelerated notions of imminent Armageddon inside American Christendom. A community that has always felt misunderstood now feels marginalized, ostracized, even persecuted. This feeling is not relegated to the fringes of evangelicalism. In fact, this fear—that Christianity is in the crosshairs of the government, that an evil plot to topple America’s Judeo-Christian heritage hinges on silencing believers and subjugating the Church—now animates the religious right in ways that threaten the very foundations of our democracy.
“You sound like a hysterical maniac if you say the government’s coming after us. But I believe they are,” Robert Jeffress, the Dallas pastor and longtime Trump loyalist, told me in the book. “It happened in Nazi Germany. They didn’t put six million Jews in the crematorium immediately … It was a slow process of marginalization, isolation, and then the ‘final solution.’ I think you’re seeing that happen in America. I believe there’s evidence that the Biden administration has weaponized the Internal Revenue Service to come after churches.” (The “evidence” Jeffress cited in making this leap—bureaucratic regulations clearing the way for concentration camps—was nonexistent. When pushed, he mentioned a single court case that was ultimately decided in favor of religious liberty.)
Mobilizing in response to this perceived threat, the forces of Christian nationalism—those who seek to demolish the wall between Church and state, asserting far-right religious dominion over the government as well as the country’s core institutions—are now ascendant both inside the Church and inside the Republican Party. It is no coincidence that, just recently, Donald Trump began suggesting that he would ban any migrant from entering the United States unless they are Christian. Those who don’t share “our religion,” the famously impious ex-president pronounced, won’t be welcome here if he’s elected again. Many of the people poised to hold high-ranking posts in a second Trump administration don’t view today’s societal disputes through the lens of Republican versus Democrat or of conservative versus progressive, but rather of good versus evil.
Perhaps the only thing more dangerous than authoritarianism is authoritarianism infused with religious justification. It hardly matters whether the would-be tyrant is personally devout; Vladimir Putin’s lack of theology didn’t stop him from partnering with the Russian Orthodox Church to frame the bloody invasion of Ukraine as God’s ordained conquest of a satanic stronghold. To believe that it couldn’t happen here—mass conflict rooted in identitarian conviction and driven by religious zeal—is to ignore both 20th-century precedent and the escalating holy-war rhetoric inside the evangelical Church.
I am a follower of Jesus Christ. I believe that God took on flesh in order to model servanthood and self-sacrifice; I believe he commanded us to love our neighbor, to turn the other cheek toward those who wish us harm, to show grace toward outsiders and let our light shine so they might glorify our heavenly Father. Not all professing Christians bother adhering to these biblical precepts, but many millions of American believers still do. It is incumbent upon them to stand up to this extremism in the Church.
Yet the responsibility is not theirs alone. No matter your personal belief system, the reality is, we have no viable path forward as a pluralistic society—none—without confronting the deterioration of the evangelical movement and repairing the relationship between Christians and the broader culture. This Christmas, I pray it might be so.





The New The Color Purple Finds Its Own Rhythm
The movie musical is a tear-jerking and exultant epic that also works as a companion piece to the 1985 original.
Shirley Li  12:00PM, 25 Dec, 2023
Updated 12:01PM, 25 Dec, 2023

Steven Spielberg’s 1985 adaptation of Alice Walker’s Pulitzer Prize–winning novel, The Color Purple, was a serious-minded prestige drama. The film simplified the story but faithfully rendered the book’s emotional weight through Spielberg’s vibrant direction, Quincy Jones’s sweeping score, and a strong ensemble cast. The movie became a classic that, despite notoriously failing to win any of the 11 Oscars it was nominated for, made more than five times its budget at the box office, inspired a Tony-winning Broadway musical, and made stars of Whoopi Goldberg and Oprah Winfrey.
That’s a high bar for the new The Color Purple, in theaters today, to clear. Good thing, then, that the film aims for a slightly different goal: As an adaptation of the stage show, it further streamlines Walker’s prose in favor of illustrating sentimental intensity through spectacle. That may sound counterintuitive; movie musicals have recently been vehicles for pure whimsy or, well, whatever you want to call Cats. With The Color Purple, however, the medium is a good match for the heroine’s interiority, producing a sensual and textured take on the material. This new version—directed by Blitz Bazawule and produced by Spielberg, Jones, and Winfrey—works well as a companion piece to the 1985 drama while, for the most part, standing alone as its own tear-jerking, exultant epic.
As with the previous take on The Color Purple, the story focuses primarily on the tough coming-of-age of a young woman named Celie (played as a teenager by Phylicia Pearl Mpasi and as an adult by Fantasia Barrino, reprising the role after starring in the musical). Growing up in Georgia, in the 1900s, Celie is repeatedly raped by the man she understands to be her father, delivering children he snatches away shortly after their births. Though she draws strength from her bond with her sister, Nettie (The Little Mermaid’s Halle Bailey), the two are separated after Celie is married off to an abusive husband she calls “Mister” (Colman Domingo). The film then follows Celie in the decades afterward as she attempts to find Nettie and build an identity of her own. Along the way, she finds inspiration from the women around her, including the vivacious blues singer Shug Avery (Taraji P. Henson) and Mister’s headstrong daughter-in-law, Sofia (Danielle Brooks).
Given how passive she appears to be—often hiding from Mister, speaking only when spoken to—Celie can be a tricky protagonist to follow, especially for a musical. But Bazawule makes the clever call to depict what’s going on in Celie’s mind as much as possible, through bold use of color and flamboyant flourishes of magical realism. Her scenes with Nettie tend to be lit with a warm, golden glow. Mirrors and windows serve as the film’s literal portals into her imagination, helping to bring her thoughts to life. In the most exuberant song-and-dance numbers, the camera is rarely static, taking in the spirited choreography as if viewing the dancers through Celie’s eyes:
with awe and wonder and a desperate need to absorb every ounce of pleasure their steps bring. Such sequences lend the otherwise grim story a crucial buoyancy and underline why The Color Purple has endured as a cultural sensation. Celie’s tale isn’t merely about overcoming tragedy; it’s also a testament to her sense of joy in spite of enduring grief, as well as to her capacity for envisioning a better future for herself and those she loves.
That love comes across most stunningly in Celie’s scenes with Shug, as her crush on the songstress blossoms into a devotion that gives her, well, voice. Having directed Beyoncé’s visual album Black Is King, Bazawule has proved himself adept at creating grand but elegant tableaus, and here, he elevates some of The Color Purple’s most delicate tunes into gorgeous fantasy sequences, lending Celie and Shug’s relationship the kind of substance the 1985 film underplayed. When Celie touches Shug for the first time, the set morphs into a massive gramophone, and Celie sings to her idol as the floor, now a giant vinyl stage, steadily spins. When they share a kiss at the end of a duet, the black-and-white backdrop slowly gives way to full color.
The film does struggle, however, with a familiar movie-musical problem: pacing. Bazawule’s eye for delivering what’s most visually impressive doesn’t make up for the uneven storytelling and somewhat awkward tonal shifts from Celie’s bleak life to her passionate inner thoughts. And with decades’ worth of narrative to pack in, the movie tends to gloss over plot points. Most of Mister’s children, Celie’s stepchildren, disappear as quickly as they’re introduced. Mister’s redemption in the final act feels like an abrupt, convenient shift. And Sofia’s traumatic years in prison—after an incident with a racist white woman—get wrapped up in a handful of brief scenes. Much of this abbreviation may be faithful to the musical, but in the film adaptation, the thin treatment of some characters becomes only more apparent.
Still, The Color Purple’s bumpier moments don’t dampen the cast’s committed performances. Brooks and Domingo are standouts, both actors lending their supporting characters the dazzling depth of feeling the script doesn’t have time to fully address through dialogue. Barrino, meanwhile, never quite reaches the heights Goldberg achieved as Celie in the 1985 film, but then again, Celie is an especially demanding part, a complicated woman whose every smile must seem hard-won. The actor shines instead where she needs to most, in Celie’s solos, with Barrino’s voice capturing the roiling well of emotion in every lyric.
And the truth is, that ability to fuse Celie as a character to music is enough for any take on The Color Purple. She’s an embodiment of the blues as a genre, a Black woman shaped by the Deep South, whose spirituality, pain, and determined pursuit of love inform her eventual sense of freedom and forgiveness. This latest adaptation may not hit every note established by Walker’s text and Spielberg’s drama, but it tells Celie’s story sensitively. It understands, in other words, that she comes with a uniquely imperfect, profound rhythm.





Dear Therapist: How Do I Talk to My Boyfriend About His Ex?
I think he may still have feelings for her.
Lori Gottlieb  11:30AM, 25 Dec, 2023
Updated 1:27PM, 25 Dec, 2023

Dear Therapist,
I’m in a new long-distance relationship with a man I was with in our early 20s (we are now 38 and 40). I plan to move out of state to be with him in a few months. Things have gotten very intense very quickly—something we have both been aware of and are okay with.
However, he has an ex whom he broke up with about a year and a half ago. Their breakup was tumultuous. When she came up in conversation about a month ago, I asked, “If things had gone differently that night, do you think you’d still be together?” He answered with a pretty confident-sounding “Yes.” Just “yes.” He also described her as having been a “mother figure” to his 10-year-old son, and described her children as being “like siblings” to his son. They were together for three years, although during this time they did break up and get back together. She also cheated on him, but he was adamant about making things work after that.
Since that conversation, I haven’t been able to shake the feeling that there’s some lingering emotion he hasn’t processed. I asked him that same night if there was anything left that I needed to be worried about, and he paused for a moment, then said, “It’s buried.” I didn’t like the sound of that. Between that and the “Yes,” I became fully obsessed. I’ve Googled her and found her social-media accounts; I also discovered that her name is on the roster of employees where he works. I don’t think she still works there, but he has never mentioned that she ever did, which I find odd given how much I’ve asked about their relationship.
I’ve never told him how much that “Yes” bothered me, until tonight. We were on the phone and I said it had stuck with me and been nagging at me since. His response was “Well, if things hadn’t ended tragically, they probably wouldn’t have ended.”
I’m thrown for a loop and told him as much. He said it was a poor choice of words, but I find these responses extremely unsettling. I see them as evidence that he still has “buried” emotions (which he insists he does not, calling this another poor choice of words) left over from that relationship.
Am I being unreasonable? I know it’s not healthy for me to be so stuck on this, but I have a very strong intuition and I can’t seem to move on. What do you think of his “Yes” and of his saying that things wouldn’t have ended if not for that one crazy night? Should I let it go, or is that as wild of a thing for him to say to me as I think it is?
Dear Reader,
I feel for both of you as you struggle with the ghost of your boyfriend’s ex—each in your own way. Your boyfriend likely has feelings about her and their relationship that he doesn’t know how to manage, either in his own heart or with you; and you feel anxious because you believe that his having feelings about his ex and their relationship threatens your relationship with him.
Answering whether you’re being “unreasonable” or should “let it go” won’t ease your anxiety. What might, though, is finding a way to communicate about his ex that allows him to talk about his past without worrying about your reaction.
Keep in mind that everyone brings their past into their current relationships, and just because you might not have a former partner on your mind doesn’t mean that you’re starting this partnership with a clean slate. All of our history in relationships—including interactions with the family members we grew up with and experiences in important friendships—shapes the way we love, whether it’s how much we’re able to trust, how vulnerable we can be, how much closeness or space we can tolerate, or how directly or indirectly we communicate what we want or need.
From what you describe, it sounds as if your boyfriend was drawn to an intense and volatile relationship, not because he consciously sought out that dizzying roller-coaster ride, but because it felt familiar to him on a level outside of his awareness. Although he suffered what must have been painful breaches in the relationship—they broke up and got back together; she cheated on him and he pushed to stay—he also gained a family, with his ex as a mother figure to his son, and her kids having a siblinglike relationship with his. Losing this kind of familial bond might have felt intolerable to him, which could explain why no matter how hurt he was, he fought so hard to stay. I have a feeling that something about this dynamic reflected a version of what he experienced growing up, and might be part of the reason the two of you are having difficulty talking about the complicated feelings he has about his ex: He worries that his honesty will threaten your bond, and because of his history, he might find the possibility of another loss so anxiety-provoking that he will do anything to prevent that from happening.
But you also bring a way of interacting to this relationship. You don’t say what your history is, but two things stood out for me in your letter. First, your reliance on your intuition, and second, the way you reacted to his initial answer about whether he would still be with his ex had the nature of the breakup been different. Instead of sharing your feelings directly with your boyfriend, you went straight into detective mode, Googling his ex and hoping to solve this yourself. I wonder if when you were younger, you felt you had to manage uncertainty or anxiety in this way: Something unspoken was in the air, the people around you were uncomfortable discussing it, and, guided by your intuition, you were left to get the information yourself.
So what does this mean for your relationship? Your boyfriend might be worrying that if he says too much about his feelings, you’ll leave him; you might be worrying that if he withholds relevant information about his feelings, he’ll leave you. Neither one of you wants to be hurt or to hurt the other person, but the strategies you’re each using aren’t helping either one of you feel secure in this relationship. I’d suggest having a different kind of conversation and slowing things down. You say that you’re both comfortable with the pace and intensity of your relationship, but intensity can get in the way of forming a deeper connection rooted in a more intentional process of getting to know and understand each other.
To broach a new conversation, you’ll need to get clear about what your concern is regarding his feelings for his ex and that relationship. Are you worried that if he misses aspects of what they had, they’ll get back together, or that he won’t have room to love you fully while still grieving his loss? Or that he will always compare your love with theirs—that he won’t love you as much? (Even though his “love” for her might have been a re-creation of a pattern from childhood that drew him to an unstable but intense attachment.) You need to understand your fear so that you can open up the conversation in a different way, one that makes space for him to share his true feelings instead of shutting down or saying what he thinks you want to hear. You could start with something like this.
Honey, I know talking about your ex has been hard for us, and I think that I haven’t made it easy because, to be honest, I feel jealous and threatened, imagining you’ll leave me and get back together with her, even though that’s not your intention. I think it’s important for us to be able to say things from a place of honesty even if they make the other person uncomfortable, because doing this will make our relationship stronger. For me, guessing what’s going on is more anxiety-provoking than hearing directly what you’re thinking, feeling, or struggling with. I think I’ve given you the impression that you shouldn’t think about your ex, or miss her, or be grieving the deep connection and blended family that you lost with the breakup. I don’t know if you’re saying “It’s buried” because thinking about the breakup will be too painful for you, or too painful for me—or both. But having complicated feelings about this is completely understandable, and I realize now that your feelings of loss don’t reflect how you feel about me—that you can miss aspects of her and still love me—so I hope we can talk about this more openly as we move forward together.
Give your boyfriend some time to process what you’re saying, and to take in your reassurance that his honesty will bring you closer. Then see how he responds to your invitation. If the two of you can begin to talk more openly about his lingering feelings about that relationship and any omissions—such as why he didn’t disclose that they worked together—or if he realizes that he still has more to process and is willing to do that with a therapist, this bodes well for your relationship. If, however, he doesn’t seem interested in understanding what went wrong in that earlier relationship, such as how one argument could end a three-year relationship that he believes would have otherwise survived, or why it was so volatile in general, then you have useful information without having to go sleuthing. It’s one thing to have unprocessed feelings and actively work on them; it’s another to decide to ignore them. At that point, you might ask yourself not whether you should let go of his comments, but whether you should let go of a relationship with someone unwilling to work through difficulties you encounter together.
Dear Therapist is for informational purposes only, does not constitute medical advice, and is not a substitute for professional medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. Always seek the advice of your physician, mental-health professional, or other qualified health provider with any questions you may have regarding a medical condition. By submitting a letter, you are agreeing to let The Atlantic use it—in part or in full—and we may edit it for length and/or clarity.





