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Alcohol is one of the most dangerous drugs, yet its presence is ubiquitous in social settings and celebrations

theconversation.com · Emma Fenske, Addiction Medicine Fellow and Internal Medicine Physician, Oregon Health & Science University

Alcohol is woven into the thread of American life, from work events to major holidays and everything in between.  TravisLincoln/iStock via Getty Images PlusFew substances are as deeply woven into everyday life as alcohol. It is a fixture at holiday celebrations, work-related social gatherings, sporting events, airports, and brunch or dinner tables. A raised glass for a toast, the ubiquitous wedding open bar or drinks shared during a Fourth of July celebration all demonstrate how deeply alcohol has become embedded in social customs and cultural traditions.


Yet alcohol contributes to millions of deaths globally each year and is linked to cancer, liver disease, unintentional accidents, violence and, importantly, dependence and addiction. Despite this, the disconnect between alcohol’s cultural role and its serious health burden is striking. 


Although drinking patterns vary substantially across countries, an estimated 2.3 billion people worldwide consume alcohol. It is deeply integrated into social life across the globe, despite its well-documented health risks.


As a physician working in addiction medicine, I regularly care for patients whose alcohol use affects nearly every organ system. It is often not until these patients end up admitted to the hospital that they learn the impact of alcohol on various parts of their body besides their liver. 


No such thing as a ‘safe’ amount


Newer evidence challenges assumptions about what was long considered “safe drinking.” Even moderate drinking carries risk and is not as harmless as people, including experts, once thought. 


Many people associate alcohol risk primarily with addiction or legal complications such as driving while intoxicated. However, its effects extend far beyond this, into nearly every aspect of a person’s well-being. 


While alcohol may transiently improve mood and ease social anxiety, long-term alcohol use can lead to a worsening of mood, cognition and sleep, which can further compound use. 


A 2021 literature review found that consuming approximately two standard drinks roughly doubles the odds of sustaining both motor vehicle and non-motor vehicle injuries. The review also found that heavy episodic (binge) drinking can increase the risk of injury by 20- to 50-fold, depending on the amount of alcohol consumed and the type of injury. While alcohol’s effects on the liver are well known, it can also lead to gastrointestinal complications and heart disease


The World Health Organization estimates that 2.6 million deaths each year are attributable to alcohol, accounting for nearly 1 in every 20 deaths worldwide. 



            [image: Smiling young woman holding an alcoholic drink at a festive outdoor event.]
            
              The World Health Organization classifies alcohol as a carcinogen, yet it is still widely socially accepted.
              Counter/DigitalVision via Getty Images
            
          

Mixed messaging around alcohol and cancer


While many people recognize the risks of alcohol addiction, people are generally much less aware of the links between alcohol use and cancer risk.


The World Health Organization classifies alcohol as a Group 1 carcinogen, – the same category as tobacco and asbestos. In other words, these are agents classified as having sufficient evidence that they cause cancer in humans.


In 2025, a U.S. Surgeon General advisory emphasized that alcohol increases the risk of at least seven cancers and called for updated warning labels. It concluded that alcohol increases an individual’s risk of developing seven types of cancer, including cancers of the breast, colorectal, liver, oral, esophagus and larynx. 


Yet fewer than half of Americans recognize alcohol as a risk factor for cancer, particularly for cancers such as breast cancer that are not commonly associated with alcohol use.


The relationship between alcohol and cancer is nuanced. Throughout the 1990s and early 2000s, observational studies suggested that moderate alcohol consumption might offer cardiovascular benefits. 


Over the past decade, however, higher-quality studies have challenged those findings, suggesting that much of the apparent benefit may have reflected differences in the health and lifestyles of moderate drinkers rather than a protective effect of alcohol itself. 


According to the Dietary Guidelines for Americans, current evidence increasingly suggests that even low levels of alcohol may increase cancer risk.


The guidelines acknowledge that adults should “consume less alcohol for better overall health.” However, the most recent version of the guidelines for 2025-2030, updated in January 2026, removed the previous recommendation to limit intake to no more than one drink per day for women and two for men. It also omitted explicit discussion of alcohol’s links to cancer. 


These changes have drawn criticism from public health experts, who argue that the revised language downplays the growing evidence of alcohol-related harms and provides less specific guidance to consumers. Against this backdrop, Dr. Mehmet Oz, Administrator of the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services, characterized alcohol as a “social lubricant” that brings people together, rather than emphasizing its well-established health risks.


That may be true physiologically, at least temporarily, but it obscures the fact that relying on alcohol as a social lubricant can lead to chemical and psychological dependency. In my view, statements to that effect are shortsighted, prioritizing short-term social effects over more insidious and long-term issues, including addiction. 



            
            Researchers are learning more and more about the health risks of even moderate drinking.
          

A seismic cultural shift


While many dangerous mind-altering substances are hidden from public perception, alcohol is often placed at the center of it – a trend that shows no sign of changing imminently. 


Further, large companies often profit from ads that appeal to young people. 


Looking back at the history of tobacco smoking provides some helpful insights. In 1965, 42.4% of the U.S. population smoked. By 2022, that figure had dropped to 11.6%.


This dramatic decline did not happen because of a single intervention, but through decades of accumulating scientific evidence, public education campaigns, warning labels, restrictions on advertising, smoke-free policies, higher tobacco taxes and shifts in social norms. Together, these efforts transformed smoking from a widely accepted social behavior into one broadly recognized as a major health risk and, correspondingly, less socially accepted.


Although alcohol consumption has modestly declined in recent years, it remains deeply embedded in social life in ways cigarette smoking no longer is. 


People often assume that if a substance is legal, common and widely socially accepted, as well as encouraged, then it must also be safe. But public health history suggests those assumptions can and should change.

Emma Fenske does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.


Original: https://theconversation.com/alcohol-is-one-of-the-most-dangerous-drugs-yet-its-presence-is-ubiquitous-in-social-settings-and-celebrations-278631
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How did it feel to be an American colonist in 1776? Probably itchy, achy and slightly nauseated

theconversation.com · Katherine Ott, Curator of Medicine and Science, National Museum of American History, Smithsonian Institution

Life went on in the late 18th century, regardless of your everyday ailments. Archive Photos/Getty ImagesTrade the tricorn hats, bonnets and homespun shirts for flip flops, sneakers and soccer jerseys, and the intrepid revolutionaries of 1776 would have looked a lot like the people of 2026. But their sense of embodiment and experience of health was markedly different from Americans today.


It goes deeper than not having aspirin, toothpaste or air conditioning, or not knowing about germs and penicillin. What was happening in their gut and mouth and on their skin was a world away from today. Chronic bodily states of indigestion, itchy skin, flatulence and slow-healing wounds were common and accommodated.


The American colonists were friends with affliction and shared their suffering socially, in writing and conversation. Ben Franklin, no stranger to suffering, wrote that “We are first mov’d by Pain, and the whole succeeding Course of our Lives is but one continu’d Series of Action with a view to be freed from it.”


Acute illnesses like smallpox, typhoid, dysentery, yellow fever and diptheria shadowed every ache and cough. But the everyday diminishment of vitality, mobility and equanimity defined life in 1776. Illness was pervasive. Rich or poor, free or enslaved, everyone was at risk.


Since I was a child, I’ve been fascinated with bodies and what it felt like to be in someone else’s skin. Now that I am a medical historian, I am lucky to be a Smithsonian curator with access to a large collection of medical instruments that figuratively put some flesh on the descriptions in old letters and medical journals about rheum, dyspepsia and other then-common conditions.


Although embodied experience varied in different localities around the Atlantic Basin by climate, legal status, race and other vulnerabilities, the instruments used on those bodies capture general notions of physical well-being. A lot is missing from our connection to people in the past when all we use are words.



            [image: a metal tool nestled in a wooden holder]
            
              To 21st-century eyes, a fleam looks like a pretty blunt tool to use to open a vein and bleed a patient.
              Smithsonian’s National Museum of American History, Division of Medicine and Science
            
          

Human bodies were like animals’


The few medical instruments of the revolutionary era were heavy in the hand, awkward in use and imprecise to maneuver. They also tell a story of tolerance for pain and discomfort that is both disquieting and fascinating.


The design and materials of devices such as bone saws, fleams and scarifacators – used to bleed veins and skin surfaces – illustrate the close affinity of humans with other animals. The same scalpel or bone saw that cut a human also cleft sheep, horses, pigs and other animals in distress.