The Nine Breakthroughs of the Year
CRISPR, GLP1s, and other advancements that astonished me
Derek Thompson  11:00AM, 25 Dec, 2023
Updated 9:34PM, 27 Dec, 2023

This is Work in Progress, a newsletter about work, technology, and how to solve some of America’s biggest problems. Sign up here.
The theme of my second-annual Breakthroughs of the Year is the long road of progress. My top breakthrough is Casgevy, a gene-editing treatment for sickle-cell anemia. In the 1980s and early 1990s, scientists in Spain and Japan found strange, repeating patterns in the DNA of certain bacteria. Researchers eventually linked these sequences to an immune defense system that they named “clustered regularly interspaced palindromic repeats”—or CRISPR. In the following decades, scientists found clever ways to build on CRISPR to edit genes in plants, animals, and even humans. CRISPR is this year’s top breakthrough not only because of heroic work done in the past 12 months, but also because of a long thread of heroes whose work spans decades.
Sometimes, what looks like a big deal amounts to nothing at all. For several weeks this summer, the internet lost its mind over claims that researchers in South Korea had built a room-temperature superconductor. One viral thread called it “the biggest physics discovery of my lifetime.” The technology could have paved the way to magnificently efficient energy grids and levitating cars. But, alas, it wasn’t real. So, perhaps, this is 2023’s biggest lesson about progress: Time is the ultimate test. The breakthrough of the year took more than three decades to go from discovery to FDA approval, while the “biggest” physics discovery of the year was disproved in about 30 days.
1. CRISPR’s Triumph: A Possible Cure for Sickle-Cell Disease
In December, the FDA approved the world’s first medicine based on CRISPR technology. Developed by Vertex Pharmaceuticals, in Boston, and CRISPR Therapeutics, based in Switzerland, Casgevy is a new treatment for sickle-cell disease, a chronic blood disorder that affects about 100,000 people in the U.S., most of whom are Black.
Sickle-cell disease is caused by a genetic mutation that affects the production of hemoglobin, a protein that carries oxygen in red blood cells. Abnormal hemoglobin makes blood cells hard and shaped like a sickle. When these misshapen cells get clogged together, they block blood flow throughout the body, causing intense pain and, in some cases, deadly anemia.
The Casgevy treatment involves a complex, multipart procedure. Stem cells are collected from a patient’s bone marrow and sent to a lab. Scientists use CRISPR to knock out a gene that represses the production of “fetal hemoglobin,” which most people stop making after birth. (In 1948, scientists discovered that fetal hemoglobin doesn’t “sickle.”) The edited cells are returned to the body via infusion. After weeks or months, the body starts producing fetal hemoglobin, which reduces cell clumping and improves oxygen supply to tissues and organs.
Ideally, CRISPR will offer a one-and-done treatment. In one trial, 28 of 29 patients, who were followed for at least 18 months, were free of severe pain for at least a year. But we don’t have decades’ worth of data yet.
Casgevy is a triumph for CRISPR. But a miracle drug that’s too expensive for its intended population—or too complex to be administered where it is most needed—performs few miracles. More than 70 percent of the world’s sickle-cell patients live in sub-Saharan Africa. The sticker price for Casgevy is about $2 million, which is roughly 2,000 times larger than the GDP per capita of, say, Burkina Faso. The medical infrastructure necessary to go through with the full treatment doesn’t exist in most places. Casgevy is a wondrous invention, but as always, progress is implementation.
2. GLP-1s: A Diabetes and Weight-Loss Revolution
In the 1990s, a small team of scientists got to know the Gila monster, a thick lizard that can survive on less than one meal a month. When they studied its saliva, they found that it contained a hormone that, in experiments, lowered blood sugar and regulated appetite. A decade later, a synthetic version of this weird lizard spit became the first medicine of its kind approved to treat type 2 diabetes. The medicine was called a “glucagon-like peptide-1 receptor agonist.” Because that’s a mouthful, scientists mostly call these drugs “GLP-1s.”
Today the world is swimming in GLP-1 breakthroughs. These drugs go by many names. Semaglutide is sold by the Danish company Novo Nordisk, under the names Ozempic (approved for type 2 diabetes) or Wegovy (for weight loss). Tirzepatide is sold by Eli Lilly under the names Mounjaro (type 2 diabetes) or Zepbound (weight loss). These medications all mostly work the same way. They mimic gut hormones that stimulate insulin production and signal to the brain that the patient is full. In clinical trials, patients on these medications lose about 15 percent or more of their weight.
The GLP-1 revolution is reshaping medicine and culture “in ways both electrifying and discomfiting,” Science magazine said in an article naming these drugs its Breakthrough of the Year. Half a billion people around the world live with diabetes, and 40 percent of Americans alone are obese. A relatively safe drug that stimulates insulin production and reduces caloric intake could make an enormous difference in lifestyle and culture.
Some people on GLP-1s report nausea, and some fall out of love with their favorite foods. In rarer cases, the drugs might cause stomach paralysis. But for now, the miraculous effects of these drugs go far beyond diabetes and weight loss. In one trial supported by Novo Nordisk, the drug reduced the incidence of heart attack and stroke by 20 percent. Morgan Stanley survey data found that people on GLP-1s eat less candy, drink less alcohol, and eat 40 percent more vegetables. The medication seems to reduce smoking for smoking addicts, gambling for gambling addicts, and even compulsive nail biting for some. GLP-1s are an exceptional medicine, but they may also prove to be an exceptional tool that helps scientists see more clearly the ways our gut, mind, and willpower work together.
3. GPT and Protein Transformers: What Can’t Large Language Models Do?
In March, OpenAI released GPT-4, the latest and most sophisticated version of the language-model technology that powers ChatGPT. Imagine trying to parse that sentence two years ago—a useful reminder that some things, like large language models, advance at the pace of slowly, slowly, then all at once.
Surveys suggest that most software developers already use AI to accelerate code writing. These tools also appear to be nibbling away at freelance white-collar work. Famously, OpenAI has claimed that the technology can pass medical-licensing exams and score above the 85th percentile on the LSAT, parts of the SAT, and the uniform bar exam. Still, I am in the camp of believing that this technology is both a sublime accomplishment and basically a toy for most of its users.
One can think of transformers—that’s what the T stands for in GPT—as tools for building a kind of enormous recipe book of language, which AI can consult to cook up meaningful, novel answers to any prompt. If AI can build a cosmic cookbook of linguistic meaning, can it do the same for another corpus of information? For example, could it learn the “language” of how our cells talk to one another?
This spring, a team of researchers announced in Science that they had found a way to use transformer technology to predict protein sequences at the level of individual atoms. This accomplishment builds on AlphaFold, an AI system developed within Alphabet. As several scientists explained to me, the latest breakthrough suggests that we can use language models to quickly spin up the shapes of millions of proteins faster than ever. I’m most impressed by the larger promise: If transformer technology can map both languages and protein structures, it seems like an extraordinary tool for advancing knowledge.
4. Fusion: The Dream Gets a Little Closer
Inside the sun, atoms crash and merge in a process that produces heat and light, making life on this planet possible. Scientists have tried to harness this magic, known as fusion, to produce our own infinite, renewable, and clean energy. The problem: For the longest time, nobody could make it work.
The past 13 months, however, have seen not one but two historic fusion achievements. Last December, 192 lasers at the Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory, in California, blasted a diamond encasing a small amount of frozen hydrogen and created—for less than 100 trillionths of a second—a reaction that produced about three megajoules of energy, or 1.5 times the energy from the lasers. In that moment, scientists said, they achieved the first lab-made fusion reaction to ever create more energy than it took to produce it. Seven months later, they did it again. In July, researchers at the same ignition facility nearly doubled the net amount of energy ever generated by a fusion reaction. Start-ups are racing to keep up with the science labs. The new fusion companies Commonwealth Fusion Systems and Helion are trying to scale this technology.
Will fusion heat your home next year? Fat chance. Next decade? Cross your fingers. Within the lifetime of people reading this article? Conceivably. The naysayers have good reason for skepticism, but these breakthroughs prove that star power on this planet is possible.
5. Malaria and RSV Vaccines: Great News for Kids
Malaria, one of the world’s leading causes of childhood mortality, killed more than 600,000 people in 2022. But with each passing year, we seem to be edging closer to ridding the world of this terrible disease.
Fifteen months ago, the first malaria vaccine, developed by University of Oxford scientists, was found to have up to 80 percent efficacy at preventing infection. It has already been administered to millions of children. But demand still outstrips supply. That’s why it’s so important that in 2023, a second malaria vaccine called R21 was recommended by the World Health Organization, and it appears to be cheaper and easier to manufacture than the first one, and just as effective. The WHO says it expects the addition of R21 to result in sufficient vaccine supply for “all children living in areas where malaria is a public health risk.”
What’s more, in the past year, the FDA approved vaccines against RSV, or respiratory syncytial virus. The American Lung Association estimates that RSV is so common that 97 percent of children catch it before they turn 2, and in a typical year, up to 80,000 children age 5 and younger are hospitalized with RSV along with up to 160,000 older adults. In May, both Pfizer and GSK were granted FDA approval for an RSV vaccine for older adults, and in July, the FDA approved a vaccine to protect infants and toddlers.
6. Killer AI: Artificial Intelligence at War
In the nightmares of AI doomers, our greatest achievements in software will one day rise against us and cause mass death. Maybe they’re wrong. But by any reasonable analysis, the 2020s have already been a breakout decade for AI that kills. Unlike other breakthroughs on this list, this one presents obvious and immediate moral problems.
In the world’s most high-profile conflict, Israel has reportedly accelerated its bombing campaign against Gaza with the use of an AI target-creation platform called Habsora, or “the Gospel.” According to reporting in The
Guardian and +972, an Israeli magazine, the Israel Defense Forces use Habsora to produce dozens of targeting recommendations every day based on amassed intelligence that can identify the private homes of individuals suspected of working with Hamas or Islamic Jihad. (The IDF has also independently acknowledged its use of AI to generate bombing targets.)
Israel’s retaliation against Hamas for the October 7 attack has involved one of the heaviest air-bombing campaigns in history. Military analysts told the Financial Times that the seven-week destruction of northern Gaza has approached the damage caused by the Allies’ years-long bombing of German cities in World War II. Clearly, Israel’s AI-assisted bombing campaign shows us another side of the idea that AI is an accelerant.
Meanwhile, the war in Ukraine is perhaps the first major conflict in world history to become a war of drone engineering. (One could also make the case that this designation should go to Azerbaijan's drone-heavy military campaign in the Armenian territory of Nagorno-Karabakh.) Initially, Ukraine depended on a drone called the Bayraktar TB2, made in Turkey, to attack Russian tanks and trucks. Aerial footage of the drone attacks produced viral video-game-like images of exploded convoys. As Wired UK reported, a pop song was written to honor the Bayraktar, and a lemur in the Kyiv Zoo was named after it. But Russia has responded by using jamming technology that is taking out 10,000 drones a month. Ukraine is now struggling to manufacture and buy enough drones to make up the difference, while Russia is using kamikaze drones to destroy Ukrainian infrastructure.
7. Fervo and Hydrogen: Making Use of a Hot Planet
If the energy industry is, in many respects, the search for more heat, one tantalizing solution is to take advantage of our hot subterranean planet. Traditional geothermal plants drill into underground springs and hot-water reservoirs, whose heat powers turbines. But in much of the world, these reservoirs are too deep to access. When we drill, we hit hard rock.
Last year’s version of this list mentioned Quaise, an experimental start-up that tries to vaporize granite with a highly concentrated beam of radio-frequency power. This year, we’re celebrating Fervo, which is part of a crop of so-called enhanced geothermal systems. Fervo uses fracking techniques developed by the oil-and-gas industry to break into hot underground rock. Then Fervo injects cold water into the rock fissures, creating a kind of artificial hot spring. In November, Fervo announced that its Nevada enhanced-geothermal project is operational and sending carbon-free electricity to Google data centers.
That’s not the end of this year’s advancement in underground heat. Eleven years ago, engineers in Mali happened upon a deposit of hydrogen gas. When it was hooked up to a generator, it produced electricity for the local town and only water as exhaust. In 2023, enough governments and start-ups accelerated their search for natural hydrogen-gas deposits that Science magazine named hydrogen-gas exploration one of its breakthroughs of the year. (This is different from the “natural gas” you’ve already heard of, which is a fossil fuel.) One U.S.-government study estimated that the Earth could hold 1 trillion tons of hydrogen, enough to provide thousands of years of fuel and fertilizer.
8. Engineered Skin Bacteria: What If Face Paint Cured Cancer?
In last year’s breakthroughs essay, I told you about a liquid solution that revived the organs of dead pigs. This year, in the category of “Wait, what?,” we bring you the news that face paint cures cancer. Well, sort of face paint. And more like “fight” cancer than cure. Also, just in mice. But still!
Let’s back up. Some common skin bacteria can trigger our immune system to produce T cells, which seek and destroy diseases in the body. This spring, scientists announced that they had engineered an ordinary skin bacterium to carry bits of tumor material. When they rubbed this concoction on the head of mice in a lab, the animals produced T cells inside the body that sought out distant tumor cells and attacked them. So yeah, basically, face paint that fights cancer.
Many vaccines already use modified viruses, such as adenovirus, as delivery trucks to drive disease-fighting therapies into the body. The ability to deliver cancer therapies (or even vaccines) through the skin represents an amazing possibility, especially in a world where people are afraid of needles. It’s thrilling to think that the future of medicine, whether vaccines or cancer treatments, could be as low-fuss as a set of skin creams.
9. Loyal Drugs: Life-Extension Meds for Dogs
Longevity science is having a moment. Bloomberg Businessweek recently devoted an issue to the “tech titans, venture capitalists, crypto enthusiasts and AI researchers [who] have turned longevity research into something between the hottest science and a tragic comedy.” There must be a trillion (I’m rounding up) podcast episodes about how metformin, statins, and other drugs can extend our life. But where is the hard evidence that we are getting any closer to figuring out how to help our loved ones live longer?
Look to the dogs. Large breeds, such as Great Danes and rottweilers, generally die younger than small dogs. A new drug made by the biotech company Loyal tries to extend their life span by targeting a hormone called “insulin-like growth factor-1,” or IGF-1. Some scientists believe that high levels of the chemical speed up aging in big dogs. By reducing IGF-1, Loyal hopes to curb aging-related increases in insulin. In November, the company announced that it had met a specific FDA requirement for future fast-tracked authorization of drugs that could extend the life span of big dogs. “The data you provided are sufficient to show that there is a reasonable expectation of effectiveness,” an official at the FDA wrote the company in a letter provided to The
New York Times.
Loyal’s drug is not available to pet owners yet—and might not be for several years. But the FDA’s support nonetheless marks a historic acknowledgment of the promise of life-span-extension medicine.





The Return of the Pagans
Hug a tree or a dollar bill, and the pagan in you shines through.  
David Wolpe  11:00AM, 25 Dec, 2023
Updated 11:00AM, 25 Dec, 2023

Take a close look at Donald Trump—the lavishness of his homes, the buildings emblazoned with his name and adorned with gold accoutrements, his insistent ego, even the degree of obeisance he evokes among his followers—and, despite the fervent support he receives from many evangelical Christians, it’s hard to avoid concluding that there’s something a little pagan about the man. Or consider Elon Musk. With his drive to conquer space to expand the human empire, his flirtation with anti-Semitic tropes, his 10 children with three different women, Musk embodies the wealth worship and ideological imperialism of ego that are more than a little pagan too.
Most ancient pagan belief systems were built around ritual and magic, coercive practices intended to achieve a beneficial result. They centered the self. The revolutionary contribution of monotheism was its insistence that the principal concern of God is, instead, how people treat one another.
Although paganism is one of those catchall words applied to widely disparate views, the worship of natural forces generally takes two forms: the deification of nature, and the deification of force. In the modern world, each ideological wing has claimed a piece of paganism as its own. On the left, there are the world-worshippers, who elevate nature to the summit of sanctity. On the right, you see the worship of force in the forms of wealth, political power, and tribal solidarity. In other words, the paganism of the left is a kind of pantheism, and the paganism of the right is a kind of idolatry. Hug a tree or a dollar bill, and the pagan in you shines through.
The two may be tied together. We used to believe that human beings stood at the summit of creation. A lot has since conspired to make us feel less important: an appreciation of the vastness of the cosmos, the reality that we are motivated by evolutionary pressures we barely understand, psychology’s proof of the murkiness inside our own psyche, even the failures of Promethean technology. (Yes, we have smartphones, but we also have a climate crisis; it’s slender comfort that the bad news is now instantaneously available.) As we slide down the slope of significance, we may undertake to prove how potent we are.
Shortly before the Second World War, the historian Arnold J. Toynbee described communism and fascism each as a form of idolatry that “worships the creature instead of worshipping the creator.” If we don’t have a God to simultaneously assure us of our centrality and our smallness, we will exaggerate both. Rabbi Simcha Bunim, a Hasidic master of the 18th and 19th centuries, used to advise his disciples to carry two pieces of paper, one in each pocket. In one pocket was the phrase “For me the world was created.” In the other, “I am but dust and ashes.” In the balance between the two lies the genuine status of the human being.
* * *
The current worship of wealth is a pagan excrescence. I am spending this year at Harvard, and it is not easy to find an undergraduate who isn’t interested in “finance.” The poets want to go into finance. The history students are studying investment. For a long time in the United States, the accumulation of capital was teleological: Wealth was a means of improving society, of creating something greater than oneself. The current ideology of wealth is solipsistic: I should become wealthy because I should become wealthy. Gone is the New Testament admonition that it is harder for a rich man to enter heaven than for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle. On campus, a lot of students are now threading that needle.
Wealth is a cover for, or a means to, the ultimate object of worship in a pagan society, which is power. “Life simply is the will to power,” the philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche wrote, in the manner of a billionaire tech bro. That’s probably truer to Google’s corporate ethos than “Don’t be evil.” The reshaping of politics as a pure contest unconstrained by truth or mutuality, a feature of our political landscape, is both Nietzschean and pagan. The use and abuse of Nietzsche’s work by the Nazis was only to be expected.
Nietzsche criticized Judaism and Christianity for what he saw as their valorization of weakness, which he despised. The Greeks taught that the rich and powerful and beautiful were favored by the gods. Then along came Judaism, and after it, Christianity, arguing that widows and orphans and the poor were beloved of God. This was Judaism’s “spiritual revenge,” Nietzsche argued, which spread through the world on Christian wings. The Nazis, in championing blond, blue-eyed Aryan Übermenschen—a term they took from Nietzsche—were reinvigorating a pagan ideal.
This worship of the body—of beauty, which is another form of power—is a pagan inheritance. The monotheistic faiths did not disdain beauty, but it was not an ideal they extolled. Not only do biblical heroes rarely merit a physical description, but even traditionally heroic attributes are portrayed as worthless if they lack a spiritual foundation. In the Bible, if someone is physically imposing, that usually signals trouble. Samson is a boor who redeems himself at the last minute. Saul stands a head above the crowd, but is an utter failure as king. The English critic Matthew Arnold famously said that the Greeks believed in the holiness of beauty, and the Hebrews believed in the beauty of holiness.
The veneration of physical beauty, the Instagramization of culture, is pagan to its roots. The overwhelming cascade of drugs, surgeries, and procedures intended to enhance one’s physical appearance—all precursors to “designer babies”—is a tribute to the externalization of our values. Movements of hypermasculinity, championed figures such as the now-indicted Andrew Tate, flow from the elevation of the human body to idolatrous status.
It is not enough to look good for a while; we have to look good forever. Attempts by some billionaires to become immortal, and the conceit that we should never die, are born of a conviction that we can transcend our finitude, that we can become as gods. Other billionaires make forays into space, or dream of conquering other worlds. Although this is sold as utilitarian—we are using up the resources of the planet on which we are planted—this is not a public-works project, but a Promethean one.
The virtue that falls furthest in the pagan pantheon of traits is humility. In the ancient Greek epics, humility is not even reckoned a virtue. Edward Gibbon, in his monumental history of the Roman empire, assigned Christianity a large role in its fall: “The clergy successfully preached the doctrines of patience and pusillanimity; the active virtues of society were discouraged; and the last remains of military spirit were buried in the cloister: a large portion of public and private wealth was consecrated to the specious demands of charity and devotion; and the soldiers’ pay was lavished on the useless multitudes of both sexes who could only plead the merits of abstinence and chastity.”
Wealth, power, beauty, and lust for domination made Rome into Rome, in Gibbon’s account. Humility, sexual restraint, patience, and tolerance sapped the brio of a once-great empire, and it fell to the barbarians, unbridled by the strictures of monotheistic faith. What we might call the religious virtues, according to Gibbon and his ideological successors, made defending society impossible.
You can see the same worship of power over heroic endurance and restraint today on the political right. “I like people who aren’t captured,” Trump infamously said about John McCain. Consider how Trump reframes heroism, making it not about bravery, but about success. And the idolatrous slant is also visible in the symbology of the far right. January 6 made Jacob Chansley, the “QAnon Shaman,” with his bare chest and Norse headdress, instantly notorious. Norse and Viking mythology have played a large role in the far right, just as they did for the Nazis. The Norse were people of conquest, rape, and pillage, at least in the popular imagination. That the right, which has long marched under the banner of Christian values, is beginning to embrace pagan symbols ought to be deeply troubling.
But modern paganism is hardly confined to the political right. The left-wing movement to demote the status of human beings displays a complementary form of paganism. In The Case Against Human Superiority, the Harvard philosopher
Christine M. Korsgaard argues that because no standard is common to humans and animals, we cannot sustain a moral hierarchy. In other words, because wildebeests don’t read Kant, we cannot hold them to the categorical imperative. Korsgaard doubts whether one can say that the death of a human being is really worse than the death of, say, an aardvark. Such arguments go back to Peter Singer, whose Animal Liberation was a landmark in the field. Interviewed almost 50 years after the book was published, Singer told The Guardian, “Just as we accept that race or sex isn’t a reason for a person counting more, I don’t think the species of a being is a reason for counting more than another being.”
For those who believe that the pagan outlook has no consequences, Singer illustrated the radical difference between believing that human beings are created in the image of God and believing that they are animals like other animals. In the same interview, after saying that a child on a respirator should perhaps be allowed to die, Singer said, “And I think, even in cases where the child doesn’t need a respirator, parents should be able to consult doctors to reach a considered judgment, including that the child’s life is not one that is going to be a benefit for the child or for their family, and that therefore it is better to end the child’s life.” After all, we shoot horses to put them out of their suffering. If we are all animals, why morally elevate an infant over a horse?
* * *
The monotheistic faiths are not without their own failings. Their critics note the manifold cruelties that have been perpetrated in their name. No one who looks at the history of any faith can have illusions about the ability of believers to prosecute the most horrendous atrocities. As a Jew, I am not likely to overlook the cruelties of religious people to one another throughout the centuries.
The question, however, is not whether beliefs can lead us astray, as they all can, but what sorts of beliefs are most likely to lend themselves to respect for human life and flourishing. Should we see human beings as virtual supermen, free to flout any convention, to pursue power at any cost, to accumulate wealth without regard for consequence or its use? Are gold toilets and private rocket ships our final statement of significance? Or is it a system of belief that considers human beings all synapse and no soul, an outgrowth of the animal world and in no way able to rise above the evolutionary mosaic of which everything from the salmon to sage is a piece?
Monotheism, at its best, acknowledges genuine humility about our inability to know what God is and what God wishes, but asserts that although human beings are elevated above the shackles of nature, we are still subordinate to something greater than ourselves.
If we are nothing but animals, the laws of the jungle inevitably apply. If we are all pugilists attacking one another in a scramble to climb to the top of the pole, the laws of the jungle still apply. But if we are all children of the same God, all kin, all convinced that there is a spark of eternity in each person but that none of us is superhuman, then maybe we can return to being human.





We Love in the Only Ways We Can
A poem for Sunday
Carl Phillips  1:00PM, 24 Dec, 2023
Updated 10:08PM, 26 Dec, 2023

What’s the point, now,
 of crying, when you’ve cried
 already, he said, as if he’d
 never thought, or been told—
 and perhaps he hadn’t—
 Write down something
 that doesn’t have to matter,
 that still matters,
 to you. Though I didn’t
 know it then, those indeed
 were the days. Random
 corners, around one of which,
 on that particular day,
 a colony of bees, bound
 by instinct, swarmed low
 to the ground, so as
 not to abandon the wounded
 queen, trying to rise,
 not rising, from the strip of
 dirt where nothing had
 ever thrived, really, except
 in clumps the grass here
 and there that we used to call
 cowboy grass, I guess for its
 toughness: stubborn,
 almost, steadfast, though that’s
 a word I learned early, each
 time the hard way, not to use
 too easily.
This poem has been excerpted from the collection You Are Here, edited by Ada Limón.  





America Lost Its One Perfect Tree
Lumber, shelter, delicious nuts—there was nothing the American chestnut couldn’t provide.
Katherine J. Wu  1:00PM, 24 Dec, 2023
Updated 4:48PM, 26 Dec, 2023

Across the Northeast, forests are haunted by the ghosts of American giants. A little more than a century ago, these woods brimmed with American chestnuts—stately Goliaths that could grow as high as 130 feet tall and more than 10 feet wide. Nicknamed “the redwoods of the East,” some 4 billion American chestnuts dotted the United States’ eastern flank, stretching from the misty coasts of Maine down into the thick humidity of Appalachia.
The American chestnut was, as the writer Susan Freinkel noted in her 2009 book, “a perfect tree.” Its wood housed birds and mammals; its leaves infused the soil with minerals; its flowers sated honeybees that would ferry pollen out to nearby trees. In the autumn, its branches would bend under the weight of nubby grape-size nuts. When they dropped to the forest floor, they’d nourish raccoons, bears, turkey, and deer. For generations, Indigenous
people feasted on the nuts, split the wood for kindling, and laced the leaves into their medicine. Later on, European settlers, too, introduced the nuts into their recipes and orchards, and eventually learned to incorporate the trees’ sturdy, rot-resistant wood into fence posts, telephone poles, and railroad ties. The chestnut became a tree that could shepherd people “from cradle to grave,” Patrícia Fernandes, the assistant director of the American Chestnut Research and Restoration Project at the State University of New York College of Environmental Science and Forestry, told me. It made up the cribs that newborn babies were placed into; it shored up the coffins that bodies were laid to rest inside.
But in modern American life, chestnuts are almost entirely absent. In the first half of the 20th century, a fungal disease called blight, inadvertently imported from Asia on trade ships, wiped out nearly all of the trees. Chestnut wood disappeared from newly made furniture; people forgot the taste of the fruits, save those imported from abroad. Subsistence farmers lost their entire livelihoods. After reigning over forests for millennia, the species went functionally extinct—a loss that a biologist once declared “the greatest ecological disaster in North America since the Ice Age.”
Most of the people who lived during the American chestnut heyday are gone. But the nutty world they lived in could yet make a comeback. For decades, a small cohort of volunteers and scientists—many of them the children and grandchildren of chestnut growers long gone—has been working to return the American chestnut to its native range. It’s a quest that’s partly about salvaging biodiversity and partly a mea culpa. “The hope is that you can fix something that we as humans broke,” says Kendra Collins, the American Chestnut Foundation’s director of regional programs in New England. If restoration is successful, it’ll bring back a tree unlike any other—versatile, practical, nourishing, uniquely American.
For all of its woes, the American chestnut isn’t technically rare: An estimated 430 million of the trees can still be found in the forests of the American East. But more than 80 percent of these trees never grow past an inch or so in diameter, Sara Fitzsimmons, the American Chestnut Foundation’s chief conservation officer, told me. Blight infiltrates cracks in the bark, essentially girdling the stem until it starves; the roots below can survive to resprout but seldom live long enough to reproduce. Locked into an endless cycle of adolescence, death, and rebirth, the plant can no longer sustain the ecological functions it once did. When the tree went into decline, at least a few animal species that depended on it did too—among them, the American chestnut moth and the Allegheny woodrat, both of which, under additional pressure from deforestation and human encroachment, were driven to near extinction.
Reinstating the American chestnut’s former glory won’t be easy. Blight is now entrenched in North America, impossible to eradicate; the best hope for the trees is to imbue them with pathogen tolerance. Decades ago, that plan seemed simple: All American breeders would need to do, the thinking went, was cross the American species with their naturally more blight-resistant Chinese cousins a few times over, making it possible to pull off “the biggest restoration in history” in as little as two decades, says Brian Clark, the vice president of orchard development for the American Chestnut Foundation’s Massachusetts/Rhode Island chapter. But in recent years, researchers have discovered that the blight resistance is scattered across “just about every chromosome” in the Chinese chestnut genome, Collins told me, making it difficult to reliably breed the trait into mixed-lineage trees. Forty years into its tenure, the foundation has successfully bred a relatively blight-resistant cultivar whose genome is roughly 5 percent Chinese. But the process of producing the trees is a lot more of a pain than researchers hoped.
Other chestnut enthusiasts have instead hung their hopes on a transgenic tree known as Darling 58, developed by a team of scientists at the State University of New York College of Environmental Science and Forestry. Its genome is entirely American chestnut, save for a single gene, borrowed from wheat, that can help the plant neutralize one of the blight’s most toxic weapons. But with only a single genetic shield against the fungus, “I suspect blight will eventually evolve around” the borrowed gene, says Yvonne Federowicz, the past president of the American Chestnut Foundation’s Massachusetts/Rhode Island chapter. The lineage’s resilience against blight has already been spotty—to the point that the American Chestnut Foundation recently withdrew its support for Darling 58. (The ESF team that designed the Darling trees, meanwhile, stands by them.) And some Indigenous communities have expressed skepticism about introducing GMOs into the chestnut-restoration fight; in 2019, two members of the Foundation’s MA/RI chapter—one of them the chapter’s president—announced their resignation in protest of the organization’s support for transgenic trees.
Regardless of which American-chestnut strains remain in contention, Fitzsimmons told me, restoration could take centuries. Some 100 million acres of suitable chestnut habitat, she said, are waiting to be filled in the United States—no sole solution will likely be enough on its own. But maybe that’s fitting for a tree that refuses to relegate itself to a single purpose. “There are other trees that can produce bigger crops in a given year, or maybe grow taller, or can be more dense, or make more valuable lumber,” Andrew Newhouse, the director of ESF’s American Chestnut Research and Restoration Project, told me. “But not all in the same tree.” The American chestnut is, to our forests and our livelihoods, irreplaceable: “There aren’t really any modern equivalents.”
Chestnuts of any variety are also absolutely delicious—phenomenal plain, roasted, or even raw, thanks to their sweet-savory flavor and starchy texture reminiscent of a baked sweet potato. Japanese speakers often describe them as hoku hoku—hot, fluffy, and flaky, a sensation that’s like a cozy balm on chilly, wintry days, Namiko Hirasawa Chen, the chef behind the food blog Just One Cookbook, told me. In Europe and Asia, where other species of the trees still thrive, days-long festivals have been dedicated to eating chestnuts. Here, though, chestnuts are largely forgotten, save for in nostalgic Christmas songs.
But some people remember. Earlier this month, I drove to Central Massachusetts to attend the American Chestnut Foundation’s MA/RI chapter’s annual meeting, where board members and volunteers had prepared a stunning potluck. Among the tastiest dishes were a creamy chestnut stew, a turkey-chestnut chili, and a cabbage-and-sausage dish studded with chestnuts. Best of all were two desserts: flaky chestnut oat bars that melted like pie crust in my mouth and a luxurious chestnut ice cream that made me forget my lactose intolerance.
As far as I can tell, no one seemed to have bothered cooking with American chestnuts; they’re the smallest of the varieties—some as teeny as chickpeas—and not efficient to work with. But at the close of the meeting, a local grower, Mark Meehl, handed me a bag of Americans from his Massachusetts orchards. The next evening, I scored them, parboiled them, and roasted them next to some gargantuan Europeans, easily six times their size. It was, admittedly, a lot of work. But it made each nut precious, almost like a hard-won prize.
When I pried the Americans open, I found them to be consistently sweeter, crunchier, and, well, nuttier than their European counterparts. And although several of the European chestnuts—imported from Italy—appeared to have rotted during their long journey to my oven, every American nut was fresh. Not a single one of them had traveled more than 50 miles from its source. I scarfed all 10 of them down, and only wished I could have strolled into the woods near my house to gather up some more.
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Why Black Jesus Made My Grandmother Uncomfortable
No one was more openly devoted to the will of the Lord than Ma Jones.
A.J. Verdelle  12:51PM, 24 Dec, 2023
Updated 1:36PM, 24 Dec, 2023

The Washington, D.C., my sisters and I grew up in was known as Chocolate City for good reason. As Black children in the city then, we were a majority. We sauntered from school to store to home to kickball field, oblivious to our segregation. When I was a tween, and just beginning to be conscious about the giving of gifts, my sisters and I were Christmas shopping at one of the festive pop-up markets in our corner of the city. We found a stellar gift for one of our grandmothers, which we knew for sure she would love. We knew for sure because of her religiosity.
No one was more openly devoted to the will of the Lord than Ma Jones, our father’s mother. Mabel Irene Young Jones was her name. She traveled very few miles in her lifetime, and yet she traveled a long way during her 65 years in Northwest Washington, D.C., where she was born, Black and poor, in 1912. When she died, in 1977, she was proud to have obtained with her mother and daughter a rowhouse, which they’d purchased collectively and occupied as multiple generations.
Unlike so many Black parents who faced unrelenting poverty and all the attendant ways that Black lives are cut short, Ma Jones had managed to raise to adulthood all four of her children. She had not had to live her life out of order. Her children buried her, and not the other way around.
By her own careful design, Ma Jones was the personification of Black matriarchy: loving, hovering, caring, devoted almost to the point of martyrdom. She worked three jobs not for herself, but for the family; not for herself, but for our future. Not one of us doubted that she modeled herself after Jesus—his behaviors, his ideals. For the most part, we did not talk about religion with Ma Jones; we watched her Christianity in action. For Ma Jones, the principles of Christianity were to be accepted, not discussed.
We found a painting of Jesus who was as chocolate brown as Ma Jones. I can still see her—dark skin ringed with wisdom lines, showing age in the same way as trees. To me, this was definitely a gift opportunity, because the image was recognizable as the holy man Ma Jones was so engaged with. The painted image carried the same gaze as the generalized, ubiquitous portrait of Jesus. But this one was a Black man. His rich brown skin was a pleasant surprise. We had found a religious artifact, but with an update.
Black Jesus in his frame was too big to wrap, so we covered the painting in a sheet and stood it upright behind our grandmother’s couch, which was slipcovered in plastic and never sat upon. Not even by visitors. (If you came into the house and someone was sitting on the sofa, you knew it was death. Or the census. Or the pastor, bringing holy counsel.) Our Black Jesus waited his turn in the holiest spot in the house.
When gift-giving time came, my sisters and I worked as a team to ceremonially reveal our studiously selected present. Our grandmother looked on, smiling. We carefully unsheeted our Jesus, and we watched our grandmother as recognition slowly dawned. Our grandmother’s smile turned downward. While we stood, primped and positively beaming, her smile transitioned to a gasp. Our spirits could not help but droop. Our Christmas dresses and shiny knees at once seemed like overkill. Our grandmother turned and left the room, holding her hand over her mouth. Sacrilege! 
Babies of the ’60s, we were shocked, incredulous. Before our era, Black people were discouraged at every turn. We were conditioned to look white or be called ugly. Mostly everything you bought was organized for the white-skinned. Makeup, toys, hosiery, books. White all around. The color marked “nude” or “flesh” was pink or beige. American culture ignored our melanin.
But those days were done! We emerged from the belligerent, fire-hose, and dog-mauling ’60s with hard-won new energy, and big new pride. We chanted with James Brown: Say it loud. I’m Black and I’m proud. We wanted to wear hose dyed for our brown legs, to see dolls with sienna skin and woolly hair, to be self-reflective and not subject to images as imposed. We could and did make purchases that included and reflected our history and our interests and our ebullient view of our culture. We put ourselves on platforms in fashion we curated: kente, head wraps, Afros, African metallurgy, along with flowers, bell-bottoms, and platform shoes. We danced openly to djembe drums.
My sisters and I, though young, were somewhat conscious of the change we were living. We knew we had made progress. We had mantras. Cue James Brown. And so, that Christmas Eve, we watched our grandmother wordlessly flee our unveiling, and we felt dejected and confused. We rested the frame of the painting on our insteps, between the strap and the arc of our patent-leather shoes. Ma Jones’s displeasure and abrupt departure shut down Christmas Eve.
We looked to the adults, assembled and bedecked in their Christmas red, to explain why our grandmother had run from our lovely, if revolutionary, gift. Could they, or would they, explain why our grandmother had not liked our Black Jesus? We were heartbroken that our deep-brown Jesus hadn’t inspired delight. No explanation was forthcoming. But even as a child, raised Christian, you learn that God is a power and a spirit. Children are aware that pictures and books emerge from the human hand.
To see Ma Jones so startled and unsettled has never left me as a memory of this season, even after decades of Christmases. Ma Jones could not or would not face a Black person depicted as the son of a God generally heralded as white. At that time, young and with a limited vocabulary, I was dancing between a poem and a theorem in my mind: If the good God cannot be Black, then just like they say, no Black can be good, and no good can be seen in Black you.
We did not keep the painting. My father took our gift out of the house; I distinctly remember a vibe of removing a bad spirit. We recognized this situation as a peculiar limitation. Ma Jones could love us so thoroughly, and yet her Jesus could not be like us. You learn, quickly, as a Black child in America, that what we can imagine and what we can achieve is bound by the time in which we live. Our Jesus experience raised questions about believing as a Black person in a God depicted and envisioned as white. Ma Jones was not to be blamed that the Jesus that hung in her household was an image of a young white man. She was like other Black Americans passing by that same picture of Jesus as one of the triumvirate of martyrs: Jesus, John F. Kennedy Jr., and Martin Luther King Jr.
Over time, I have come to view this episode as a clash of generations. We could never deny our grandmother’s great pride in her three granddaughters. She was convinced of our beauty and enamored of our potential, and she consistently demonstrated her fond appraisal.
But in her expansive religion, she could not apply any vision of us, or of herself, to the image of the God she worshipped. It is a contradiction resoundingly emblazoned on my formative spirit. Most Christmases, I think of Ma Jones with deep appreciation. And now that he is gone, I think of my father, her devoted son, who whisked away our revolutionary childhood choice, our gift of Black Jesus, into history, into erasure, into the realm of solemn memory. Each new generation barrels on from the past. My sisters and I are now barreling toward matriarchy, but we remember the Christmas when we, as children, had to face my grandmother’s burden of envisioning all that is holy as white.
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A Sex Scandal. A Conservative Power Network. And Moms for Liberty.
The veil lifted on the remarkable ecosystem that fuels Republican activism
Elaine Godfrey  3:20PM, 22 Dec, 2023
Updated 4:40PM, 22 Dec, 2023