The veil between species was thin. In 1776, people lived closely with their animals. They brought them into the house in bad weather or spent nights on straw in the shed with them – exclusive of genteel families, that is.



            [image: illustration of people walking past a dairy shed with farmwork happening inside with cow]
            
              People lived cheek-by-jowl with their non-human animals.
              PATSTOCK/Moment via Getty Images
            
          

Cleanliness often took the form of river bathing, intended to invigorate rather than for sanitary purposes. In place of bathing, people changed clothes. The result was a menu of skin complaints – fungal, bacterial and otherwise.


Lice abounded. Bed bugs interrupted sleep. Scabies, ringworm, rashes from numerous unknown sources and unwashed skin was wrapped in clothing of stiff linen, smelly woolens or coarse calico. The byproduct was irritated, itchy skin with the discomfort of scratches, scabs and the stink that accompanied it.


Because infancy was risky, some colonial families and midwives followed tough love and tried to “harden” the child with cold water immersion and weaning. Many Indigenous women, on the other hand, nursed their infants until they were three or four years old. One in three colonist babies did not live to their second birthday.


Tools to purge ill humors


If a person did survive to adulthood, there was a good chance they would live to 55 or 60, barring accidents or childbirth complications.


There were few professional doctors, so healthcare came from midwives, bonesetters who also cut hair and removed cataracts, ministers, and community members, including apothecaries and plantation root doctors who were knowledgeable about plants. Although Pennsylvania Hospital in Philadelphia had been established as the first American hospital 25 years earlier, institutions for care were few at the time of the revolution.


European colonists commonly believed that the balance of humors – yellow and black biles, blood and phlegm – circulating through one’s body was important for health. Belief in the efficacy of bloodletting was well-established and undisputed until well into the 1800s.


Doctors, following accepted practice, would likely have bled or purged an ill person for humoral balance. Surgeons washed their bloody hands in contaminated water and dried them on their equally bloody apron or clothes, unaware of germs.



            [image: two metal tools side by side, one more like a tube and one with a sharp point]
            
              A pointed trocar could pierce the flesh while the cannula tube would allow fluids to pour out or in.
              Smithsonian’s National Museum of American History, Division of Medicine and Science
            
          

When fluid accumulated from infection, a practitioner might use a small sharp spear nested in a metal tube, called a trocar and cannula. The pair were pushed into the body wherever swelling threatened a patient’s health, or exploration of an inner cavity was warranted. Then the doctor removed the perforating trocar, with its triangular shaped head, and left the cannula in place, as a conduit for fluids going in or coming out.


Desperate patients drank liquor to escape the procedure in this pre-anaesthesia era. Community care by family, friends and experienced elders was often more effective and safer than a trained physician.


A mouthful of troubles


Low-level scurvy, caused by lack of vitamin C, was common, thanks to diets containing few vegetables and fruits. Mild scurvy caused bleeding gums, tooth loss and foul-smelling breath.


Home manuals offering advice for health, domestic activities and marriage included many recipes for mouth wash. Ingredients often included tobacco ash, alum, sage, clove and sometimes charcoal. Charcoal also doubled for polishing teeth.



            [image: tool with wooden handle and metal hook on opposite end]
            
              Tooth key extractor was a medical instrument that could grab onto a troublesome tooth to yank it out.
              Smithsonian’s National Museum of American History, Division of Medicine and Science
            
          

To pull a cracked or decayed tooth, a practitioner might yank it with the claw of a tooth key, painful but quicker than slippery fingers or forceps.


Without a reliable way to keep food fresh, many meals included sour milk and meat that was beginning to rot – what colonists called “high.” Spoiled food meant dyspepsia – otherwise known as indigestion – and loose bowels.


People commonly used tobacco to treat many ailments, including indigestion, respiratory problems, pain and loathsome mouth afflictions. They also turned to laudanum, from opium, as well as the poisons mercury and antimony.


A life of daily discomfort


Retrospective diagnosis is always flawed but the Revolutionary generation experienced ailments that sound similar to diabetes, arthritis, cancer, anemia, rabies, the common cold and tuberculosis. There were no effective treatments or consistent diagnosis for any of these.


Some explanations of bodily difference were obviously wrong, such as physician and signer of the Declaration of Independence Benjamin Rush’s conviction that the dark skin of African Americans was a disease, derived from leprosy. Common wisdom also held that birthmarks were caused by the mother’s experience during pregnancy.


Bodily experiences that made sense in 1776 are often inscrutable to people today. Feelings are fleeting and words inadequate. Without considering objects, understanding history is incomplete, leaving people today disconnected from those who lived it.


We can’t directly know each colonist’s individual self. But knowing their material world through medical objects of their time allows us to visit and appreciate how they managed to cut through distractions of the body and bequeath to us those groundbreaking, enduring self-evident truths.

Katherine Ott does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.


Original: https://theconversation.com/how-did-it-feel-to-be-an-american-colonist-in-1776-probably-itchy-achy-and-slightly-nauseated-277153
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How health insurers get a free pass to deny coverage from a 52-year-old law meant to protect worker pensions

theconversation.com · Miranda Yaver, Assistant Professor of Health Policy and Management, University of Pittsburgh

Hurdles in accessing health insurance are major drivers of health and economic inequities. veeranggull orachon/iStock via Getty Images PlusFlorence Corcoran, an employee of South Central Bell Telephone Company, was eight months into a high-risk pregnancy when her obstetrician recommended she spend the final month on bed rest in the hospital, for close monitoring. Despite the recommendation, her health insurer determined that it would only cover partial-day at-home nursing care. 


While a nurse was off duty, her fetus went into distress and died.


Corcoran sued her insurer, UnitedHealthcare. Because of a little-known law called the Employee Retirement and Income Security Act of 1974, or ERISA, she was unable to recover any money from her insurer due to their wrongful denial. She would see no legal justice following this avoidable tragedy. 


Facing health insurance hurdles is an all-too-common American experience. But while courtroom dramas would have many Americans believe that patients can sue to recover money damages when they face wrongful denials, for most people who have employer-sponsored insurance, that is far from the truth. Corcoran’s case was decided in 1992 – and the situation is only worse today.


I’m a political scientist studying health insurance barriers and the politics of efforts to reform America’s health care system. In my book, “Coverage Denied: How Insurers Drive Inequality in the United States,” I traced how health insurance obstacles can upend patients’ health and economic lives. 


ERISA magnifies those barriers by limiting patients’ legal ability to hold health insurers accountable – instead giving them a free pass to keep denying coverage without facing real consequences. 





Healthcare rationing by inconvenience


Health insurance hurdles, such as prior authorization and claim denials, are widespread in U.S. healthcare, and the problem is growing. 


Americans who have health insurance say prior authorization is the healthcare system’s biggest burden, causing administrative headaches while care is kept out of reach. Claim denials hit hard too. 


Between 2016 and 2023, claim denials increased from 9% to 12%. In a nationwide survey I conducted in 2024, I found that 36% of Americans experience at least one coverage denial – though usually, it’s several. 


The denial rate is even higher among people on employer-sponsored insurance, the type of insurance to which ERISA applies. 



            
            Coverage denials are becoming more common – more than one-third of Americans have experienced an insurer denying at least one health coverage claim.
          

Denials can be appealed, but doing so demands a level of health insurance literacy and bureaucratic know-how that most people lack. My research shows that less affluent people are less likely to appeal denials in the first place, and sicker patients and those from historically marginalized groups are less likely to prevail even if they do appeal. 


Such hurdles effectively create a dynamic that I call “rationing by inconvenience,” with red tape impeding meaningful access to care. This drives both health and economic inequities. 


When healthcare is kept out of reach, less affluent and Black and Hispanic patients are more likely to postpone care they need, often to the detriment of their health. And they may delay non-medical spending, too, due to unexpected healthcare costs. 


ERISA’s unintended effects


The sweeping impact of coverage barriers makes it especially important for patients to be able to take effective legal action against insurers. But ERISA strictly limits legal leverage for most people who get health insurance through their employer. 


ERISA was crafted in response to widespread public concern about the mismanagement of private pensions, such as with the infamous sudden closure of Studebaker’s factory in South Bend, Indiana in 1963, which left thousands of autoworkers without their pension benefits. By establishing minimum federal standards and regulations for private benefit plans, the law aimed to protect workers’ pensions from fraud and mismanagement. 