The ugly news broke during the last week of November: A Florida woman alleged that the chair of the state Republican Party had raped her at her home. The assault had occurred after he and his wife had planned, according to police, to meet her for a three-way sexual rendezvous, as they had previously.
These were stunning claims given the power couple involved: The GOP chair, Christian Ziegler, who has denied the assault and said the encounter was consensual, is a prominent state political consultant. His Republican-activist wife, Bridget Ziegler, is a founder of Moms for Liberty, the conservative political organization whose members have made school-board meetings partisan battlegrounds across America for the past two years.
The allegations have sparked a fusillade of condemnations, complaints of hypocrisy, and “Moms for Libertines” jokes. But the situation has also provided a window into the machinations of the movement that helped make the Zieglers so significant in Republican politics—thanks especially to the rapid rise of Moms for Liberty as a national organization.
Bridget Ziegler started Moms for Liberty with Tina Descovich and Tiffany Justice in January 2021, but she was soon wooed away. Within months, she was hired to help run school-board-campaign trainings at the Leadership Institute, an obscure but influential nonprofit.
The institute was founded in 1979 by Morton Blackwell, a longtime GOP activist—so longtime that in 1964, he was the youngest elected delegate for Barry Goldwater in his run for the Republican nomination. Blackwell’s participation in the emerging New Right made him a crucial figure in the Reagan Revolution, Richard Meagher, a political-science professor at Randolph-Macon College, told me. Now 84, Blackwell still serves as president of the Leadership Institute, and is the Virginia GOP’s national committeeman.
The mission of Blackwell’s institute is to recruit and train conservative activists for positions of influence in politics and the media. Its website lists dozens of classes about get-out-the-vote strategies, digital campaigning, and fundraising tips, but its true value, Meagher told me, lies in its connections. “The Leadership Institute trains people and then plugs them into various networks, whether it’s think tanks or in Congress, in nonprofit groups or advocacy groups,” he said.
The institute claims to have tutored more than a quarter of a million conservative operatives over the past five decades, including Karl Rove, Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell, and former Vice President Mike Pence. Newly elected House Speaker Mike Johnson has also credited Blackwell for his career in Congress. And few people in Florida were as plugged-in as the Zieglers. But many institute alums are relatively unheralded political players, experts told me. These activists might be the technologists behind campaigns and nonprofits, the staffers for senators, or the drafters of policy.
When the coronavirus pandemic prompted school administrators to keep kids at home, the institute developed new programs for training suburban women to wage school-board campaigns to keep schools open and masks off—a development that led to the recruitment of Bridget Ziegler, the tall, blond face of this new public arena of conservative activism. (Ziegler did not respond to requests for comment for this story.)
The Leadership Institute exists alongside dozens of similar but better-known groups, such as the Heritage Foundation, a think tank; Turning Point USA, a youth organization; and the Family Research Council, a social-conservative group. Many of these organizations and their leaders are members of a conservative umbrella organization called the Council for National Policy, of which Blackwell was a founding member. The CNP is a secretive, invitation-only group that gathers conservative activists to coordinate political strategy, Anne Nelson, the author of Shadow Network, told me. Think the Conservative Political Action Conference, but less performative.
The CNP’s purpose is to “bring fellow travelers together” to coordinate strategy and messaging, Meagher said. Hillary Clinton popularized the phrase “vast right-wing conspiracy,” but “it’s not a conspiracy—it’s all out in the open,” Meagher said. “They are very well connected, and there’s lots of crossover between different institutions.” The Democratic Party, of course, has similar resources for training progressive candidates and furthering policy goals. But, Meagher said, the Democratic-aligned constellation is not nearly as ideologically coherent or disciplined as the groups that make up the CNP: “There is no analogy to that on the left.”
This interlocking structure of funding, training, and schmoozing is key to understanding the quick success of Moms for Liberty in American politics.
According to Ziegler and her colleagues, the organization was initially launched to address concerns that parents had about school closures and mask policies during the pandemic. But Moms for Liberty was quickly absorbed into the conservative movement’s broader network. Within days of its creation, Moms for Liberty was featured on Rush Limbaugh’s radio show. By June 2021, the group was hosting the political commentator Megyn Kelly for a “fireside chat” at Cape Canaveral, Florida. This early success and financial capability suggest that the group “had a lot of resources available that just are not available to other grassroots groups,” Maurice T. Cunningham, the chair of the political-science department at the University of Massachusetts at Boston, told me.
Now, after only two years in existence, the group has become a mandatory campaign stop for Republican political candidates. At Moms for Liberty’s summit this year in Philadelphia—only its second-ever national gathering—every major presidential-primary candidate stopped by to speak to the crowd, including Donald Trump.
“It might’ve been for five minutes that the moms were selling T-shirts and having bake sales,” Joshua Cowen, an education-policy professor at Michigan State University, told me. “But it was very quickly, within months, that they scaled up to the right-wing avatar they are today.” Recently, the group’s focus has shifted toward advocating against the teaching of gender, sexuality, and race in school curricula, and banning from school libraries certain books that mention those themes. This new front in the group’s campaigning has placed the allegations of sexual impropriety against the Zieglers in sharp relief. (“Never, ever apologize,” Christian Ziegler said during a presentation on dealing with the media at this year’s Mom’s for Liberty summit. “Apologizing makes you look weak.“)
The Leadership Institute has been an integral sponsor of both of Moms for Liberty’s annual summits—donating at least $50,000 in 2022 and serving again as a lead sponsor of the event in 2023—and it has provided training sessions to members. In short, Cunningham told me, “if there’s no Leadership Institute, there’s no Moms for Liberty.” Every year, the group awards a “liberty sword” for parents’-rights advocacy; this year in Philadelphia, Blackwell got the sword.
That recognition now appears unreciprocated. In the past three weeks, Bridget Ziegler seems to have been scrubbed, Soviet-style, from the Leadership Institute; her name has disappeared from the online staff directory. (As of Friday morning, the Leadership Institute had not responded to a request for comment.) Ziegler has also been asked to resign from the Sarasota School Board.
There’s no question that her reputation in conservative politics has taken a hit. Even Moms for Liberty’s influence may have peaked for now, given some recent failures in school-board elections. But “what isn’t waning,” Cowen said, “is the influence of the groups behind them.”
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The Left Can’t Afford to Go Mad
A second Trump term would require an opposition that focuses on his abuses of power—and seeks converts rather than hunting heretics.
Helen Lewis  11:00AM, 8 Dec, 2023
Updated 3:09PM, 22 Dec, 2023

The left embraced slogans that alienated the center. (John Minchillo / AP)
THE TRUMP YEARS had a radicalizing effect on the American right. But, let’s be honest, they also sent many on the left completely around the bend. Some liberals, particularly upper-middle-class white ones, cracked up because other people couldn’t see what was obvious to them: that Trump was a bad candidate and an even worse president.
At first, liberals tried established tactics such as sit-ins and legal challenges; lawyers and activists rallied to protest the administration’s Muslim travel ban, and courts successfully blocked its early versions. Soon, however, the sheer volume of outrages overwhelmed Trump’s critics, and the self-styled resistance settled into a pattern of high-drama, low-impact indignation.
Rather than focusing on how to oppose Trump’s policies, or how to expose the hollowness of his promises, the resistance simply wished Trump would disappear. Many on the left insisted that he wasn’t a legitimate president, and that he was only in the White House because of Russian interference. Social media made everything worse, as it always does; the resistance became the #Resistance. Instead of concentrating on the hard work of door-knocking and community activism, its members tweeted to the choir, drawing no distinction between Trump’s crackpot comments and his serious transgressions. They fantasized about a deus ex machina—impeachment, the Twenty-Fifth Amendment, the pee tape, outtakes from The Apprentice—leading to Trump’s removal from office, and became ever more frustrated as each successive news cycle failed to make the scales fall from his supporters’ eyes. The other side got wise to this trend, and coined a phrase to encapsulate it: “Orange Man Bad.”
The Trump presidency was a failure of right-wing elites; the Republican Party underestimated his appeal to disaffected voters and failed to find a candidate who could defeat him in the primary. Once he became president, the party establishment was content to grumble in private and grovel in public. But the Trump years demonstrated a failure of the left, too. Trump created an enormous reservoir of political energy, but that energy was too often misdirected. Many liberals turned inward, taking comfort in self-help and purification rituals. They might have to share a country with people who would vote for the Orange Man, but they could purge their Facebook feeds, friendship circles, and perhaps even workplaces of conservatives, contrarians, and the insufficiently progressive. Feeling under intense threat, they wanted everyone to pick a side on issues such as taking the Founding Fathers’ names off school buildings and giving puberty blockers to minors—and they insisted that ambivalence was not an option. (Nor was sitting out a debate, because “silence is violence.”) Any deviation from the progressive consensus was seen as a moral failing rather than a political difference.
The cataclysms of 2020—the pandemic and the murder of George Floyd—might have snapped the left out of its reverie. Instead, the resisters buried their heads deeper in the sand. Health experts insisted that anyone who broke social-distancing rules was selfish, before deciding that attending protests (for causes they supported, at least) was more important than observing COVID restrictions. The summer of 2020 made a best seller out of a white woman’s book about “white fragility,” but negotiations around a comprehensive police-reform bill collapsed the following year. As conservative Supreme Court justices laid the ground for the repeal of Roe v. Wade, activist organizations became fixated on purifying their language. (By 2021, the ACLU was so far gone, it rewrote a famous Ruth Bader Ginsburg quote on abortion to remove the word woman.) Demoralized and disorganized, having given up hope of changing Trump supporters’ minds, the left flexed its muscles in the few spaces in which it held power: liberal media, publishing, academia.
If you attempted to criticize these tendencies, the rejoinder was simple whataboutism: Why not focus on Trump? The answer, of course, was that a bad government demands a strong opposition—one that seeks converts rather than hunting heretics. Many of the most interesting Democratic politicians to emerge during this time—the CIA veteran Abigail Spanberger, in Virginia; the Baptist pastor Raphael Warnock, in Georgia; Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer, who promised to “fix the damn roads”—were pragmatists who flipped red territories blue. When it came to the 2020 election, Democrats ultimately nominated the moderate candidate most likely to defeat Trump.
That Joe Biden would prevail as the party’s candidate was hardly a given, however. He defeated his more progressive rivals for the Democratic nomination only after staging a comeback in the South Carolina primary. He was 44 points ahead of his closest rival, Bernie Sanders, among the state’s Black voters, according to an exit poll. That is not a coincidence. These voters recognized that they had far more to gain from a candidate like Biden, who regularly talked about working with Republicans, than from the activist wing of the party. As Biden put it in August 2020, responding to civil unrest across American cities: “Do I look like a radical socialist with a soft spot for rioters?”
Biden is older now, and a second victory is far from assured. If he loses, the challenges to American democratic norms will be enormous. The withering of Twitter may impede Trump’s ability to hijack the news cycle as effectively as last time, but he’ll only be more committed to enriching himself and seeking revenge. I hope that the left has learned its lesson, and will look outward rather than inward: The battle is not for control of Bud Light’s advertising strategy, or who gets published in The New York Times, but against gerrymandering and election interference, against women being locked up for having abortions, against transgender Americans losing access to health care, against domestic abusers being able to buy guns, against police violence going unpunished, against the empowerment of white nationalists, and against book bans.
The path back to sanity in the United States lies in persuasion—in defending freedom of speech and the rule of law, in clearly and calmly opposing Trump’s abuses of power, and in offering an attractive alternative. The left cannot afford to go bonkers at the exact moment America needs it most.
This article appears in the January/February 2024 print edition with the headline “The Left Can’t Afford to Go Mad.”
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A Christmas fair in Germany, a new volcanic eruption in Iceland, a floating Nativity scene in Italy, border crossings in Arizona and Texas, war damage in a Ukrainian cathedral, continued Israeli strikes inside the Gaza Strip, guard geese at a penitentiary in Brazil, an ice hotel in Sweden, and much more

 Choristers take part in a rehearsal for their upcoming Christmas performances at St Paul's Cathedral, in central London, on December 20, 2023. 
 Justin Tallis / AFP / Getty 

 People enjoy a Santa-themed ride at a Christmas fair in Herne, Germany, on December 15, 2023. 
 Martin Meissner / AP 

 Bathers take part in the traditional Christmas bath in Nice, on the French Riviera, on December 17, 2023. 
 Valery Hache / AFP / Getty 

 Revelers perform during the Festival of Light in San Jose, Costa Rica, on December 16, 2023. 
 Ezequiel Becerra / AFP / Getty 

 A child dressed as Santa Claus walks along a street, ahead of Christmas festivities in Kolkata, India, on December 19, 2023. 
 Dibyangshu Sarkar / AFP / Getty 

 Golden-retriever puppies play on and around participants during a yoga class at a studio in Paris, France, on December 20, 2023. 
 Sarah Meyssonnier / Reuters 

 Tractors are lined up in the Strasse des 17 Juni, facing toward the Brandenburg Gate, in Berlin, Germany, on December 18, 2023, as German farmers demonstrate against the planned abolition of subsidies for agricultural diesel. 
 John Macdougall / AFP / Getty 

 The evacuated Icelandic town of Grindavik (right) is seen as gas and steam billow and lava spews from a fissure during a volcanic eruption three kilometers north of Grindavik, on western Iceland's Reykjanes peninsula, on December 19, 2023. 
 Viken Kantarci / AFP / Getty 

 A man fishes on a boat at sunset, beside a floating Christmas Nativity scene created and installed by the association Amici di Santa Maria on the Lake of Pusiano in Como, Italy, on December 14, 2023. 
 Piero Cruciatti / Anadolu / Getty 

 A man dressed as an angel walks through a street as part of Christmas celebrations in Prague, Czech Republic, on December 17, 2023. 
 David W Cerny / Reuters 

 People take pictures with festive light installations in Tokyo's Shibuya district on December 21, 2023. 
 Philip Fong / AFP / Getty 

 A person rides a ski lift at Les Deux Alpes resort near Grenoble, France, on December 20, 2023 
 Jeff Pachoud / AFP / Getty 

 Migrants climb over barriers and through razor wire after crossing the Rio Grande from Mexico into the United States on December 17, 2023, in Eagle Pass, Texas. A surge of migrants, as many as 12,000 a day, crossing America's southern border has overwhelmed U.S. immigration authorities. 
 John Moore / Getty 

 Migrants wait to be transported by the U.S. Border Patrol after crossing the border wall into the United States from Mexico, in the town of Lukeville, Arizona, on December 14, 2023. 
 Go Nakamura / Reuters 

 A small flock of geese is used to help keep watch around a penitentiary complex near Florianopolis, Santa Catarina state, Brazil, on December 15, 2023. 
 Anderson Coelho / Reuters 

 A deer bounds through Bushy Park in London, England, on December 15, 2023. 
 Rasid Necati Aslim / Anadolu / Getty 

 A brown-bear cub named Linda sits atop a tree that she climbed more than 10 days prior—and has stayed in since—at Kosice Zoo near Kavecany, Slovakia, on December 21, 2023. After being released in a separate breeding facility last Thursday, the orphaned bear cub climbed the tree and has been spending time there day and night ever since. Keepers attribute this to her shyness and distrust of humans and expect her to climb down on her own while they monitor her condition. 
 Robert Nemeti / Anadolu / Getty 

 People from Romania's historical region of Moldova wear bearskins as they march and dance during the second edition of the international festival of winter traditions, "Cetatea lui Bucur," in Bucharest, Romania, on December 16, 2023. 
 Daniel Mihailescu / AFP / Getty 

 Jorge Barroso, dressed as Santa Claus, arrives on a boat as he visits a community along the jungle shoreline to give out presents to children in the Amazon basin, near Careiro da Varzea, Amazonas state, Brazil, on December 16, 2023. 
 Edmar Barros / AP 

 A girl wearing a Santa Claus hat plays in foam at the finish line after the Santa Run 10-kilometer race in Caracas, Venezuela, on December 17, 2023. 
 Leonardo Fernandez Viloria / Reuters 

 Bulgarian Muslim bride Aysel Gerova, 24, has makeup applied to her face during her wedding ceremony in the village of Ribnovo, in the Rhodope Mountains of Bulgaria, on December 17, 2023. Ribnovo has kept its traditional winter marriage ceremony alive after decades of Communist rule. The wedding ritual was resurrected among the Pomaks. The highlight of the ceremony is the painting of the bride's face, where, in a private rite open only to female in-laws, her face is covered in thick, chalky white paint and decorated with colorful sequins. 
 Stoyan Nenov / Reuters 

 A person works to repair the Cathedral of the Transfiguration, which was damaged by a Russian missile strike on July 23, 2023, in Odessa, Ukraine, on December 18, 2023. 
 Anatolii Stepanov / AFP / Getty 

 This December 19, 2023, photo shows a plane that fell through ice on Upper Red Lake near Waskish, Minnesota. The plane broke through the ice while landing, but both occupants were able to safely escape. 
 Deputy Josh Arhart / Beltrami County Sheriff's Office / AP 

 Nathan Sennett hands furniture to Tori Grasse as they work in hip-deep water on the patio of the Quarry Tap Room in Hallowell, Maine, on December 19, 2023. Waters rose along the Kennebec River following Monday's severe storm. 
 Robert F. Bukaty / AP 

 A fireball erupts after an Israeli strike in Rafah, in the southern Gaza Strip, on December 20, 2023. 
 Said Khatib / AFP / Getty 

 A picture taken in southern Israel near the border with the Gaza Strip shows a jackal in the area amid ongoing devastation on December 17, 2023. 
 Jack Guez / AFP / Getty 

 People walk through a snow-covered landscape in Ramsau, Austria, on December 16, 2023. 
 Matthias Schrader / AP 

 The sun sets behind the horizon on December 20, 2023, in the Kerobokan district, on Indonesia's resort island of Bali. 
 David Gannon / AFP / Getty 

 Actors perform in a living Nativity scene in Postojna Cave, in Postojna, Slovenia, on December 21, 2023. 
 Borut Zivulovic / Reuters 

 People take selfies and pictures of a Christmas-decorated café and shops in Athens, Greece, on December 21, 2023. 
 Louisa Gouliamaki / Reuters 

 Scientists from the University of Iceland take measurements and samples standing on a ridge in front of the active part of an eruptive fissure of a volcano in Grindavik on Iceland's Reykjanes Peninsula, on December 19, 2023. 
 Marco Di Marco / AP 

 A view of the rear of Icehotel 34 with the northern lights above it in Jukkasjarvi, Sweden, seen on December 16, 2023. Since 1989, the Icehotel—part hotel, part art exhibition—has been created annually using ice taken from the Torne River. 
 Roy Rochlin / Getty 

 A tram decorated with Christmas lights drives over the Freedom Bridge in Budapest, Hungary, on December 19, 2023. 
 Attila Kisbenedek / AFP / Getty 

 Guatemalan firefighter Hector Chacon, dressed as Santa Claus, rappels down the Belize Bridge to give toys to children in the Jesus de la Buena Esperanza neighborhood, in Guatemala City, Guatemala, on December 17, 2023. 
 Cristina Chiquin / Reuters 

 Visitors stop to look at an animated model of a Tyrannosaurus Rex wearing a Santa hat and festive sweater in its Christmas-themed display at the Natural History Museum in London, England, on December 21, 2023. 
 Leon Neal / Getty 
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Building AI Safely Is Getting Harder and Harder
A leading AI data set reportedly contained images of child sexual abuse. Don’t be surprised.
Matteo Wong  7:22PM, 22 Dec, 2023
Updated 7:52PM, 22 Dec, 2023

This is Atlantic Intelligence, an eight-week series in which The Atlantic’s leading thinkers on AI will help you understand the complexity and opportunities of this groundbreaking technology. Sign up here.
The bedrock of the AI revolution is the internet, or more specifically, the ever-expanding bounty of data that the web makes available to train algorithms. ChatGPT, Midjourney, and other generative-AI models “learn” by detecting patterns in massive amounts of text, images, and videos scraped from the internet. The process entails hoovering up huge quantities of books, art, memes, and, inevitably, the troves of racist, sexist, and illicit material distributed across the web.
Earlier this week, Stanford researchers found a particularly alarming example of that toxicity: The largest publicly available image data set used to train AIs, LAION-5B, reportedly contains more than 1,000 images depicting the sexual abuse of children, out of more than 5 billion in total. A spokesperson for the data set’s creator, the nonprofit Large-scale Artificial Intelligence Open Network, told me in a written statement that it has a “zero tolerance policy for illegal content” and has temporarily halted the distribution of LAION-5B while it evaluates the report’s findings, although this and earlier versions of the data set have already trained prominent AI models.
Because they are free to download, the LAION data sets have been a key resource for start-ups and academics developing AI. It’s notable that researchers have the ability to peer into these data sets to find such awful material at all: There’s no way to know what content is harbored in similar but proprietary data sets from OpenAI, Google, Meta, and other tech companies. One of those researchers is Abeba Birhane, who has been scrutinizing the LAION data sets since the first version’s release, in 2021. Within six weeks, Birhane, a senior fellow at Mozilla who was then studying at University College Dublin, published a paper detailing her findings of sexist, pornographic, and explicit rape imagery in the data. “I’m really not surprised that they found child-sexual-abuse material” in the newest data set, Birhane, who studies algorithmic justice, told me yesterday.
Birhane and I discussed where the problematic content in giant data sets comes from, the dangers it presents, and why the work of detecting this material grows more challenging by the day. Read our conversation, edited for length and clarity, below.
— Matteo Wong, assistant editor
More Challenging By the Day
Matteo Wong: In 2021, you studied the LAION data set, which contained 400 million captioned images, and found evidence of sexual violence and other harmful material. What motivated that work?
Abeba Birhane: Because data sets are getting bigger and bigger, 400 million image-and-text pairs is no longer large. But two years ago, it was advertised as the biggest open-source multimodal data set. When I saw it being announced, I was very curious, and I took a peek. The more I looked into the data set, the more I saw really disturbing stuff.
We found there was a lot of misogyny. For example, any benign word that is remotely related to womanhood, like mama, auntie, beautiful—when you queried the data set with those types of terms, it returned a huge proportion of pornography. We also found images of rape, which was really emotionally heavy and intense work, because we were looking at images that are really disturbing. Alongside that audit, we also put forward a lot of questions about what the data-curation community and larger machine-learning community should do about it. We also later found that, as the size of the LAION data sets increased, so did hateful content. By implication, so does any problematic content.
Wong: This week, the biggest LAION data set was removed because of the finding that it contains child-sexual-abuse material. In the context of your earlier research, how do you view this finding?
Birhane: It did not surprise us. These are the issues that we have been highlighting since the first release of the data set. We need a lot more work on data-set auditing, so when I saw the Stanford report, it’s a welcome addition to a body of work that has been investigating these issues.
Wong: Research by yourself and others has continuously found some really abhorrent and often illegal material in these data sets. This may seem obvious, but why is that dangerous?
Birhane: Data sets are the backbone of any machine-learning system. AI didn’t come into vogue over the past 20 years only because of new theories or new methods. AI became ubiquitous mainly because of the internet, because that allowed for mass harvesting of large-scale data sets. If your data contains illegal stuff or problematic representation, then your model will necessarily inherit those issues, and your model output will reflect these problematic representations.
But if we take another step back, to some extent it’s also disappointing to see data sets like the LAION data set being removed. For example, the LAION data set came into existence because the creators wanted to replicate data sets inside big corporations—for example, what data sets used in OpenAI might look like.
Wong: Does this research suggest that tech companies, if they’re using similar methods to collect their data sets, might harbor similar problems?
Birhane: It’s very, very likely, given the findings of previous research. Scale comes at the cost of quality.
Wong: You’ve written about research you couldn’t do on these giant data sets because of the resources necessary. Does scale also come at the cost of auditability? That is, does it become less possible to understand what’s inside these data sets as they become larger?
Birhane: There is a huge asymmetry in terms of resource allocation, where it’s much easier to build stuff but a lot more taxing in terms of intellectual labor, emotional labor, and computational resources when it comes to cleaning up what’s already been assembled. If you look at the history of data-set creation and curation, say 15 to 20 years ago, the data sets were much smaller scale, but there was a lot of human attention that went into detoxifying them. But now, all that human attention to data sets has really disappeared, because these days a lot of that data sourcing has been automated. That makes it cost-effective if you want to build a data set, but the reverse side is that, because data sets are much larger now, they require a lot of resources, including computational resources, and it’s much more difficult to detoxify them and investigate them.
Wong: Data sets are getting bigger and harder to audit, but more and more people are using AI built on that data. What kind of support would you want to see for your work going forward?
Birhane: I would like to see a push for open-sourcing data sets—not just model architectures, but data itself. As horrible as open-source data sets are, if we don’t know how horrible they are, we can’t make them better.
Related:
 
	America already has an AI underclass
	AI’s present matters more than its imagined future

P.S.
Struggling to find your travel-information and gift-receipt emails during the holidays? You’re not alone. Designing an algorithm to search your inbox is paradoxically much harder than making one to search the entire internet. My colleague Caroline Mimbs Nyce explored why in a recent article.
— Matteo





The Big Questions About AI in 2024
Is the technology set to take another leap forward? Will it swing the election?
Ross Andersen  12:00PM, 22 Dec, 2023
Updated 3:42PM, 22 Dec, 2023

Let us be thankful for the AI industry. Its leaders may be nudging humans closer to extinction, but this year, they provided us with a gloriously messy spectacle of progress. When I say “year,” I mean the long year that began late last November, when OpenAI released ChatGPT and, in doing so, launched generative AI into the cultural mainstream. In the months that followed, politicians, teachers, Hollywood screenwriters, and just about everyone else tried to understand what this means for their future. Cash fire-hosed into AI companies, and their executives, now glowed up into international celebrities, fell into Succession-style infighting. The year to come could be just as tumultuous, as the technology continues to evolve and its implications become clearer. Here are five of the most important questions about AI that might be answered in 2024.
Is the corporate drama over?
OpenAI’s Greg Brockman is the president of the world’s most celebrated AI company and the golden-retriever boyfriend of tech executives. Since last month, when Sam Altman was fired from his position as CEO and then reinstated shortly thereafter, Brockman has appeared to play a dual role—part cheerleader, part glue guy—for the company. As of this writing, he has posted no fewer than five group selfies from the OpenAI office to show how happy and nonmutinous the staffers are. (I leave to you to judge whether and to what degree these
smiles
are
forced.) He described this year’s holiday party as the company’s best ever. He keeps saying how focused, how energized, how united everyone is. Reading his posts is like going to dinner with a couple after an infidelity has been revealed: No, seriously, we’re closer than ever. Maybe it’s true. The rank and file at OpenAI are an ambitious and mission-oriented lot. They were almost unanimous in calling for Altman’s return (although some have since reportedly said that they felt pressured to do so). And they may have trauma-bonded during the whole ordeal. But will it last? And what does all of this drama mean for the company’s approach to safety in the year ahead?
An independent review of the circumstances of Altman’s ouster is ongoing, and some relationships within the company are clearly strained. Brockman has posted a picture of himself with Ilya Sutskever, OpenAI’s safety-obsessed chief scientist, adorned with a heart emoji, but Altman’s feelings toward the latter have been harder to read. In his post-return statement, Altman noted that the company was discussing how Sutskever, who had played a central role in Altman’s ouster, “can continue his work at OpenAI.” (The implication: Maybe he can’t.) If Sutskever is forced out of the company or otherwise stripped of his authority, that may change how OpenAI weighs danger against speed of progress.
Is OpenAI sitting on another breakthrough?
During a panel discussion just days before Altman lost his job as CEO, he told a tantalizing story about the current state of the company’s AI research. A couple of weeks earlier, he had been in the room when members of his technical staff had pushed “the frontier of discovery forward,” he said. Altman declined to offer more details, unless you count additional metaphors, but he did mention that only four times since the company’s founding had he witnessed an advance of such magnitude.
During the feverish weekend of speculation that followed Altman’s firing, it was natural to wonder whether this discovery had spooked OpenAI’s safety-minded board members. We do know that in the weeks preceding Altman’s firing, company researchers raised concerns about a new “Q*” algorithm. Had the AI spontaneously figured out quantum gravity? Not exactly. According to reports, it had only solved simple mathematical problems, but it may have accomplished this by reasoning from first principles. OpenAI hasn’t yet released any official information about this discovery, if it is even right to think of it as a discovery. “As you can imagine, I can’t really talk about that,” Altman told me recently when I asked him about Q*. Perhaps the company will have more to say, or show, in the new year.
Does Google have an ace in the hole?
When OpenAI released its large-language-model chatbot in November 2022, Google was caught flat-footed. The company had invented the transformer architecture that makes LLMs possible, but its engineers had clearly fallen behind. Bard, Google’s answer to ChatGPT, was second-rate.
Many expected OpenAI’s leapfrog to be temporary. Google has a war chest that is surpassed only by Apple’s and Microsoft’s, world-class computing infrastructure, and storehouses of potential training data. It also has DeepMind, a London-based AI lab that the company acquired in 2014. The lab developed the AIs that bested world champions at chess and Go and intuited protein-folding secrets that nature had previously concealed from scientists. Its researchers recently claimed that another AI they developed is suggesting novel solutions to long-standing problems of mathematical theory. Google had at first allowed DeepMind to operate relatively independently, but earlier this year, it merged the lab with Google Brain, its homegrown AI group. People expected big things.
Then months and months went by without Google so much as announcing a release date for its next-generation LLM, Gemini. The delays could be taken as a sign that the company’s culture of innovation has stagnated. Or maybe Google’s slowness is a sign of its ambition? The latter possibility seems less likely now that Gemini has finally been released and does not appear to be revolutionary. Barring a surprise breakthrough in 2024, doubts about the company—and the LLM paradigm—will continue.
Are large language models already topping out?
Some of the novelty has worn off LLM-powered software in the mold of ChatGPT. That’s partly because of our own psychology. “We adapt quite quickly,” OpenAI’s Sutskever once told me. He asked me to think about how rapidly the field has changed. “If you go back four or five or six years, the things we are doing right now are utterly unimaginable,” he said. Maybe he’s right. A decade ago, many of us dreaded our every interaction with Siri, with its halting, interruptive style. Now we have bots that converse fluidly about almost any subject, and we struggle to remain impressed.
AI researchers have told us that these tools will only get smarter; they’ve evangelized about the raw power of scale. They’ve said that as we pump more data into LLMs, fresh wonders will emerge from them, unbidden. We were told to prepare to worship a new sand god, so named because its cognition would run on silicon, which is made of melted-down sand.
ChatGPT has certainly improved since it was first released. It can talk now, and analyze images. Its answers are sharper, and its user interface feels more organic. But it’s not improving at a rate that suggests that it will morph into a deity. Altman has said that OpenAI has begun developing its GPT-5 model. That may not come out in 2024, but if it does, we should have a better sense of how much more intelligent language models can become.
How will AI affect the 2024 election? 
Our political culture hasn’t yet fully sorted AI issues into neatly polarized categories. A majority of adults profess to worry about AI’s impact on their daily life, but those worries aren’t coded red or blue. That’s not to say the generative-AI moment has been entirely innocent of American politics. Earlier this year, executives from companies that make chatbots and image generators testified before Congress and participated in tedious White House roundtables. Many AI products are also now subject to an expansive executive order.
But we haven’t had a big national election since these technologies went mainstream, much less one involving Donald Trump. Many blamed the spread of lies through social media for enabling Trump’s victory in 2016, and for helping him gin up a conspiratorial insurrection following his 2020 defeat. But the tools of misinformation that were used in those elections were crude compared with those that will be available next year.
A shady campaign operative could, for instance, quickly and easily conjure a convincing picture of a rival candidate sharing a laugh with Jeffrey Epstein. If that doesn’t do the trick, they could whip up images of poll workers stuffing ballot boxes on Election Night, perhaps from an angle that obscures their glitchy, six-fingered hands. There are reasons to believe that these technologies won’t have a material effect on the election. Earlier this year, my colleague Charlie Warzel argued that people may be fooled by low-stakes AI images—the pope in a puffer coat, for example—but they tend to be more skeptical of highly sensitive political images. Let’s hope he’s right.
Soundfakes, too, could be in the mix. A politician’s voice can now be cloned by AI and used to generate offensive clips. President Joe Biden and former President Trump have been public figures for so long—and voters’ perceptions of them are so fixed—that they may be resistant to such an attack. But a lesser-known candidate could be vulnerable to a fake audio recording. Imagine if during Barack Obama’s first run for the presidency, cloned audio of him criticizing white people in colorful language had emerged just days before the vote. Until bad actors experiment with these image and audio generators in the heat of a hotly contested election, we won’t know exactly how they’ll be misused, and whether their misuses will be effective. A year from now, we’ll have our answer.