But shortly before Congress voted on the legislation, it added text related to “employee welfare benefit plans,” which include health benefits. It seems that lawmakers failed to appreciate that pensions and health benefits might demand different approaches to enforcement.


Unlike with other insurance plans, patients with ERISA-governed plans can’t sue an insurer for money damages – to reflect pain and suffering or lost income – when an insurer wrongly denies their care. They can only sue to get the specific treatment covered. 


The law mainly affects one type of employer health insurance, called  self-insured plans, in which the employer pays employees’ medical claims itself rather than buying coverage through an insurer. When ERISA was enacted in 1974, no more than 6% of workers who got health insurance through an employer were covered by a self-funded plan. 


Today, 67% of people insured through an employer – roughly 100 million Americans  – are in these plans, making the law’s defects especially salient.


Driving health inequity


ERISA’s constraints on patient protections have far-reaching effects. For one thing, lawyers prefer not to take on cases that don’t involve money, making it hard for patients to sue even for the limited benefits to which they would be entitled. 


What’s more, even if patients are able to sue an insurer, the harms they experienced from wrongful coverage denials still wouldn’t be fully addressed – or in some cases, addressed at all. 


For a worker suing an employer over a wrongly withheld pension, which ERISA was originally enacted to address, receiving that retained money would restore their loss. But that’s not the case for a worker who sues an insurer that denies coverage for their health condition. 



            [image: A doctor shows an older couple some test results on a tablet.]
            
              Even if you successfully appeal an insurer’s claim denial, your condition may decline during the time it takes to go through the process.
              Tom Werner/DigitalVision via Getty Images
            
          

Imagine a patient denied coverage for cancer treatment, for example. Even if a court reverses the decision, the patient’s condition may have worsened to the point where the treatment is no longer clinically indicated or as effective. 


Florence Corcoran experienced this in the extreme: When she lost her fetus at eight months, the only relief to which she was entitled under ERISA was the inpatient monitoring that she no longer required after her pregnancy’s tragic conclusion. 


ERISA’s poor design thus creates a destructive feedback loop that limits Americans’ access to healthcare and promotes health and economic disparities. By disincentivizing lawsuits, ERISA makes it virtually costless for insurers to deny coverage for patients’ prescribed healthcare.  


A block on health reform


In many cases, individual states can pass their own laws to get around congressional gridlock relating to health policy. But ERISA explicitly overrides state laws that relate to self-insured health plans – including consumer protection laws that could potentially protect patients. In doing so, ERISA blocks states from enacting comprehensive health insurance reforms, including those promoting health insurance equity. 


Lawmakers have raised this issue over the years, but Congress has not made serious attempts to reform these provisions since the late 1990s’ unsuccessful efforts toward a patients’ bill of rights. Later healthcare measures, including the Affordable Care Act, have focused on increasing the number of people who have health insurance and largely steered clear of efforts to reduce barriers for the tens of millions enrolled in these plans.


In my view, that is especially unfortunate because at the state level, there is bipartisan appetite to address ongoing health insurance barriers, such as by reforming prior authorization.


For example, California’s prior authorization reform bill, SB 1120, passed in 2024 unanimously. The problem is that ERISA prevents laws like SB 1120 from addressing health insurance barriers within the majority of employer-sponsored insurance plans.


Congress could move toward overhauling this outdated law – for example, by allowing states to seek waivers from ERISA’s constraints. Without such action, insurers will continue to face relatively little legal risk when they wrongly deny coverage, and patients will continue to bear most of the consequences.

Miranda Yaver does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.


Original: https://theconversation.com/how-health-insurers-get-a-free-pass-to-deny-coverage-from-a-52-year-old-law-meant-to-protect-worker-pensions-280709
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Supreme Court bars states from protecting consumers if federal agencies won’t

theconversation.com · Sarah J. Morath, Professor of Law and Associate Dean for International Affairs, Wake Forest University

As of April 2026, the U.S. government has not required a warning label on Roundup weed killer. AP Photo/Haven DaleyChemical giant Monsanto has argued for years that if the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency approves a pesticide label without requiring a cancer warning, states cannot hold its manufacturer liable in court for failing to warn consumers about cancer risks. The U.S. Supreme Court agreed, in a ruling issued on June 25, 2026, though some members of Congress are taking steps to override that ruling.


Between 2009 and 2019, the EPA repeatedly concluded there is no evidence that glyphosate causes cancer in humans. The agency has, therefore, allowed glyphosate-based weed killers, including Monsanto’s Roundup, to remain on the market without a cancer warning on its label. That’s despite a 2015 report from the International Agency for Research on Cancer, a branch of the World Health Organization, that classified glyphosate as “probably carcinogenic to humans” based on “limited” evidence of cancer in humans from real-world exposure and “sufficient” evidence of cancer in experimental animals. A 2025 study had similar findings in lab rats.


Several U.S. lawsuits have used the 2015 report to win legal cases claiming that Monsanto failed to warn them of the chemical’s dangers. One of the first, Hardeman v. Monsanto Co., ended in a US$80 million verdict against Monsanto in 2019. The jury found that Edwin Hardeman, a California man who used the weed killer on his properties, had proved that Roundup had caused his cancer and that Monsanto had failed to warn consumers of the dangers of its product. That finding was upheld on appeal.


In the years since, Monsanto, now owned by German chemical giant Bayer, has paid out over $10 billion to settle about 100,000 claims from people who said their health was harmed after they were exposed to Roundup. But Monsanto continues to say – and the Supreme Court agreed – that a federal law passed in 1947 and significantly amended in 1972, the Federal Insecticide, Fungicide, and Rodenticide Act, bars states from imposing any labeling requirement beyond what the federal government has approved – meaning state courts cannot hold the company liable for failing to include a warning that the U.S. EPA does not require. 


While the law was originally administered by the U.S. Department of Agriculture, today the Environmental Protection Agency regulates the registration, use and sale of pesticides in the United States. Companies that wish to sell pesticides must, according to the law, demonstrate that they will not “cause unreasonable adverse effects on the environment,” including “water, air, land, and all plants and man and other animals … and the interrelationships which exist among these.”


As a scholar of environmental and food law, I can say the Supreme Court’s decision in the case will effectively block tens of thousands of other lawsuits saying the company failed to warn consumers about glyphosate’s potential dangers. It will also raise problems for similar lawsuits against other pesticide manufacturers.


A recent proposal to settle a large number of lawsuits with a $7.25 billion class action settlement may also be reexamined.


The Durnell decision, however, is limited to failure-to-warn claims. The harms associated with pesticides will continue to be a concern for consumers, courts and legislatures.  



            [image: A group of people gather in front of a large white building with pillars in the front.]
            
              A crowd demonstrates at the Supreme Court in favor of consumer protections on April 27, 2026.
              Tasos Katopodis/Getty Images
            
          

A short history of the case


The case before the Supreme Court began in 2019, when John Durnell, a resident of St. Louis, sued Monsanto in a Missouri state court, claiming that his regular use of Roundup in neighborhood beautification efforts over many years had caused him to develop non-Hodgkin lymphoma, a type of blood cancer.


As it had done in previous cases, Monsanto sought to dismiss the lawsuit by claiming the federal law prevented Durnell from making those claims in state court. But the trial proceeded, and in 2023 a Missouri jury found that Monsanto had, in fact, failed to warn Durnell of the danger and awarded him $1.25 million in damages.


In February 2025, a state appeals court upheld the jury’s verdict, ruling that Missouri’s laws requiring companies to warn of dangers are not preempted by federal law. Both Missouri and federal law, the appeals court found, require companies to label products with adequate warnings to protect public health. The fact that the EPA had not required a cancer warning on Roundup did not, in the court’s view, absolve Monsanto of its separate obligation under Missouri law to warn consumers of known dangers.


The Supreme Court agreed to hear an appeal in the case, seeking to determine whether federal law bars states from holding a company liable for failing to include a warning that the EPA reviewed and chose not to require.  


At the Supreme Court


During the oral argument, lawyer Paul Clement, representing Monsanto, claimed that Missouri was trying to require a different label than federal law allows, and that the company could not have added a cancer warning on its own. The company argued that EPA regulations prohibit manufacturers from changing safety warnings without the agency’s prior approval, which Monsanto never asked to do.