The Golden Age of Gadgets for Girlies
They never died. They just became beauty products.
Amanda Mull  4:46PM, 21 Dec, 2023
Updated 6:00PM, 26 Dec, 2023

Every time I see a high schooler on TikTok flying through a tutorial of how she gets perfect beach waves with her Dyson Airwrap hair wand, I think of the time my mother straightened my ringlet-curly hair with an iron. Like, on the ironing board, in the kitchen, before a middle-school dance in the 1990s. Or my first Conair flat iron, purchased with money saved up from my summer job, which only got hot enough to make me look like the lead singer of a hair-metal band. Or the time I spent in my freshman college dorm, trying and mostly failing to harness the dexterity and fine motor skills necessary to manipulate the clamp on a Hot Tools curling iron. The Dyson Airwrap is my version of In my day, we used to walk to school uphill, both ways, in the snow. It is my proof, as someone rapidly progressing toward 40, that kids these days are soft.
TikTok is crowded with these tutorials, which feature the $600 hair tool or one of its many dupes. And hairstyling is just the beginning of TikTok’s love affair with gizmos and doodads. After you Airwrap your hair, you can prep your face for makeup with red-light currents, remove some hairs with your at-home follicle zapper, and throw together a salad with your veggie chopper. The chatty, short-form recommendation videos that proliferate on TikTok, YouTube, and Instagram, all algorithmically targeting various interests and demographics, have helped usher shoppers toward a new crop of tools designed to aid in domestic or personal-care tasks—domains traditionally thought of as women’s work. Some of these devices, such as Dyson’s hair tools and Dr. Dennis Gross’s at-home LED masks, cost hundreds of dollars. Others, such as personal milk-frothing wands and motorized scrubbing brushes, are pretty cheap.
These products count as something of a reversal in fate for gadgets as a concept. Tech-industry watchers and pundits have spent years wondering if the end of the gadget era might be nigh. Our phones, after all, obviate most people’s need for so many of the consumer-tech products that crowded the shelves of electronics stores in the recent past: GPS systems, digital cameras, CD and DVD players, iPods. After a brief resurgence during the pandemic, when Americans stocked up on ring lights and gaming rigs and tablets to entertain the kids, traditional consumer-electronics companies have seen demand slump. But not in every part of the market. Au contraire: We’re in a golden age of gadgets for girlies.
Dyson, which debuted its absurdly popular and very expensive vacuums in the United States in 2002, likely deserves much of the recent credit for convincing other brands that women might have a real interest in high-tech gadgetry, or that engineering advancements could be a selling point in stereotypically feminine realms. After winning over the vacuum market, Dyson released a series of fans and motion-sensing hand dryers—products with useful applications, but not the type of stuff that captures the public’s imagination. Then, in 2016, came a product that seemed a little out of left field at the time: Dyson’s Supersonic hair dryer, the first of a triad of launches that reimagined the basic physical reality of commonplace hairstyling tools. The Airwrap followed in 2018, and in 2020, the brand launched a cordless flat iron. All three have been smash hits, especially among the cohort of wealthy young women who are particularly influential in setting beauty trends online. Hair tools now account for almost a third of Dyson’s business in the U.S.
In tech-industry terms, a gadget is a piece of hardware—your smartphone is plausibly a gadget, but none of the apps within it is. In more traditional terms, a gadget is a device with a narrow set of uses, usually designed to perform or simplify a particular task. Not all gadgets are tech products, but a lot of them are the result of certain kinds of technology becoming less expensive to produce and more widely available to the average person. The idea that women will buy tech products that take their needs seriously is so obvious that I feel sort of stupid even bothering to explicate it, but it’s nonetheless something that tech companies seem to talk themselves out of—or just forget—over and over again. The industry is dominated by men, and that colors which new ideas attract support and which products get passed over for improvement. Certainly some past gadgets have been designed with women and girls in mind—most obviously tools used in the kitchen—but the domains of domesticity and personal care remained off the radar in the gadget boom that arose alongside personal computing. The curling iron that I struggled to learn to use in college was called a Marcel iron—so named because its complex hinged-clamp mechanism was largely unchanged from the one patented by the hairdresser Marcel Grateau in 1905.
That Dyson tapped into such demand for improved vacuums and hair tools is perhaps less of a reflection of the company’s capacity for technical innovation than of its capacity to identify stale markets and willing consumers. Or, I should say, once-stale markets. At the end of 2022, Dyson announced that it would invest roughly $600 million to develop 20 new beauty gadgets over the following four years. It will have far more competition for those gadgets than it did just a few years ago. Dyson’s existing hair tools alone have spawned enough knockoffs and dupes to fuel a cottage industry of tutorials and recommendations. In the case of the Airwrap, the cycle has been perpetuating itself for more than a year: New but very similar tools show up on TikTok Shop or Amazon or Temu, maybe at a newly low price or with some novel attachments. Influencers try them out, often because they’ve received the product for free (sometimes with an additional cash payment on top of it); make demonstration videos promising that this is actually the best dupe out there; and provide commission-generating shopping links. Smaller creators and regular users buy whatever new thing is surging in popularity and post their own reviews, many of them hoping that their accounts rise to greater prominence as everyone else tries to figure out what’s up with this new thing they’re suddenly seeing everywhere.
In other corners of the internet, much the same thing happens. CleanTok, where creators swap housecleaning tips and hacks, has links to a seemingly limitless number of battery-powered scrub brushes in every size and length, all from companies with inscrutable Amazon-brand names, that promise to make maintaining a pristine kitchen and bathroom a cinch. The skincare-curious have found a genre of device that costs less than $10 and shoots red light into your face to give you a “snatched” jawline. Fitness influencers extol the virtues of compact steppers and walking pads that you can tuck under a standing desk. I have seen so many close-ups of hairless underarms thanks to Ulike at-home hair-removal devices.
What gadgets of all kinds promise, above and beyond whatever specific task they’re intended to execute, is ease. On some level, most of these new gadgets marketed to women do make something—usually the fulfillment of a particular aesthetic or domestic standard—easier. Less time and skill needed to perfect your hair and less elbow grease spent making your bathroom fixtures shine offer potential buyers the possibility of, finally, getting it all done. Perhaps most important, those gadgets provide the possibility of relief—if not from the standards themselves, maybe from the sense that fulfilling them all would be impossible.
But when adherence to cultural standards is at stake, convenience never holds for long. When current expectations become too easy to achieve, those expectations change. Consumer history is littered with examples of exactly how this happens. In her book Never Done: A History of American Housework, the historian Susan Strasser traces the path of domestic gadgetry over the course of industrialization and finds consequences both intended and not. Electric washing machines, for instance, genuinely did make the task of household laundry less physically demanding and more productive. They also changed where and how laundry fit into women’s lives: It became less communal and more isolated inside homes, and the ease of electric washers changed hygiene norms, requiring clothes to be washed more frequently. Over time, a hated once-a-week chore transformed into a ceaseless burden. Strasser found little evidence that the amount of time women spent doing laundry had been reduced at all.
Innovations in domestic and personal-care technologies tend not to clear the way for more leisure or personal time for women, even if they do reduce the physical strength or skill involved in some of their labor. Instead, they clear the way for even more onerous expectations of how we’ll perform, domestically and aesthetically. The results that many of these gadgets promise are the kinds of things that were, until recently, available only to the wealthy, and therefore not the default expectation of most of us: Your hair will look like you just got a fresh blowout, your skin will look like you see a cosmetic dermatologist, and your house will look like you have a maid. You can watch the bar of expectation get higher in real time on social media, as young women sort out how they should groom themselves and organize their living spaces. Ideas about how flawless their skin should look or how undisturbed their homes should be grow more uncanny, and things that gadgets can’t yet replicate—Botox, buccal-fat removal, expensive home renovations, adherence to rapidly changing furniture trends—become the new baseline among the affluent and influential. No matter how hard we run, the finish line is always getting a little farther away.





AI’s ‘Fog of War’
How can institutions protect Americans against a technology no one fully understands?
Damon Beres  5:41PM, 8 Dec, 2023
Updated 6:17PM, 28 Dec, 2023

This is Atlantic Intelligence, an eight-week series in which The Atlantic’s leading thinkers on AI will help you understand the complexity and opportunities of this groundbreaking technology. Sign up here.
Earlier this year, The Atlantic published a story by Gary Marcus, a well-known AI expert who has agitated for the technology to be regulated, both in his Substack newsletter and before the Senate. (Marcus, a cognitive scientist and an entrepreneur, has founded AI companies himself and has explored launching another.) Marcus argued that “this is a moment of immense peril,” and that we are teetering toward an “information-sphere disaster, in which bad actors weaponize large language models, distributing their ill-gotten gains through armies of ever more sophisticated bots.”
I was interested in following up with Marcus given recent events. In the past six weeks, we’ve seen an executive order from the Biden administration focused on AI oversight; chaos at the influential company OpenAI; and this Wednesday, the release of Gemini, a GPT competitor from Google. What we have not seen, yet, is total catastrophe of the sort Marcus and others have warned about. Perhaps it looms on the horizon—some experts have fretted over the destructive role AI might play in the 2024 election, while others believe we are close to developing advanced AI models that could acquire “unexpected and dangerous capabilities,” as my colleague Karen Hao has described. But perhaps fears of existential risk have become their own kind of AI hype, understandable yet unlikely to materialize. My own opinions seem to shift by the day.
Marcus and I talked earlier this week about all of the above. Read our conversation, edited for length and clarity, below.
— Damon Beres, senior editor
“No Idea What’s Going On”
Damon Beres: Your story for The Atlantic was published in March, which feels like an extremely long time ago. How has it aged? How has your thinking changed?
Gary Marcus: The core issues that I was concerned about when I wrote that article are still very much  serious problems. Large language models have this “hallucination” problem. Even today, I get emails from people describing the hallucinations they observe in the latest models. If you produce something from these systems, you just never know what you're going to get. That’s one issue that really hasn’t changed.
I was very worried then that bad actors would get a hold of these systems and deliberately create misinformation, because these systems aren’t smart enough to know when they’re being abused. And one of the largest concerns of the article is that 2024 elections might be impacted. That’s still a very reasonable expectation.
Beres: How do you feel about the executive order on AI?
Marcus: They did the best they could within some constraints. The executive branch doesn’t make law. The order doesn’t really have teeth.
There have been some good proposals: calling for a kind of “preflight” check or something like an FDA approval process to make sure AI is safe before it’s deployed at a very large scale, and then auditing it afterwards. These are critical things that are not yet required. Another thing that I would really like to see is independent scientists as part of the loop here, in a kind of peer-review way, to make sure things are done on the up-and-up.
You can think of the metaphor of Pandora’s box. There are Pandora’s boxes, plural. One of those boxes is already open. There are other boxes that people are messing around with and might accidentally open. Part of this is about how to contain the stuff that’s already out there, and part of this is about what’s to come. GPT-4 is a dress rehearsal of future forms of AI that might be much more sophisticated. GPT-4 is actually not that reliable; we’re going to get to other forms of AI that are going to be able to reason and understand the world. We need to have our act together before those things come out, not after. Patience is not a great strategy here.
Beres: At the same time, you wrote on the occasion of Gemini’s release that there’s a possibility the model is plateauing—that despite an obvious, strong desire for there to be a GPT-5, it hasn’t emerged yet.  What change do you realistically think is coming?
Marcus: Generative AI is not all of AI. It’s the stuff that’s popular right now. It could be that generative AI has plateaued, or is close to plateauing. Google had arbitrary amounts of money to spend, and Gemini is not arbitrarily better than GPT-4. That’s interesting. Why didn’t they crush it? It’s probably because they can’t. Google could have spent $40 billion to blow OpenAI away, but I think they didn’t know what they could do with $40 billion that would be so much better.
However, that doesn’t mean there won’t be other advances. It means we don’t know how to do it right now. Science can go in what Stephen Jay Gould called “punctuated equilibria,” fits and starts. AI is not close to its logical limits. Fifteen years from now, we’ll look at 2023 technology the way I look at Motorola flip phones.
Beres: How do you create a law to protect people when we don’t even know what the technology looks like from here?
Marcus: One thing that I favor is having both national and global AI agencies that can move faster than legislators can. The Senate was not structured to distinguish between GPT-4 and GPT-5 when it comes out. You don’t want to go through a whole process of having the House and Senate agree on something to cope with that. We need a national agency with some power to adjust things over time.
Is there some criterion by which you can distinguish the most dangerous models, regulate them the most, and not do that on less dangerous models? Whatever that criterion is, it’s probably going to change over time. You really want a group of scientists to work that out and update it periodically; you don’t want a group of senators to work that out—no offense. They just don’t have the training or the process to do that.
AI is going to become as important as any other Cabinet-level office, because it is so pervasive. There should be a Cabinet-level AI office. It was hard to stand up other agencies, like Homeland Security. I don’t think Washington, from the many meetings I’ve had there, has the appetite for it. But they really need to do that.
At the global level, whether it’s part of the UN or independent, we need something that looks at issues ranging from equity to security. We need to build procedures for countries to share information, incident databases, things like that.
Beres: There have been harmful AI products for years and years now, before the generative-AI boom. Social-media algorithms promote bad content; there are facial-recognition products that feel unethical or are misused by law enforcement. Is there a major difference between the potential dangers of generative AI and of the AI that already exists?
Marcus: The intellectual community has a real problem right now. You have people arguing about short-term versus long-term risks as if one is more important than the other. Actually, they’re all important. Imagine if people who worked on car accidents got into a fight with people trying to cure cancer.
Generative AI actually makes a lot of the short-term problems worse, and makes some of the long-term problems that might not otherwise exist possible. The biggest problem with generative AI is that it’s a black box. Some older techniques were black boxes, but a lot of them weren’t, so you could actually figure out what the technology was doing, or make some kind of educated guess about whether it was biased, for example. With generative AI, nobody really knows what’s going to come out at any point, or why it’s going to come out. So from an engineering perspective, it’s very unstable. And from a perspective of trying to mitigate risks, it’s hard.
That exacerbates a lot of the problems that already exist, like bias. It’s a mess. The companies that make these things are not rushing to share that data. And so it becomes this fog of war. We really have no idea what’s going on. And that just can’t be good.
Related:
 
	Why are we letting the AI crisis just happen?
	The new AI panic

P.S.
This week, The Atlantic’s David Sims named Oppenheimer the best film of the year. That film’s director, Christopher Nolan, recently sat down with another one of our writers, Ross Andersen, to discuss his views on technology—and why he hasn’t made a film about AI … yet.
— Damon
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A Tumultuous Year in Politics
Watch the full episode of Washington Week With The Atlantic, December 22, 2023.
The Editors  12:00PM, 23 Dec, 2023
Updated 1:53PM, 23 Dec, 2023

On Tuesday, Colorado’s Supreme Court disqualified Donald Trump from the state’s primary ballot after determining that his actions on January 6, 2021, made him ineligible under the U.S. Constitution’s insurrection clause.
The Colorado court’s actions come on the precipice of another tumultuous year in politics, one featuring a general election and a likely rematch of the 2020 race between the former and present U.S. presidents.
Joining editor in chief of The Atlantic and moderator, Jeffrey Goldberg, this week to look back at 2023 and discuss what to expect in 2024 are Lisa Desjardins, correspondent at PBS NewsHour; Adam Harris, staff writer at The Atlantic; Zolan Kanno-Youngs, White House correspondent at The New York Times; and Susan Page, Washington bureau chief at USA Today.
Read the full transcript here.
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Future-Proofing Your Town Sounds Great, Until You Try It
After a wildfire razed a Canadian town, its leaders pushed for climate-friendly rebuilding. Residents just wanted to come home.
Michaela Cavanagh  1:00PM, 22 Dec, 2023
Updated 6:08PM, 26 Dec, 2023

Everyone says Lytton was a beautiful place to live. The small Canadian town sits at the confluence of two rivers and was built on one of the oldest continuously inhabited areas in North America—the Nlaka’pamux people have called it home for more than 10,000 years. About 250 people lived in the Lytton of the recent past, on a few cross streets and several dozen lots—you could take it in all in one breath. One blistering June evening in 2021, a wildfire burned through the entire place, and the neighboring Lytton First Nation.
Patrick Michell, the former chief of a nearby Nlaka’pamux community, was at the band office when he got a succession of texts from his wife in the span of minutes: Somebody just called and said Lytton is burning. Then, Our reserve is on fire, and then: Our house is on fire. After that, the cell service cut out. In the hours that followed, roughly 1,000 people were evacuated; two people died. Ninety percent of the town of Lytton was destroyed, as were dozens of homes and community buildings across Lytton First Nation. The hundreds of residents who lost their homes scattered across British Columbia.
Less than a week after the blaze, the province’s then-premier, John Horgan, pledged his government’s support to help Lytton rebuild as a “town of tomorrow,” more resilient to future climate-change challenges. More than two years later, that tomorrow still hasn’t arrived. The first residential-building permit was issued last month, and the town had remained under a state of local emergency until June, which meant that residents were prohibited from setting foot there. The plan that the village council initially offered—to become a model of minimizing carbon emissions—wasn’t the plan that many residents wanted, either. They didn’t want to live in the town of tomorrow. They just wanted to come home.
This idea of rebuilding to meet the climate of the future is becoming conventional wisdom among disaster-recovery experts, and it makes sense: What were once record-breaking weather events are becoming routine. So why wouldn’t we want to prepare for the worst-case scenario while building back in ways that don’t make the problem worse? The day before the fire, Lytton’s temperature had crept to 121.3 degrees Fahrenheit, the hottest ever recorded in Canada; high winds and a once-in-10,000-year heat dome, virtually impossible without human-caused climate change, helped create the tinderboxlike conditions for the town’s quick and near-total devastation. This summer, Canada endured its worst wildfire season ever, with the most land burned in the country’s recorded history. More than 6,700 blazes have burned roughly 45.7 million acres of land—an area larger than Washington State—and even now, in December, more than 200 fires are burning, according to the Canadian Interagency Forest Fire Centre. In August, multiple fires burned across British Columbia, surrounding Lytton First Nation and the village. Nearly 200,000 Canadians were placed under an evacuation order this year and 30,000 in British Columbia alone this summer; some members of Lytton First Nation who fled in 2021 were forced to evacuate yet again.
As these fires burned, Canada wrestled with the limits of its disaster-response approach. Without a national body akin to the Federal Emergency Management Agency in the U.S., Canada’s patchwork approach involves the military and three levels of government on a case-by-case basis, with the affected locality usually taking the lead. “In Canada, we’re not going to have somebody thousands of miles away tell me how to fix my community,” Paul Kovacs, the executive director of the Institute for Catastrophic Loss Reduction, in Canada, told me. Historically, recovery after flooding or wildfire has also been more reliant on the private sector. There’s an expectation that the pockets of affected homeowners will get what they need through their insurance, Sara Shneiderman, a professor of anthropology and public policy and a co-lead of the Disaster Resilience Research Network at the University of British Columbia, told me: “But because of climate change, we’re seeing that it can be this mass-scale devastation, which means you need a very different kind of approach.”
In Canada, disaster recovery is flexible by design, but flexibility, as Lytton learned, can look like having no plan at all. Many people lost their home, their pets, and anything they were unable to take with them at a moment’s notice. The year of the fire, a third of Lytton’s residents were 65 and older, likely retired and living on fixed incomes, and less than half of the town was adequately insured. Most of the town’s infrastructure and services burned. Lytton also lost its governance records, bylaws, and policies when its server and backup server burned. A model that focuses on local knowledge and autonomy, Kovacs admitted, wasn’t well suited for a town where “nobody had a home, and nobody could get to work—there was no one to do it.”
Everything that had given Lytton its charm before the fire had now become a liability. Lytton’s mayor, its small staff, and the small village council, elected uncontested and used to handling wastewater treatment and other day-to-day issues, were ill-equipped to deal with high-level crisis communications or to reconstruct a town. What’s more, Lytton was broke—its tiny tax base had been decimated and could not fund the removal of toxic dirt and debris, let alone a complete rebuild. Bringing in consultants, experts, and construction workers to help with the recovery was a challenge too, in part because of the town’s small size and relative isolation, and because of the remote area’s limited accommodations. On top of all of this, not long after the fire, heavy rains, atmospheric floods, and snowstorms left many of the region’s main arteries impassable for extended periods.
Lytton was on its own. The provincial government provided initial recovery funding, but for months, the only support offered to residents was a $2,000 payout. As the council struggled behind closed doors to come up with a plan, residents saw little opportunity to offer input. After months of pressure from their constituents, the council asked for more direct support from the province; in October 2021, the town finally announced a short-term recovery plan and hired a recovery team using provincial money. In December 2021, residents started getting $1,300 a month for interim housing.
But within a month of the fire—without officially consulting the community—the mayor had already announced to the media that Lytton would be rebuilt as a carbon-neutral town. Residents were mystified and infuriated in equal measure. “It would be fine to do something like this if you were planning a brand-new subdivision,” Denise O’Connor, a lifelong Lytton resident and a former school principal, told me in October 2022. “But when you’re in a disaster, it doesn’t make sense … There’s been zero sense of urgency for the people.”
The initial plans required residents to rebuild their homes to net-zero standards for heating and cooling. The council also considered installing power lines belowground to minimize fire risk, as well as solar sidewalks—hardened solar panels fitted into sidewalks—and wind turbines to power municipal buildings. When I asked Jan Polderman, who was mayor at the time, what prompted this decision, he told me the council had looked at the available provincial and federal grant funding, and seen money for sustainable and net-zero initiatives. “Working towards being net-zero and fire-resilient—obviously, after that type of fire, that’s a pretty high priority—was the best route to go for the next 100 years,” Polderman said. Plus, because the city of Vancouver is aiming to require net-zero buildings by 2032, “we pitched the [provincial] government to use Lytton as a test model… so that by the time Vancouver and Kelowna have to go net-zero, they have proven technology to use,” he told me. The council had a nice story to tell about the long-term benefits of building back better from a devastating climate disaster. But all residents heard was that it was going to take far longer to move home.
Some of their neighbors were already rebuilding. Tricia Thorpe and her husband lost everything in the fire, but because their farm was located outside Lytton proper, they were exempt from the village’s rebuilding rules. “It’s a silver lining that we fell through the cracks. Otherwise, we’d still be waiting to rebuild,” Thorpe told me. They weren’t insured, so they relied on crowdfunding, donations, and volunteer labor. “We’re trying to be as energy efficient and fire resistant as we can,” Thorpe said. The property’s electrical lines run underground from a stand-alone shed to the house; the house and the barn have cement cladding, metal siding, and metal roofs to improve fire resistance; sprinklers cover their property’s southeast side, the direction from which another fire would most likely blow in. They put in a heat pump, have radiant floor heating, and are planning to get solar panels as soon as they can afford them.
Meanwhile, a major chunk of federal and provincial funding for Lytton took until 2022 to come through; the federal government launched its homeowner grant program only this past May. People in the Lytton area can apply for grants of $10,000 toward rebuilding to fire-resilient standards and, depending on home size, about $84,000 to rebuild to net-zero standards—using solar panels or better-insulated walls and roofs, as well as thicker, more airtight windows.
It’s a good policy in principle, Ali Asgary, a professor of disaster and emergency management at Toronto’s York University, told me: “We want to rebuild in a way that buildings and infrastructure receive less damage and cause no death during future similar events.” But the net-zero requirements go beyond that—and some in Lytton struggle to see why they have to jump through these extra hoops to get help. “Sure, it might be a positive thing to be a model community that helps plan for others in the future,” Shneiderman, of the Disaster Resilience Research Network, said. “But that’s not necessarily serving the needs of the people who are actually there.”
In the months following the fire, lacking information and any sense of when they’d be back home, residents grew discontented. Some, like Thorpe, believe that the plans for Lytton to become carbon neutral were a PR move more than anything else. One council member resigned; recovery managers came and went. On Facebook, people shared what little information they had and vented. After uproar from residents, the council softened some of the other proposed green-building regulations; any official talk of solar sidewalks stopped. But by then, it was too late—goodwill had been lost. In large part because of her frustration with the net-zero standards, O’Connor ran for mayor, and won.


 A big problem with the current net-zero grants, she told me, is the number of boxes residents must tick to qualify—you can’t meet just some of the requirements; it’s all or nothing. And because most of the federal grant money would only be paid at the end of the rebuild, some people are forgoing the grants, O’Connor told me. In December 2023, a Canadian insurer, in partnership with the federal government, did offer to advance residents the money to rebuild to fire-resilient and net-zero standards. But this process has gone on for long enough that some people have already decided against moving back to town at all. When the village council polled former residents this past April, before the announcement of the federal and insurance funding, 65 percent of households that had relocated planned on moving back to Lytton. And although 60 percent said that they would rebuild to fire-resilient standards, only 13 percent were planning to rebuild with net-zero standards in mind.
For two years, Lytton was an eerie collection of signifiers that a town once thrived here: cracked sidewalks and intact metal fences; the bones of a concrete building that had once been a health clinic; a small cemetery that was still recognizable; a set of burnt, misshapen plastic Adirondack chairs on someone’s lawn. As recently as this fall, recovery workers were still clearing debris, cleaning the soil of toxins, and working to uncover thousands of Indigenous artifacts, including a 7,500-year-old spear point, copper grave goods, tools, and red ochre wrapped in birch bark, which was central to ancestral burials—another stumbling block along the long road to the Lytton of tomorrow. As of this writing, no homes have been built.
In contrast to the town of Lytton, the neighboring Lytton First Nation’s recovery has moved more swiftly. Its losses were less total than the village’s, and it works directly with Indigenous Services Canada, which has separate funding. Although many still feel that the Lytton First Nation recovery is lacking, last summer, the Nation set up temporary housing, which meant that Michell—now Lytton First Nation’s rebuild director—and others were able to come home while they waited to rebuild on their lots. Their rebuilding plan includes a mix of prefab homes and homes made of wood and constructed on-site, with a focus on climate resilience, done their own way. They are cognizant of fire: This summer, Michell, still living in temporary housing on Lytton First Nation and told that he could have to evacuate for nearby fires at any moment, was out every day, cutting his neighbors’ grass, making sure everything was as fire safe as it could be. He called himself a climate refugee. “Three years of wildfire-evacuation alerts and orders in Lytton, and I’m still here,” he told me. He plans on staying, but part of him wonders how many more hits this place can take—and what the Lytton of the future could look like for his grandchildren.
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Some of Our Most-Read Stories of 2023
Twelve Atlantic stories from this year that you don’t want to miss
Kate Guarino  12:30PM, 24 Dec, 2023
Updated 12:31PM, 24 Dec, 2023

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.
Many of the stories our readers spent time with this year revealed a curiosity about the historical events that shaped current circumstances at home and abroad, and a desire to examine humanity’s best and worst impulses. Spend some of your Sunday with 12 don’t-miss stories of the past year.
To get a single Atlantic story curated and sent to your inbox each day, sign up for our One Story to Read Today newsletter.
Your 2023 Reading List

Mark Peterson / Redux for The Atlantic
Inside the Meltdown at CNN
By Tim Alberta
CEO Chris Licht felt he was on a mission to restore the network’s reputation for serious journalism. How did it all go wrong?

Maxime Mouysset
The Billion-Dollar Ponzi Scheme That Hooked Warren Buffett and the U.S. Treasury
By Ariel Sabar
How a small-town auto mechanic peddling a green-energy breakthrough pulled off a massive scam

Irfan Khan / Los Angeles Times / Getty
The Decolonization Narrative Is Dangerous and False
By Simon Sebag Montefiore
It does not accurately describe either the foundation of Israel or the tragedy of the Palestinians.

Illustration by Ricardo Tomás
How America Got Mean
By David Brooks
In a culture devoid of moral education, generations are growing up in a morally inarticulate, self-referential world.

Ashley Gilbertson / VII for The Atlantic
The Patriot
By Jeffrey Goldberg
How General Mark Milley protected the Constitution from Donald Trump

Alicia Tatone. Sources: Tommaso Boddi / Getty; ITV / Shutterstock.
A Star Reporter’s Break With Reality
By Elaina Plott Calabro
Lara Logan was once a respected 60 Minutes correspondent. Now she trades in conspiracy theories that even far-right media disavow. What happened?

Illustration by Klaus Kremmerz
The Puzzling Gap Between How Old You Are and How Old You Think You Are
By Jennifer Senior
There are good reasons you always feel 20 percent younger than your actual age.

Kent Nishimura / Los Angeles Times / Getty
What Mitt Romney Saw in the Senate
By McKay Coppins
In an exclusive excerpt from Coppins’s biography of Romney, the senator reveals what drove him to retire.

Pierre Buttin
What the Longest Study on Human Happiness Found Is the Key to a Good Life
By Robert Waldinger and Marc Schulz
The Harvard Study of Adult Development has established a strong correlation between deep relationships and well-being. The question is, how does a person nurture those deep relationships?

Nolwenn Brod for The Atlantic; courtesy of Valérie Beausert
The Children of the Nazis’ Genetic Project
By Valentine Faure
Across Europe, some adoptees have had to face a dark realization about their origins.

Didier Viodé
I Never Called Her Momma
By Jenisha Watts 
I came to New York sure of one thing—that no one could ever know my past.

Daniele Castellano
The Fake Poor Bride
By Xochitl Gonzalez
In my decade-plus as a luxury-wedding planner, I saw it all: reality-TV brides, a scam from multimillionaires, even a bride who pretended to be poor.
Photo Album

An image of Eden Valley in Cumbria, United Kingdom (Stuart McGlennon / The Tenth International Landscape Photographer of the Year)
This year’s landscape-photography competition received more than 4,000 entries from around the world. Here are some of the top and winning images.
Katherine Hu contributed to this newsletter.
Explore all of our newsletters.
When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.





Why the Holiday Movie Endures
Plus: 20 movie families to spend your holidays with
Isabel Fattal  1:00PM, 23 Dec, 2023
Updated 1:19PM, 23 Dec, 2023

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.
The question “What is a Christmas movie?” might seem straightforward. But there’s one film that has scrambled the logic of the holiday movie for years now—at least for those who probably spend too much time online. “Because of the dreaded incentives of social media, we force debate upon ourselves all the time, even at the most wonderful time of the year,” my colleague Kaitlyn Tiffany wrote in 2021. “According to Google Trends, search traffic for the phrase Is Die Hard a Christmas movie jumps every November and December.”
Today’s newsletter doesn’t purport to solve that particular debate, but it will explore the many meanings of the holiday movie, from its inherent cheesiness to its ability to move people in rare ways.
On Holiday Movies
The Cheesy Endurance of the Made-for-TV Holiday Movie
By Megan Garber
The Hallmark Christmas flick has become a genre in itself—one that insists, against all odds, on the inevitability of the happy ending.
Is [REDACTED] a Christmas Movie?
By Kaitlyn Tiffany 
No one realizes that their own take on Die Hard as a Christmas movie helps sustain a powerful curse on the internet—not even the guy who started it all by accident.
The Most Unsettling ‘Christmas Carol’
By Tom Nichols
Why my father and I loved George C. Scott
Still Curious?
 
	The mournful heart of It’s a Wonderful Life:
The holiday classic is a timely exploration of what happens when all that you’ve relied on fades away, Megan Garber wrote in 2021.
	Twenty movie families to spend your holidays with: Excellent cinema for every mood, whether you’re feeling homesick, ruminative, or perfectly content (from 2020)

Other Diversions
 
	Read this before you buy that sweater.
	The great cousin decline
	Nobody knows what’s happening online anymore.

P.S.
If you’re in the mood for a sharp critique of a piece of Christmas entertainment, check out my colleague Caitlin Flanagan’s essay “Don’t Subject Your Kids to Rudolph.”
— Isabel





The Uncanny Experience of Year-End Roundups
Features such as Spotify Wrapped confirm that you’re the main character of your internet.
Lora Kelley  10:43PM, 22 Dec, 2023
Updated 3:20PM, 23 Dec, 2023

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.
Why are “year in review” roundups so pleasing to users?
First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
 
	The real reason for marriage polarization
	Harvard has a Veritas problem.
	A sex scandal. A conservative power network. And Moms for Liberty.

The Mundanities of a Private Life
Every December, sites and services that spend the year hoovering up personal information spit out a summary of users’ activity. Call it the year-end quantification-industrial complex. The trend isn’t new: As early as 2014, the exercise-tracking app Strava was releasing a Year in Sport feature, and Seamless was summarizing food deliveries. But especially since Spotify hit word-of-mouth marketing gold with its shareable Spotify Wrapped feature, companies of all kinds have been delivering year-end nuggets of data to their users, whether personalized or in aggregate. These summations appear on services you may never have thought to quantify: Resy sent personalized emails about people’s year in restaurant bookings; Steam quantified gaming; Vanguard sent customers a “Year in Review” summarizing highlights from their retirement plan. (As the last Millennial Snapchat user around, I was personally delighted to receive my annual recap on the app, consisting mostly of pictures I’d sent my mom.)
Tinder’s aggregated roundup announced that the “year in swipe” was dominated by “main character energy.” In a sense, all personalized year-end features provide that energy: They confirm that you are the star of your internet; they allow you to say “That’s so me!” and to see your personality and proclivities reflected back at you. Sometimes they also reveal unflattering truths—Peacock’s year-end summaries, for example, might make you cringe at how much time you spent glued to a screen this year.
On a basic human level, it can feel good to have highlights of your year—-whether photos or beloved songs—placed in front of you. Quantifying your year’s activities can also give you a burst of accomplishment, Barbara Kahn, a professor of marketing at the Wharton School, told me in an email: It “makes vague pleasures or activities more concrete.” Such features let you “ascertain whether the sum of activities adds up to an impression of yourself that makes sense,” she added. Year-end features give us rare permission to embrace the mundanities of our private life, the kind that are mostly only interesting to oneself. John Paul Brammer, writing in The Washington Post, called Spotify Wrapped release day “a Dionysian feast of vanity, a day when people drop the masks and admit that no one asked and no one cares, but they want to share their top songs of the year anyway.”
The internet as a whole is fracturing into an ecosystem of personalization, my colleague Charlie Warzel wrote this week. Whatever semblance of a monoculture the internet once had is disappearing. Now, he writes, “more than before, it feels like we’re holding a fun-house mirror up to the internet and struggling to make sense of the distorted picture.” This fragmented dynamic means that the “viral” trends and most popular Netflix shows of the year didn’t actually cross the screens of many users. “Popular content is being consumed at an astounding scale, yet popularity and even celebrity feel miniaturized, siloed,” Charlie writes.
Any online service you use builds a landscape at which you are the center; your accounts comprise a flood of disparate content where the only overlapping vector is you. Online, we’re all just disembodied egos, bobbing around in our little streams of data. Maybe the act of holding up a mirror once a year—even a fun-house mirror of personal information wrapped in peppy branding—will spur some reflection on how we live online.
Related:
 
	You are not your Spotify Wrapped.
	Nobody knows what’s happening online anymore.

Today’s News
 
	The UN Security Council approved a resolution calling for “unhindered humanitarian access” to Gaza; the U.S. and Russia abstained from the vote.
	Donald Trump personally called two Wayne County, Michigan, canvassers and pressured them not to sign documents certifying the 2020 election, according to recordings reviewed by The Detroit News.
	The Supreme Court declined to expedite a landmark case over whether former President Trump is immune from prosecution for alleged crimes committed while in office. The decision is seen as a win for Trump’s legal team, which has been trying to delay criminal cases against him.