Principal Deputy Solicitor General Sarah Harris, a top Justice Department attorney, told the court the Trump administration agrees with Monsanto’s interpretation of the law.


Durnell’s attorney, Ashley Keller, argued that registration of a pesticide with the EPA does not exempt a company from civil liability for its product’s safety.


The justices split 7-2. In the court’s majority ruling, Justice Brett Kavanaugh wrote that the federal law specifically prevents states from requiring labels “in addition to or different from” federal labeling. And, Kavanaugh wrote, the law specifically prevents “misbranding” – the inclusion of inaccurate information on product labels. The ruling said Durnell’s claim would require a warning that the EPA did not require – but information counter to EPA’s conclusions is by definition inaccurate.


In her dissent, Justice Ketanji Brown Jackson, who was joined by Justice Neil Gorsuch, said the majority misread the federal law’s text and that Durnell’s state-law claim paralleled the federal law’s prohibition on misbranded pesticides rather than imposing an additional or different requirement. Jackson said the court’s majority ultimately made a ruling that “leaves Durnell without a remedy for the significant harms he has suffered.”



            [image: People wearing protective clothing lie down in the street.]
            
              Protests around the world, including this one in Paris in 2019, have objected to the manufacturing and use of glyphosate, the active ingredient in the weed killer sold as Roundup.
              AP Photo/Rafael Yahgobzadeh
            
          

What comes next


The ruling in Monsanto’s favor blocks Durnell’s claim. While some Democrats in Congress say they’ll work to pass legislation undoing the ruling’s effects, other efforts are underway to defend corporations from similar claims by consumers alleging products were dangerous.


In February 2026, President Donald Trump signed an executive order calling glyphosate “crucial to the national security and defense” because of its role in boosting food production by killing weeds in farmers’ fields.


Congress is also considering a proposal that would prevent state and local governments from imposing stricter labeling requirements on pesticides than those approved by the EPA. Six states have also introduced bills to limit pesticide manufacturers’ liability. A similar provision was stripped from the Farm Bill in April 2026.


A broader legal principle is also at stake: whether Congress or federal agencies can block states from protecting people when federal regulators have not required companies to warn the public about potential harm. 


In April 2026, Sen. Ted Cruz, a Texas Republican, introduced a bill that would prevent people from filing lawsuits in state courts that seek to hold oil and gas companies responsible for environmental damage, including their contributions to climate change. In late 2026 or early 2027, the Supreme Court is also expected to hear a case about whether existing federal law already blocks those lawsuits.


Together, these efforts reflect concerted efforts to protect large corporations from consumers’ claims that products have harmed them and to prevent states from holding companies accountable when federal regulation falls short.


This article includes material previously published on April 30, 2026.

Sarah J. Morath is affiliated with the Global Council for Science and the Environment.


Original: https://theconversation.com/supreme-court-bars-states-from-protecting-consumers-if-federal-agencies-wont-284609
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How a box set from 1964 attempted to capture the sweep of American music from the colonial era to the counterculture

theconversation.com · Ted Olson, Professor of Appalachian Studies and Bluegrass, Old-Time and Roots Music Studies, East Tennessee State University

American folk musician Pete Seeger sings and plays banjo for a group of people that includes first lady Eleanor Roosevelt in 1944. Joseph A. HorneLong before the Revolutionary War, numerous traditions of Indigenous music flourished in places later incorporated into the United States. European music was heard in the New World from the earliest days of exploration and settlement. Disgruntled colonists in taverns and town squares borrowed British melodies to support new lyrics expressive of a developing national consciousness. After the U.S. became a nation in its own right, Francis Scott Key also pulled from British songs to pen the national anthem.


Over the ensuing decades, the young nation incorporated the musical repertoires, instruments and expressions of immigrants from various European and African groups. While the restless spirit of musical reinvention continues today, it is a challenge to comprehend the full scope of how American music has evolved.


Musicians throughout the nation’s history have been fearless documentarians of American life and experience. As a historian of American music, I believe that Americans can increase their understanding of their national legacy by listening to and learning from the nation’s music. Music can help Americans see their shared story of a national identity forged through an often fraught coexistence with people of different ethnicities and backgrounds.


‘The Folk Box’


Those seeking to better understand the evolution of American music might seek out and listen to “The Folk Box,” a landmark but overlooked piece of audio history. Compiled in 1964 by Elektra Records founder Jac Holzman, this four-LP, 83-track box set was intended as an accessible survey of the roots and branches of American vernacular music. 



            [image: a square with large and small text]
            
              ’The Folk Box’ is a four-LP, 83-track box set of American music.
              Screen capture by The Conversation.
            
          

“The Folk Box” combined recordings from the Elektra Records stable of artists, with significant contributions from the Folkways Records catalog. It featured a 48-page booklet written by Bob Dylan biographer Robert Shelton, who outlined the narrative arc of the set. 


“The Folk Box” portrayed the nation’s music heritage as a dynamic and diverse soundscape that had consistently absorbed new influences, reinventing itself by reflecting the shifting demographics of a nation constantly changing. This modest documentary album illustrates how American music has always contributed significantly to the telling of America’s story.


Transplants from the British Isles


In 1776, as the nation’s founding generation proclaimed democratic ideals, music in the emerging United States consisted largely of British ballads, fiddle tunes, sea chanteys and hymns. These traditions had been transported across the Atlantic but were adapted to reflect new realities. “The Folk Box” explores this transitional era by featuring songs like “Good Old Colony Times,” performed by Ed McCurdy, and “Jefferson and Liberty,” as sung by Oscar Brand.


During the Revolutionary Era, music mobilized political action and helped forge community bonds. Broadsides – sheets of paper containing lyrics to be sung to familiar, traditional melodies – were a common medium for disseminating songs. The early American songs and tunes were characterized by their simplicity and portability. Most everyone could sing or play them anywhere. 


The music soon began to diverge from its European origins. Isolation in many American settlements required a self-reliant approach to performing music. In Appalachia, a regional style of song emerged that transformed the narrative focus of British ballads into shorter lyric folk songs suitable for presentation on commercial recordings. These songs were less detailed than the ballads but conveyed intense emotion gleaned from an often hardscrabble existence. “The Coo-Coo Bird,” performed by Clarence Ashley and Doc Watson on “The Folk Box,” illustrates this process of transformation, with references to a log cabin and the Fourth of July.



            
            The author describes Appalachian music and his role as a music historian.
          

African musical foundation


Throughout the 19th century, as the nation expanded its borders and people from around the world immigrated to the United States, the American musical landscape diversified. Much of this cultural change was inextricably tied to systemic oppression. Forced migration and enslavement of millions of African people brought a new sonic DNA to the United States – one that would fundamentally transform global culture.


“The Folk Box” represents this cultural shift by highlighting such classic recordings as Huddie “Lead Belly” Ledbetter’s “Pick a Bale of Cotton and Blind Willie Johnson’s ”Dark was the Night, Cold was the Ground“ – songs associated with forced labor, spiritual devotion and the post-emancipation struggle. 


African musical traditions were characterized by polyrhythms, call-and-response structures and the expressive vocal bending that created ”blue notes.“ These musical techniques merged with European harmonic structures, yielding spirituals, which masked coded messages of escape and resistance beneath religious imagery. 
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              Huddie ‘Lead Belly’ Leadbetter, right, is one of the most influential figures in American blues and folk music.
              William P. Gottlieb/Ira and Leonore S. Gershwin Fund Collection, Music Division, Library of Congress
            
          

By the end of the 19th century, this melding of musical elements yielded the blues. A secular music, the blues encapsulated hardship, resilience and a longing for freedom. When introduced to cities, the blues – represented on "The Folk Box” by artists like Josh White and Big Bill Broonzy – formed the bedrock for subsequent music genres, including jazz, rhythm and blues, and rock and roll.


The threads that formed country music


The American West generated its own mythologies. Irish and Scottish laborers moved to the West to work on railroads, while Mexican vaqueros herded cattle on the open range. Westward migration and cowboy culture are traced on “The Folk Box” in songs like Harry Jackson’s “I Ride an Old Paint” and Cisco Houston’s “Zebra Dun.” These cowboy songs were meant to soothe restless cattle during the night or break the monotony of isolation.


Cowboy music employed a strong sense of place by blending European storytelling traditions with images from a regionally specific way of life. This combination would go on to influence commercial country and bluegrass music.