Dispatches
 
	The Books Briefing: An author isn’t the only person who brings a book to life. Gal Beckerman explores the case for a credits section in books.
	Deep Shtetl: Most Israelis don’t want to build new settlements in Gaza, Yair Rosenberg writes. That doesn’t mean it won’t happen.
	Up for Debate:
Conor Friedersdorf gathers responses on how teens spend their free time—and gives readers an opportunity to ask him anything.
	Atlantic Intelligence: The largest publicly available image data set used to train AIs reportedly contains images of child sexual abuse. Detecting this material grows more challenging by the day, Matteo Wong writes.

Explore all of our newsletters here.
Evening Read

William Ing/AP
The Neighbors Who Destroyed Their Lives
By Robert Kolker
The Schweitzer brothers see John Gonsalves everywhere now.
In the small towns on the eastern tip of Hawaii’s Big Island, everyone knows everyone, and if you’re not from here, you might never fit in. Everywhere the brothers go, they see Gonsalves’s truck. He’s a small man with a scraggly beard, and runs a business building fences on properties up and down the coast. Rumor has it the business isn’t doing so well. Rumor also has it he funded that business with the reward money he took for sending the Schweitzer brothers to jail.
Sometimes, at traffic lights or in parking lots, Gonsalves sees them too. On these occasions, he smiles a little. Sometimes he even waves. The brothers can’t believe it. He’s waving? They turn and head in the other direction, fast. If they didn’t leave, they have no idea what they might say to the man they believe ruined their lives.
Read the full article.
More From The Atlantic
 
	Everyone should be reading Palestinian poetry.
	The big questions about AI in 2024
	Future-proofing your town sounds great, until you try it.

Culture Break

A24
Watch. The Iron Claw (in theaters), a new biopic about a tragic professional-wrestling family, is a feel-bad movie in the best way possible.
Read. Ben Austen’s new book,
Correction, argues that it’s time to reconsider parole.
Play our daily crossword.
P.S.
It may very well be that no one asked and no one cares, but in the spirit of year-end indulgence: My Spotify Sound Town is Portland, Maine; my genre sandwich includes rock and “New Americana”; and I listened to a lot of Taylor Swift, the Grateful Dead, and the National. Do with that information what you will. Happy holidays!
— Lora
Katherine Hu 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.





A Modest Proposal for Publishing
An author isn’t the only person who brought a finished title to life.
Gal Beckerman  4:15PM, 22 Dec, 2023
Updated 8:02PM, 22 Dec, 2023

This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors’ weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.
My fondness for the acknowledgments section of books runs very deep. Sometimes I flip to them first, though I try to hold off on this guilty pleasure. I love the way they can reveal a writer’s true, gushy self beneath the veneer of authorial control and style, reminding us of the human being who struggled to bring these pages into existence. But acknowledgments also do something else: They show us what a collaborative act it is to produce a book, if only because we get to hear about the writer’s mom, long-suffering spouse, and loyal dog. And, occasionally, an author reveals the identity of some other important but unseen people: agents, editors, publicists, book-cover designers, fact-checkers.
In an essay this week on Dan Sinykin’s book about publishing, Big Fiction, Josh Lambert evokes this wider workforce. Sinykin’s book sets out to show how conglomeration among publishing houses has affected the kinds of novels we read. Though Lambert isn’t convinced that Sinykin has achieved that objective, he does applaud the effort at further transparency around how books are actually made, and offers this intriguing suggestion: If movies and TV shows include extensive credits, why shouldn’t books? “Would it really be so difficult to have a credits page that acknowledges the contributions of the folks responsible for layout, marketing, and proofreading?” he asks.
First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic’s Books section:
 
	The perfect antidote to an age of angsty literature
	Our forests need more fire, not less.
	Seven books that actually capture what sickness is like
	Zombie history stalks Ukraine.

The proposal is a modest one. And Lambert isn’t the first to consider it; the idea has been bubbling for years. In 2022, Lisa Lucas, who oversees the Pantheon and Schocken imprints, tweeted out her support for a credits page along the lines of what Lambert suggests: “It’s a damn shame that most people don’t know how many people it takes to make a book!” One author who took up the challenge was Malcolm Harris, whose book Palo Alto we wrote about earlier this year. He asked for a page that would list everyone who’d been involved in the creation of his book, from the legal counsel to the publicity intern. “I think everyone who works on a book should be able to point to their name in it forever, and I’m proud that’ll be the case with this one,” Harris tweeted. Molly McGhee recently did the same for her first book, crediting her agent, marketing team, contracts manager, and writing teachers.
The idea hasn’t exactly taken off, but it makes a lot of sense to me. Authorship is commonly imagined as an act of lone genius, as if a book emerges from the brain of a writer like Athena springing fully formed from the head of Zeus. Don’t get me wrong: The process of writing a book is, for the most part, a very solitary one—I’ve written two books, and each one required whole years of sitting in rooms by myself, knowing that it was entirely up to me and my will as to whether a book would come into being. But this is only part of the struggle, and many, many people are involved in getting a book into a reader’s hands.
An editor—especially a brilliant one, as I’ve been lucky to have—pushes against your ideas, hones your writing, demands that you express yourself with the utmost clarity. The publicity-and-marketing team helps frame how the book will be received. The art director designs a cover that will determine what a reader will feel before they even flip to the first page. The best copy editors can give the book the smoothness of a taut bedsheet. Foreign-rights agents make sure that people in other countries can read your words. It would take nothing away from an author to give them all their due—in fact, in an industry with sadly little remuneration, it would only add to these publishing professionals’ feeling of investment in the creative work they’ve helped bring into the world.
The holiday season is a good time to stop and consider all of the unnoticed labor that makes a book possible. These people, along with my favorite writers, have my gratitude for the pleasure they’ve brought me this past year, even if their work doesn’t always get the appreciation it deserves.

The Invisible Forces Behind the Books We Read
What to Read
Middlemarch, by George Eliot 
In 1871, when Eliot was writing Middlemarch, Britain had recently undergone some 40 years of social upheaval. The First and Second Reform Acts enfranchised men of lower means and pedigree, broadening the voting public to include more than just the wealthy and noble few. But her mammoth novel takes place in the lead-up to that change, exploring the tensions between rich and poor, rural and urban, old and new. The story follows Dorothea Brooke, a wealthy and pious 19-year-old orphan living with her sister and her uncle, and Tertius Lydgate, a sweetly naive and eager doctor, as each falls in love, marries, and discovers that a lot follows the expected happily-ever-after. Subplots abound, of course, as this is a lengthy and intricate “Study of Provincial Life” (the novel’s subtitle), but the love triangles, political maneuvering, and intricate gossip in the titular English town make for a thrilling read. This is a book about wonderfully and frustratingly messy people. — Ilana Masad
From our list: Six classic books that live up to their reputation
Your Weekend Read

Everyone Should Be Reading Palestinian Poetry
Recently, while reading the cookbook Jerusalem, I was struck by an observation made by its co-authors, an Israeli chef and a Palestinian chef, in the introduction. Yotam Ottolenghi and Sami Tamimi write that food “seems to be the only unifying force” in Jerusalem, a city claimed as the capital of both Israel and Palestine. Despite their cuisine’s fraught history, the chefs consider the preparation of meals to be a uniquely human act—an unspoken language shared between two people who might otherwise be enemies.
When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.





How Teens Spend Their Free Time
“I’ll take my kid playing PlayStation all night over getting drunk and driving around, that’s for sure,” one reader says.
Conor Friedersdorf  3:35PM, 22 Dec, 2023
Updated 3:48PM, 22 Dec, 2023

Welcome to Up for Debate. Each week, Conor Friedersdorf rounds up timely conversations and solicits reader responses to one thought-provoking question. Later, he publishes some thoughtful replies. Sign up for the newsletter here.
Question of the Week
Since you’ve gamely indulged my inquiries all year, it’s only fair that I give you a chance to ask me anything––pose a question about any issue under the sun, any article I’ve written or argument I’ve made, or any subject at all that you’d like to see me think through. When I answer, space will be limited, so keep your questions short enough for me to reprint them as prompts.
Send your responses to conor@theatlantic.com or simply reply to this email.
Conversations of Note
In a bygone newsletter, I asked, “How much time did you spend with peers in adolescence, and what effect did that have on the rest of your life?” I ran responses from some older readers here. To close out the year, here’s one more batch of responses (edited for length and clarity), featuring a younger cohort of readers.
Andrew in Montreal reminisces about the mid-1980s.
Middle school was surprisingly the happiest period of my life. I had a few friends who would come over every weekend. We’d stay up late playing board games or filming ourselves lip-synching on my parents’ VHS recorder. As we got older we used to sneak out and visit girls on our bikes. We had to plan everything during recess––there were no cellphones and we didn’t want our parents to get wind of our plans on the one family phone.
I’ll never forget the freedom and camaraderie I felt during those years.
Joe graduated high school in 1984, in St. Louis.
I’d be out with friends every weekend and almost every night during the summer and holidays. Video games were starting to be a big part of how we spent our time. But mostly, we just hung out. There were a lot of parties and a lot of drinking but not other drugs—pot occasionally. There were also a lot of couples. So a typical quiet night would be four or five couples watching rented movies at someone’s house, while a wild night would be driving around with a gallon of Brass Monkey (the amount of drunk driving we did is appalling to look back on) and ending up at a house party where police would show up, though no arrests would be made. They’d just send us on our way.
I have a son who’s a freshman in college. He had a couple of steady high-school girlfriends but spent a fraction of the time out of the house with friends compared to me. Online gaming is underestimated for its sociability. He has a lot of friends, or at least acquaintances, through his gaming circle, which ripple out from just his school friends. Also, as far as I can tell, he and his friends drink much, much less than we did. (Yes, I may be fooling myself, but I don’t think so.) I’m grateful because one of the lasting effects from those years was a drinking problem that I struggled with for a long time. I’ll take my kid playing PlayStation all night over getting drunk and driving around, that’s for sure.
Ariela is a Millennial in her mid-30s who started homeschooling by seventh grade.
I met up with my friends after they got out of school and worked in retail and hospitality from age 14, where I made lots of friends five to 10 years my senior. I experienced aspects of a classic adolescence––embarrassingly awkward debauchery, crushes, and insecurities. What teenagers face today, however, is significantly scarier than what I faced. LiveJournal was merely an outlet for my writing and Myspace was a way to publicly curate my interests. I didn't grow up on apps that changed my physical appearance, and bullying was something that we could escape after the school bell rang. It didn't follow us into our own homes on an addictive and compact device. I would rather the teens of Gen Z get out of the house, smoke a little pot, get drunk, and know what it's like to be arrested at a pharmacy for stealing condoms than live in a virtual world.
Matt grew up in rural North Carolina in the 1990s, joined the Boy Scouts, and became an Eagle Scout at 16.
There were some cooler kids in our troop who would win the elections to see who would be the senior patrol leader. I was shy, effeminate, and not the sporting type. But I was good at learning things, and Boy Scouts gave me something to be good at: knot tying, camping, hiking, and good citizenship. I had friends there like me. I advanced in rank. There were times that I felt bullied by the cool kids, but I always had my patrol of friends who were laid-back and enjoyed spending time outdoors. I was given freedom to explore my own character. I was taught responsibility and the tenants of the Boy Scout oath and law. I could learn to be me. Maybe it’s too early to know if kids with helicopter parents will come out as responsible adults. Without independence, a kid won’t know who they are until later in the game.
Errol grew up in a small town in a dry county.
My friends and I frequented the local coffee shop College Hill Coffee
on nights and weekends. I formed some strong friendships and bonds with them sitting in front of the fireplace with my mandarin-orange-and-cherry Italian soda while we all debated various political points as if we actually knew anything at all. We’d get heated over Bush versus Kerry.
Experiences with them and the random college kids and strangers who would sometimes stroll in prepared me for a life of spirited debates. The feeling of being in a public place with a group of your peers and feeling free enough to announce your disagreement with them is still unmatched in the way of experiences that I’ve had in life. This is why, in my mid-ish 30s, I advocate for being a regular at a bar. Being around your friends and being comfortable enough to say what you believe is vital. It’s also fleeting, as we see with Gen Z and younger. Most important, it never gets old. Talking about stuff with the people around you is one of the greatest pleasures and frustrations in life.
Matt was born in 1984, and recalls spending 75 percent of his unstructured time with friends and classmates during his adolescence.
We spent entire summer vacations outside, riding bikes, getting lost in the woods, swimming, playing sandlot baseball, getting in fistfights and chasing enough spare change for an ice-cream sandwich. I am shocked at the amount of independence and trust our parents gave us, and I’m grateful for it. With age, our interests shifted, but the time we spent was still “quality hang.” Poker, pickup basketball, sneaking out of the house and driving around. Even just sitting around watching TV or playing video games was as a group. I don’t even want to guess at the number of hours we spent playing GoldenEye. If you had to stay home, or you got left out of something, you felt like dying. I am not one of those people who walks around saying “What’s wrong with kids these days?,” but it seems obvious that a certain amount of anomie and self-centeredness follows when kids spend too much time “imperially alone,” as David Foster Wallace once put it, “lords of our tiny skull-sized kingdoms, alone at the centre of all creation.”
Tex started ninth grade in 1999.
We all knew car = freedom, and were killing time till we turned 16. We didn’t have iPhones or social media, but we had AIM, which wasn’t all that different from modern instant-messaging apps, except you were sitting at a big desktop computer. People were gossiping, spreading rumors, adding friends, but mostly just having a good time learning how to type. During school we would talk about what happened online last night.
Once you added a username to your list, you could see if they were online or not. I remember staring at the username of the girl I liked. I never got the nerve up to send her a message.
Davis is 21, and graduated from high school in 2020.
I’m reflexively skeptical of the idea that the kids these days just don’t hang out in person. I saw my friends outside of school most days, and we almost never “hung out” through texting or other digital methods—we mostly just used it to coordinate physical meetups. And I was a pretty reclusive, depressed kid—I spent more time alone than most.
If technology affected anything, it was the way we hung out—our default was watching (often admittedly terrible) movies and reality shows on Netflix and then talking over them. If we didn’t have that, I guess we might have had those aimless conversations at a mall or a park. But I think they would have been fundamentally the same conversations.
I was part of the no-dating statistic, but is that a bad thing? I see hand-wringing about this, but do healthy, long-term adult relationships even remotely resemble high-school dating?
I have no regrets there.
Robin was born in 1999.
As a teenager in the 2010s, I was lucky enough to spend almost every afternoon in activities with friends. We would spend every Saturday together under the guise of working in our school’s robotics lab (we did plenty of robotics, but also plenty of sitting in someone’s car in the parking lot). Some nights, we would make it home for 10 p.m. curfew, then talk for several more hours on Skype. That’s where we talked about “deep things” like what we wanted from the world, and when we started admitting, even to friends of the opposite gender, that we thought about sex and had questions about each other’s bodies. I am forever grateful for those friends, and I still talk to several of them regularly.
Despite these close friendships, I didn’t date at all in high school. I then spent most of college feeling paralyzed. It seemed like everyone else knew what they were doing and I didn’t. I spent several years thinking I might be asexual, when really I’m just not interested in hookups. I didn’t have my first real relationship (or lose my virginity) until I was 22.
Luckily, I was never very interested in social media. I had Snapchat for about a year when I was 16, but I deleted it because I could feel myself focusing on documenting my life to show others how much fun I was having instead of actually having fun. In college, I finally got Instagram, years after most of my peers. I developed an eating disorder. I deleted Instagram.
Thanks for your contributions. I read every one that you send. By submitting an email, you’ve agreed to let us use it—in part or in full—in the newsletter and on our website. Published feedback may include a writer’s full name, city, and state, unless otherwise requested in your initial note, and may be edited for length and clarity.
This newsletter will be off next week. We wish you all happy holidays, and we’ll be back the week of January 1.
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“Sometimes the only thing
that gives me solace is the
knowledge that we're all
trying, and failing, and then
getting up and trying again,
to be true both to ourselves
and to the people we love.”

MARY LOUISE KELLY, A HOST OF
NPR’S ALL THINGS CONSIDERED
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“You have to give to receive. You
have to lose yourself in a
common cause to find yourself.
The deepest human relationships
are gift relationships, based on
mutual care.”

555 A00KE: ONTRIETEING FRITER A
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“The reason [grief] hurts so
badly is because we love them
so much ... The pain can be
understood not as a bad thing
to avoid, but as a beautiful
tribute, a sign that our hearts
are still working.”

COLIN CAMPBELL,
WRITER AND DIRECTOR
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“Boundaries are often
thought of as rules for other
people, but in reality, they’re
rules for ourselves. They’re
our own definition of what
we're comfortable with, and
our own choice about what
we'll do if someone ignores
the boundary.”

OLGA KHAZAN, STAFF WRITER
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“Equipping our kids with good
judgment—and letting them
experience the consequences of
messing up without trying to
get in front of every mistake—
is the only way to raise young
adults who will be equipped to
function on their own.”

DEVORAH HEITNER, AUTHOR
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“Relationships keep us
happier and healthier
throughout our life spans.
We neglect our connections
with others at our peril.”

ROBERT WALDINGER AND MARC SCHULZ, THE
HARVARD STUDY OF ADULT DEVELOPMENT
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“Awe is all around us. We just
need to know where to look for
it ... The more we practice awe,
it seems, the richer it gets.”

DACHER KELTNER, FOUNDING DIRECTOR OF A
THE GREATER GOOD SCIENCE CENTER
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“Many people are prepared
to move for a new job ... or
even just for an adventure.
Moving to be closer to
buddies should be no
different. Friends are not
incidental to a good life;
they’re essential to one.”

ADRIENNE MATEI, WRITER
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