By the early 20th century, the nation’s regional sounds were being preserved in songbooks and on commercial and documentary recordings. New technologies such as the phonograph and the radio spread this regional music, introducing various traditions to new communities. These technological leaps coincided with the national crises of the Great Depression and the Dust Bowl. American music transformed localized entertainment into a powerful vehicle for social critique and political protest. 


“The Folk Box” represents this historical moment with tracks such as “This Land is Your Land” and “Talking Dust Bowl” from Woody Guthrie and “Which Side are You On” from The Almanac Singers. These songs spoke truth to power and demonstrated how people can wield traditional music to spotlight the economic anxieties of the working class.




Folk revival and counterculture


When “The Folk Box” was released in 1964, the United States was experiencing another cultural revolution. The urban folk music revival had peaked in New York City’s Greenwich Village, and music was embracing the counterculture. The set’s final sides chronicle this moment of metamorphosis. It features recordings of new songs in the folk vein, composed by contemporaneous songwriters, like “The Thresher” by Phil Ochs and “High Sheriff of Hazard” by Tom Paxton. The set represents the emergence of Dylan by including his protest song “Masters of War” in a recording by Judy Collins. 


Young artists of the 1960s were no longer simply collecting and reinterpreting old songs. They were using traditional music as a framework to create topical songs about the Civil Rights Movement, the Vietnam War and the threat of nuclear war. 


Shortly after the release of “The Folk Box,” Dylan famously plugged in an electric guitar at the Newport Folk Festival. As a result of Holzman’s advocacy and Dylan’s example, the singer-songwriter movement was born, once again proving that American music is defined not by its adherence to the past, but by its capacity for reinvention.


In 2014, I worked with Holzman to produce a 50th anniversary edition of “The Folk Box,” released by Rhino Records in that album’s original packaging and vinyl format. I contributed new liner notes and a separate essay, and compiled a Spotify playlist to illustrate the album’s long shadow on subsequent American music.


This new edition featured a bonus 45 rpm single that highlighted a true American classic from 1964: Tom Paxton’s Elektra recording of his song “The Last Thing on My Mind,” later covered on record and in live settings by Peter, Paul & Mary, Dolly Parton, Neil Diamond and countless others. 


Diversity and reinvention


Just as American culture is continuously mutating, American music is constantly being reinvented. The rural storytelling and fiddle music on the frontier inspired the emergence and growth of commercial country music and bluegrass music, while echoes of acoustic blues and protest songs can be heard in modern R&B and hip-hop. 


The ongoing diversification of the American populace ensures that Latin American rhythms, jazz subgenres and electronic innovations will continue to redefine what the nation will sound like moving forward. “The Folk Box” memorably demonstrates that American music can best be defined by its contradictions. It is at once sorrowful and celebratory, rooted in tradition yet restlessly seeking new sounds and new audiences.

Olson was a scholarly advisor in the production of "The Folk Box: 50th Anniversary Edition," but did not benefit financially from the release of the album. 
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Heat waves increase wildfire risk – a new study explains how much, and it’s not a small number

theconversation.com · Dmitri Kalashnikov, Postdoctoral Research Scholar, University of California, Merced · Cong Yin, Postdoctoral Researcher in Climate and Hydrology, University of California, Merced · Madhulika Gurazada, Ph.D. Student in Management of Complex Systems, University of California, Merced · Mukesh Kumar, Postdoctoral Researcher in Wildfires and Complex Systems, University of California, Merced

A record-tying heat wave helped spread a wildfire in Northern California's Shasta and Trinity counties in July 2018. Terray Sylvester/Getty ImagesWhen heat waves hit the Western United States, the risk of wildfires quickly rises. The prolonged heat dries out vegetation, but that’s only part of the cause – heat waves also play other roles in spreading wildfires. 


In a new study, our team of fire and climate scientists looked at two decades of wildfire activity in the West, from 2001 to 2024, and for the first time quantified the effect of heat waves on those fires.


We expected a big impact, but the numbers still surprised us: While heat waves, which we defined as three or more consecutive days with temperatures in the top tenth of hottest days, accounted for only 12% to 15% of warm-season days, we found that 42% of all the area burned by fires had occurred during or right after a heat wave.





Moreover, the amount of the area that burned each day was more than 50% larger during heat waves than during the cooler days right before the heat wave began in many parts of the West. In some regions, the difference was much larger – up to 300%.


How heat waves worsen fire risk


Heat waves create conditions that favor wildfire ignition and spread in a few ways.


First, hot temperatures increase the atmosphere’s demand for moisture, meaning the rate at which the air can evaporate moisture from the land and vegetation. As a result, these fuels rapidly dry out, making them easier to ignite.




Heat waves also limit nighttime humidity. The drier air allows fires to remain active for longer periods and burn through more hours of the night.


Making matters worse, heat waves can create conditions favorable for lightning because of the hot, unstable atmosphere. We found increases in cloud-to-ground lightning, including “dry” lightning, during and after heat waves across many parts of the West.



            [image: How heat waves exacerbate wildfire risk.]
            
              An illustration shows how heat exacerbates wildfire risk.
              Mukesh Kumar
            
          

Dry lightning can occur when the precipitation in a storm system evaporates before it reaches the ground. This type of lightning is particularly dangerous because it can ignite vegetation without producing enough rainfall to douse the flames.


These factors combine to heighten the risk of wildfires. That risk often persists even after the heat wave ends, as dry vegetation and dead material on the ground tend to remain unusually dry for days after temperatures return closer to normal – allowing fires to continue growing.


Trends in heat and fires


The connection between heat waves and wildfire activity is becoming increasingly important because heat waves are becoming more common as global temperatures rise, fueled by greenhouse gas emissions.


Since 2001, the number of heat wave days across Western U.S. forests has nearly doubled. During the same period, the amount of forest area burned increased by 2.5 times. Strikingly, without the increase in heat wave days since 2001, we found that the cumulative are of burned forest would have been 37% smaller. 



            [image: A map of the western U.S. shows the greatest influence of heat waves on parts of California, Oregon, Nevada, Idaho and Utah, but all areas with high percentages.]
            
              Heat waves have a bigger influence in some regions than others. The map shows the percentage of the total area burned during and immediately following heat waves from May to October, 2001-2024.
              Dmitri A. Kalashnikov, et al., 2026
            
          

However, not all ecosystems respond the same way.


While we found a strong long-term relationship between increasing heat waves and increasing burned area in forests, this was not the case in grasslands and shrublands, where the total burned area has not increased. In grasslands and shrublands, the amount of land that burns in a given year is influenced more strongly by the amount of available vegetation than by heat alone.



            
            
              How burned area and lightning-caused wildfire ignitions increase during and after heat waves, from a review of wildfires in the Western U.S. from 2001 to 2024. The chart shows the percentage increase each day compared to levels before a heat wave. For example, on average, the seventh day after the heat wave starts produces an almost 200% increase in forest burned area compared to the conditions that existed before the heat wave.
              John Abatzoglou
            
          

A future with even drier heat waves


Climate change is causing Western U.S. summers to trend hotter and drier. Consequently, relative humidity during heat waves has also declined in recent decades, especially in forested regions of California, Oregon and Washington.


These drier heat waves appear particularly effective at increasing wildfire activity. Alongside long-standing fire deficits, which resulted from the practice of quickly extinguishing fires rather than allowing low-level fires to burn away forest debris, these factors have escalated the potential for large fires in the West.





Wildfire forecasts already account for factors such as wind, humidity and fuel dryness, but they typically have not included heat waves. Our research suggests that heat waves deserve greater attention, as they are not just periods of uncomfortable and sometimes deadly weather, but are also increasingly important drivers of wildfire risk.

Dmitri Kalashnikov receives funding from the National Science Foundation. 
Madhulika Gurazada receives funding through the Farms Food Future Innovation Initiative, supported by the U.S. Department of Commerce's Economic Development Administration Build Back Better Regional Challenge.
Cong Yin and Mukesh Kumar do not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and have disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.
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Rural areas lag behind in cancer treatment and prevention – even as rich, urban areas increasingly leave dying from cancer in the rearview

theconversation.com · Arthur Cosby, Professor of Sociology, Mississippi State University

Cancer treatment and prevention strategies are lagging in the rural U.S. MoMo Productions/DigitalVision via Getty ImagesCancer in the United States experienced a dramatic turnaround in 1991. Prior to that year, cancer deaths had been increasing for decades, peaking at 215 deaths per 100,000 people, meaning about 1 in 4 deaths were attributed to cancer. Then it began to consistently decline, decreasing by 34% between 1991 and 2022. This amounted to an estimated 4.5 million fewer cancer deaths during that period. 


When the second-most frequent cause of death in the nation begins to decline, the effects are considerable. Improvements in cancer screening, treatment and prevention have led to increases in longevity and well-being.


In a diverse country, however, not everyone or every place benefits equally from improvements in health and medicine. In coordination with my colleague Viswadeep Lebakula, research from my team of social scientists and I found that where people live can profoundly influence their chances of dying from cancer.


Rural mortality penalty


While national data on cancer deaths can provide a useful report card on how successful a country has been on improving its health, it can also mask large geographic differences. 


My team and I examined cancer deaths rates for almost 3,000 U.S. counties between 1981 and 2019. By looking at cancer mortality at the county level, we found a more complex picture of changing cancer death patterns than just examining the country overall.


Specifically, geographic differences between who benefited from the medical and public health improvements that reduced cancer deaths were stark.


Large urban centers along both the Atlantic and Pacific coasts consistently had the highest rates of cancer improvements. The heavily populated corridor from Boston to Washington, D.C., had steep declines in cancer deaths. For example, the four largest boroughs in New York City – Manhattan, Queens, Bronx and Brooklyn – saw cancer death rates decline over 40% between 1991 and 2019. The largest and wealthiest borough, Manhattan, had the highest improvement at 47% fewer deaths. 


Similarly, large coastal urban centers, such as Miami, the San Francisco Bay Area, Los Angeles, San Diego and Seattle, saw very large improvements in cancer mortality. In the San Francisco Bay Area, for example, wealthy urban counties had decreases in cancer rates that substantially exceeded the national rate of 34%. Specifically, Marin County saw a 47% decline, San Mateo County a 44% decline and San Francisco County a 40% decline. 



            [image: U.S. map depicting percentile decreases in cancer deaths by county]
            
              Counties in the middle of the U.S. had the lowest decreases in cancer mortality.
              Cosby et al/British Journal of Cancer, CC BY-SA
            
          

It is a much different story for rural counties in the middle of the country. 


Prior to 1991, rural and urban America generally shared similar rates of cancer mortality. When the national rate started to decline, however, rural and small-town America lagged behaind large urban centers. These nonmetropolitan areas had much lower rates of declining cancer deaths: 20% for Mississippi, 23% for Arkansas, 24% for West Virginia and 29% for Montana. Around 458 rural counties even experienced increasing cancer mortality.


Notably, these differences in cancer mortality between rural and urban counties were originally small and only began to increase when overall national cancer rates began to drop. The cancer rate in rural, small-town America was improving overall, but metropolitan America was improving substantially faster. 


These disparities suggest that the medical and social changes leading to reduced cancer mortality were concentrated in more metropolitan regions. 


Higher income, fewer cancer deaths


We found that county median family income had a strong influence on cancer death rates. 


When cancer death rates peaked in 1991, there was initially little difference between counties with the highest and lowest income levels. By 2019, the 10% of the U.S. population living in counties with the highest median incomes had mortality improvements approximately seven times greater than the 10% living in the lowest-income counties. 


The overall pattern was very clear: As county income increased, improvements in cancer mortality increased. Counties with the least financial capacity to deal with the burden of cancer saw the least improvement.


The American Cancer Society and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention have identified multiple factors underlying declining cancer death rates. These include advances in cancer prevention, screening and treatment. But there are considerable county and state differences in the adoption of preventive measures and access to cancer services.
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              Rural areas often have higher smoking rates and fewer tobacco control policies compared to urban areas.
              Jim West/UCG/Universal Images Group via Getty Images
            
          

For example, lung cancer is the leading cause of cancer deaths and has seen the strongest decline in death rates. Tobacco control strategies – smoking cessation programs, health warnings, increased taxes on tobacco products, bans on tobacco purchases by minors and smoking in public place – have been especially successful in reducing deaths from lung cancer. Geographic differences in adoption of these tobacco control measures can partially explain why some places have higher cancer death rates compared to others, especially for lung cancer. 


For example, New York City aggressively instituted tobacco control measures, and the results show. My team found that New York’s Manhattan borough had 60% fewer lung cancer deaths in 2019 compared to 1991. At the same time, many states and counties – often rural and less affluent – have adopted fewer and weaker tobacco control measures. Rural communities often have higher smoking rates and exposure to tobacco smoke in the home, along with fewer smoke-free laws and less support for tobacco control policies.


Innovation over access


Cancer can devastate families and communities, both emotionally and economically. The U.S. has become more successful in developing innovations to treat cancer than in equitably distributing these innovations across the nation.


While most of the U.S. is experiencing improvements in cancer mortality, these benefits are greatest in urban and wealthy areas. Developing tobacco control policies and screening techniques tailored to rural settings, as well as increasing access to advanced treatments in rural and poor settings, could help improve cancer mortality for more people.


Will the gap between rural and urban America – and the gap between rich and poor America – decline or grow? Answering this question will require a better understanding of the unique needs of everyday people in their communities.

Arthur Cosby does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.
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Energy costs are high and unaffordable – what utilities, governments, communities and you can do to help save consumers money

theconversation.com · Sanya Carley, Presidential Distinguished Professor of Energy Policy and City Planning, University of Pennsylvania · Alexandra Klass, James G. Degnan Professor of Law, University of Michigan · Alison L. Knasin, Lab Manager, Energy Justice Lab, University of Pennsylvania · David Konisky, Lynton K. Caldwell Professor of Public Affairs, Indiana University · Shelley Welton, Professor of Law and Energy Policy, University of Pennsylvania

There are a few ways to get help in handling high energy costs. Carme Parramon/DigitalVision Vectors via Getty ImagesFor many Americans, energy bills are becoming increasingly unaffordable.


Energy prices increased approximately 30% on average from 2021 to 2026. In some places, the rates of increase have been much steeper. In the Mid-Atlantic and eastern Midwest region where several of us live, the regional electricity grid is run by PJM Interconnection, and power prices in the first quarter of 2026 were 76% higher than the same period in 2025.


These rising utility costs are a shock to many people, including those already having a hard time paying for the energy they need. In 2024, 1 in 3 American households reported struggling to pay their energy bills, and 15.1 million homes were disconnected from their electricity or gas services because the residents couldn’t pay their bill. Energy insecurity is a pervasive and potentially dangerous predicament for these millions of households, and a growing challenge for America as energy bills rise.


Energy markets, which we study, are famously complex. But many parties in these marketplaces, from the federal government to individual consumers, have opportunities to help provide Americans with affordable energy. Some may not be obvious to the casual observer, or even to savvy energy wonks.


Federal programs


The Low Income Home Energy Assistance Program helps households with lower incomes afford energy, particularly for heating in the winter and cooling in the summer. Historically, the funds provided by Congress – totaling about US$4 billion in 2025 – have not been enough to help everyone in need. Yet in his last two budget proposals, President Donald Trump has proposed eliminating all of the program’s funding, though Congress has so far preserved the funding.


Another federal effort, the Weatherization Assistance Program, provides around $370 million a year to help people conserve energy by sealing gaps around windows and doors and increasing insulation in their homes. This program serves approximately 32,000 homes, saving each household an average of $372 in direct energy expenses each year.


Entities that run the electricity grid


The Federal Energy Regulatory Commission and state public utility commissions jointly regulate the nation’s electricity grid. Federal law requires them to ensure that electricity prices and practices are “just and reasonable.” They can use their authority to ensure that the grid is built and run efficiently, that utilities do not earn outsized profits, and that electricity markets are producing fair electricity prices for consumers.  


In most U.S. regions, nonprofit organizations collectively called “regional transmission organizations” are the front-line managers of the nation’s electricity grid. Under federal supervision, these utilities make rules for how to connect new power plants or other electricity generation equipment to the grid, how electricity markets run, and how transmission lines are planned and paid for. 


These rules directly affect how much customers pay for power. Their implications have become clearer, as data center electricity demand has caused regional wholesale electricity market prices to soar. Research suggests that better regional planning, accelerated permission for connecting new-generation sources, and updated market design could save consumers billions of dollars.  



            [image: A person stands in a kitchen wearing a small tube under her nose.]
            
              People who depend on oxygen at home are vulnerable to electricity service terminations and power outages.
              Michael S. Williamson/The Washington Post via Getty Images
            
          

State governments


Many states prevent utilities from disconnecting residential customers’ electricity, even if the bills aren’t paid. In Virginia, for example, utilities can’t cut power during periods of extreme hot or cold weather. In Montana, the restrictions cover specific months when cold weather is common. Pennsylvania prevents power cuts if someone in the home has a certified medical condition that makes them dependent on electricity – such as needing an oxygen tank, which can increase electricity bills by hundreds of dollars per year.


Many states, such as Maine, also run programs to weatherize homes and improve home efficiency. Illinois helps pay to install solar panels or battery storage systems in homes. These efforts lower energy bills either by directly reducing a home’s energy use or by offsetting some of that use. 


These services and technologies lower energy bills by either reducing the total energy that a household needs to consume or offsetting their energy with a zero-fuel cost option. Some of us were a part of a team that in 2025 found low-income households across the United States that recently installed residential solar were 44% more likely to report being able to pay their energy bills relative to similar households that did not have solar. 


Other states more directly supervise utility bills to ensure they remain within the household’s budget. For instance, Illinois offers bill discounts for many low-income households that range from 5% to 84% savings on a customer’s gas bill. And other states, like Massachusetts, require utilities to partially forgive consumers’ debt after they make some number of on-time payments that also include some repayments of what is owed. 


Utility companies


Utility companies can adopt billing and repayment policies that accommodate customers’ household budgets. They can also provide detailed, public information about these programs to their customers. Often, states place specific requirements on utilities’ policies, but companies can also choose to set their own billing practices.


Utilities can identify their customers most at risk of disconnection by analyzing customers’ payment data and consumption patterns, and offer to switch them to these plans, while also steering them toward bill and weatherization assistance. Some states, like New Jersey, automatically enroll customers who are either past-due or have been disconnected into utility payment plans.



            [image: A person wearing a hard hat stands in a raised bucket and works on power lines attached to a large pole.]
            
              Utility companies can play a role in making energy affordable.
              AP Photo/Jon Elswick
            
          

Local communities


County and municipal governments can help their residents by spreading the word about federal, state and utility assistance programs and by identifying specific people or families who may be most in need. As two examples, they can use information about households’ use of other aid programs or examine data on who is calling 311 for local nonemergency assistance.


Many communities also operate warming or cooling centers for people who cannot afford to turn on their air conditioning or heating during times of extreme temperatures. These spaces can also be safe locations for people during power outages.


And local nonprofits can support people who need help with energy costs find other support, such as food banks and low-cost transportation, which can help relieve other sources of financial stress.


Local organizations can also couple energy aid with other housing and social services, including job training, for more holistic supports for struggling households and communities.


Residents and customers


Consumers themselves have a key role in energy affordability too. First, they can avoid wasting energy by turning off lights and rarely used appliances, or washing clothes with cold water and hanging them to dry. But that isn’t likely to make a significant difference. So they can seek out help from the government, utility companies and local nonprofits. 


If people have some money available, they can also invest in technologies or services that will help them keep their bills lower, such as weatherization, efficient appliances or residential solar panels.


No entity can single-handedly solve the energy affordability crisis. U.S. energy markets are highly decentralized, and high prices are the result of many factors, only some of which can be addressed through government and corporate policies and programs. We believe, however, that complexity cannot be an excuse for inaction, because energy is essential for people’s health and well-being.

Sanya Carley receives funding from the Kleinman Center for Energy Policy at the University of Pennsylvania, the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation, and the U.S. Department of Energy.
Alexandra Klass is affiliated with the Center for Progressive Reform. 
Alison L. Knasin receives funding from the Kleinman Center for Energy Policy at the University of Pennsylvania, the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation, and the U.S. Department of Energy.
David Konisky currently receives funding from Indiana University, the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation, the Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab, and the U.S. Department of Energy.
Shelley Welton receives funding from the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation and the Kleinman Center for Energy Policy at the University of Pennsylvania.  
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Many college students already have well-formed cheating habits – that, not AI, is the real problem

theconversation.com · Austin Sarat, William Nelson Cromwell Professor of Jurisprudence and Political Science, Amherst College

Students are using AI to cheat, but the problem isn't limited to that.  VectorMine/iStock/Getty Images Plus My colleagues and I recently spoke with a group of talented, interesting students who just completed their first year of college about using artificial intelligence as a research tool. 


I asked what must have seemed like an unrelated question: “How many of you cheated in high school?”


Most of the students raised their hands. Perhaps comforted by the realization that they had plenty of company, they seemed neither embarrassed nor ashamed.


This is not the first time I’ve asked my students that question. On each occasion, the results have been pretty much the same.


By the time students end up in college classrooms, many have encountered cheating and think it makes sense in some cases to do so, because of factors like pressure to succeed. 


Let’s be clear: AI has not created the problem of intellectual dishonesty among this generation of students. 


Alas, the problem long predates AI and runs much deeper.


The cheating pipeline


Many college students are honest and hardworking. But by the time some students get to college, they have become accustomed to academic misconduct in American high schools. 


As Eric Anderman, a scholar of educational psychology, wrote in 2018: “Academic cheating is prevalent throughout all types of American high schools. Data from one large national study indicated that 51% of high school students admit that they have cheated during a test.”


Other research on high school cheating found in 2020 that 64% of 70,000 high school students across the country admitted to cheating on a test, and 58% admitted to plagiarism. Approximately 95% of high school students, meanwhile, said they “participated in some form of cheating, whether it was on a test, plagiarism or copying homework.” 


And in one Pennsylvania high school, 90 of the 100 respondents to a 2018 school survey “admitted to cheating on some form of schoolwork at least once.” 


One of the respondents put it simply: “Everybody cheats.”


Students can cheat for different reasons. 


They might feel unprepared for an exam or paper, but they still want to get good grades and gain admission into a competitive college. 


They might recognize that cheating is wrong, but they justify it by saying everyone else is doing the same thing, or that they have teachers who don’t do their jobs well. Other students might not fully understand what cheating means in different contexts or think that what they are doing counts as cheating. 


This kind of thinking can allow students who sometimes cheat to not think of themselves as cheaters. 


Sociologists Gresham Sykes and David Matza call this tendency “techniques of neutralization.” This means people use their internalized ways of seeing the world to justify acting in a way they know is wrong. 


Looking the other way


A 2020 study of 840 undergraduate college students found that 32% of them had cheated in some way on an exam. 


College professors like me may be tempted to look the other way if we suspect a student is cheating, or try to solve the cheating problem by changing the ways we evaluate students. 


The Wall Street Journal, for example, reported in 2025 that faculty across the country are giving up on writing assignments, which students can produce with AI, and returning to in-class tests and examinations.


Every college and university has rules against plagiarism and other forms of intellectual dishonesty. 


To offer one example, Harvard’s policy says that “Cheating on exams or problem sets, plagiarizing or misrepresenting the ideas or language of someone else as one’s own, falsifying data, or any other instance of academic dishonesty violates the standards of our community, as well as the standards of the wider world of learning and affairs.” 


Students who violate the cheating rules at Harvard and elsewhere might face consequences ranging from failing a class to being expelled. But many instructors don’t report incidents of cheating to administrators responsible for enforcing those rules and meting out punishments.  


Few colleges have developed an intellectual integrity curriculum that treats cheating as a habit and works to counter it over the four years of a student’s college education. 


I think that, like any bad habit, students can only be weaned from cheating slowly, with a support program and clear, severe consequences when they are caught.


Cheating in college


Getting a sense of the dimension of the cheating problem on college campuses is not hard.


In February 2026, for example, a Harvard undergraduate student named Matthew Tobin published an opinion piece in the Harvard Crimson entitled “Plagiarize or Perish.” 


He cited a 2024 Harvard Crimson study that showed 47% of 850 surveyed senior students said they had cheated. 


Tobin wrote that while some people say cheating is the result of “modern students’ scholastic disengagement or use of artificial intelligence,” other issues are at play. Plagiarism and academic misconduct “have been happening all too often at Harvard for far longer than the advent of these issues,” he wrote. 


Reported academic misconduct cases increased at Ohio State University by 57% between 2014 and 2018. This is likely a low estimate, since most academic misconduct cases are not reported or investigated. 


Charlie McLaughlin, an Oberlin student, published an op-ed in the student newspaper in May 2026 criticizing the college’s decision to change its honor code charter to allow professors to proctor tests, meaning supervise students while they take the exam. 


“Changing this policy is a clear sign that this school doesn’t trust us to learn to be adults with integrity,” McLaughlin wrote. “That’s sad. Maybe, it’s also reasonable. Maybe, we don’t deserve that trust. That’s even sadder.”


Princeton also recently abandoned its 133-year-old prohibition against proctoring exams “to address increasing concerns over academic integrity violations, including the proliferation of AI usage.”



            [image: Three students are seen in a row leaning over papers on a table as a woman stands nearby them.]
            
              A 2020 study found that 32% of undergraduate college students had cheated in some way on an exam.
              SDI Productions/Stock Productions
            
          

A teacher’s dilemma


I don’t think of my students as cheaters, and I don’t want to regard them with the kind of suspicion that turns teaching into a policing activity. But it is my job and that of the college where I teach to recognize that our students need a lot of help to develop good academic habits. 


Unless colleges acknowledge these facts, I believe they have little chance to curb the pervasiveness of cheating.


Faculty can start by weaving discussions of intellectual integrity throughout their courses and enlisting students to think about who they want to be – and whether they want to live their lives cutting corners and gaming the system. Only then can colleges hope to build what Tobin calls “a commitment to academic integrity in (our) students.”

Austin Sarat does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.


Original: https://theconversation.com/many-college-students-already-have-well-formed-cheating-habits-that-not-ai-is-the-real-problem-285334
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DIY zines are helping queer communities tell their own stories and craft their own culture

theconversation.com · Rachel Schneider, Associate Teaching Professor in English and Technical Communication, Missouri University of Science and Technology

A volunteer at the Papercut Zine Library in Cambridge, Mass., which has roughly 16,000 zines in its collection. Michele McDonald/The Boston Globe via Getty ImagesAt Pride festivals held across the U.S. and beyond, among the tables offering voter registration forms or condoms, you’ll likely run into some queer zinemakers.


Zines are DIY publications circulated by their creators. They originated in science fiction fan communities in the 1930s, when enthusiasts self-published stories and critiques. 


It’s hard to capture the scope of zines with one overarching definition, since they take so many forms. There are personal zines centered on memoir or essays, known as “perzines”; fanzines, which celebrate favorite celebrities or music; educational zines that cover topics like mending clothes or choosing a birth control method; and political zines, which might explain people’s rights or the web of the surveillance state.


They’re often photocopied and vary in visual style length – usually anywhere between eight and 90 pages. One zine title might be eight issues long; another might be a single issue.


I’ve been studying how zines can advance gender justice. As part of the grant my colleagues and I received in 2024 to pursue this work, we created our own zine lab and zine archive at the Missouri University of Science and Technology. We’ve also shared zines made by our students at the St. Louis Independent Comics Expo.


What makes zines so attractive today is that they provide “a graphic language of resistance,” as design scholar Teal Triggs writes.


Zines started off as subversive, created by cultural outsiders to reject the mainstream. While LGBTQ people have more rights today than they had in the 1980s, making and exchanging material zines in person is one way to rebel against an increasingly digital world. Just as important, they continue to offer a space for views and people left out of traditional media coverage.


A ‘fascination with the margins’


In his 1997 book “Notes from Underground,” sociologist Stephen Duncombe highlights one key connection among zine publishers: their “fascination with the margins.” 


Zines have historically found followings within different subcultures. 


In the 1970s, they were big in the punk scene. “Sniffin’ Glue … and Other Rock ’n’ Roll Habits,” first published in 1976, was followed by titles like “Truly Needy,” which included concert reviews and band interviews, while promoting anarchist politics.



            [image: Black-and-white photo of three young women standing near a display table featuring a range of publications.]
            
              Volunteers offer reproductive health information and riot grrrl zines in the lobby of the Hollywood Palladium during a 1993 concert in Los Angeles.
              Lindsay Brice/Getty Images
            
          

Starting in the 1980s, they spread into LGBTQ communities; in the 1990s, zinemaking became popular in the riot grrrl music scene, a feminist, punk subculture that combined music with activism to address issues such as sexism and sexual violence while promoting women’s empowerment.


Because zines have historically been published and distributed outside of regular publication networks, readers discovered new zines through word of mouth, reviews or zine guides like “Factsheet Five” and “Queer Zine Explosion.”


Today, most large cities hold zine fests, some of which cater to specific groups, like New York City’s Black Zine Fair or Minneapolis’s Midwest Queer & Trans Zine Fest. There are also libraries that collect zines, like the St. Louis Public Library.


Queering zinemaking


Queer zinemakers, past and present, have used zines as a canvas for self-expression, and this is partially why the style and content of zines can vary so widely. 


Whereas the anonymous writer of “Agony” used his zine to complain about the queer communities he found in Milwaukee, “Homocats” uses cat memes to address homophobia. And as Jeffrey Kennedy explains in his letter to the reader at the start of “Boysville U.S.A.,” “the work is a collection of opinions and information compiled, edited, and written by me. It has a gay slant because being gay is part of who I am.”



            [image: Young women seated around a table with papers, markers and other tools.]
            
              A zinemaking workshop held at the Missouri University of Science and Technology in April 2026.
              Mina Bikmohammadi, CC BY-SA
            
          

Some writers use zines for identity play, like when the creator of “Poser” declared that “identity isn’t fixed but ever-changing, depending on who we are (psyche), where we’ve been (experience), and what the world is currently throwing at us (society).”


Zines can also invite audience participation. 


“Gender in a Snippet,” a zine made by St. Louis illustrator Alain McAlister, includes fill-in-the-blank spaces that ask the reader to describe and define their own gender identity.


Forging community


The range of lifestyles, opinions and narratives in zines often serves as a springboard for creating community. All it takes is a reader seeing themselves in someone’s fandom of John Waters’ films, connecting with a political manifesto or sharing the same sense of humor. Zines “create one’s own culture,” explains artist AA Bronson, who founded the NY Art Book Fair.



            [image: Black-and-white magazine cover featuring woman shouting Russian characters and the text 'Free to those who deserve it.']
            
              ‘Bimbox’ specifically described itself as an anti-mainstream, LGBTQ publication.
              School of the Art Institute of Chicago Library & Special Collections
            
          

Riot grrrls like Kathleen Hanna and Mimi Nguyen created zines so that young women like them could write about and circulate their experiences.


Zines like “J.D.s” helped to create the queer punk scene, describing itself as a “soft core zine for hard core kids.” Others like “Bimbox” explicitly define themselves as outside of normal culture, summoning readers into “a secret network of lesbians and gays across the globe.” The Metro Trans Umbrella Group’s “FACES Magazine” includes a list of support groups for transgender people in St. Louis, while another zine includes stories of “dating while Black and trans,” told through comics.


Queers for Palestine


Zines still fill a void for voices and ideas relegated to the margins of the mainstream. In recent years, a number of queer zines have been published that explicitly advocate for Palestinian solidarity.


“Loud and Queer: Queers for Palestine” is a collection of art and poetry submissions about the Palestinian struggle for self-determination. The introduction to the zine states that “the queer community stands in solidarity with all oppressed groups.”



            [image: A cover of a public featuring a watermelon bleeding into a rainbow flag, with the text 'Loud & Queer: Queers for Palestine.']
            
              Some zinemakers have expressed solidarity with the Palestinian people.
              Etsy/NeverDoubtDesigns
            
          

While not all the contributors have a direct connection to this strugglet, they all explain how their own specific backgrounds as nonbinary, mixed race or Indigenous allow them to connect to the experiences of Palestinians.


“We Remind You: HIV and Palestine” approaches its advocacy through “an invitation to recognize oneself and one another as people impacted by HIV and Palestine in the past, present and future.” One article compares HIV rates among Native Americans with rising deaths from HIV/AIDS in the Palestinian territories. It then includes exercises for the reader to consider what information may be missing from the article and provides sources to learn more about these issues.


Other zines focus on centering queer Palestinian voices. “Queer Voices for the Fight for Palestinian Liberation” is a zine that starts with a manifesto calling for queer solidarity with the Palestinian people. But it also shares anonymous submissions from the digital project Queering the Map that describe Palestinian stories of loss and determination: “I am trans, and I am Palestinian. I will not choose between my country and my queerness and I will not let colonisers erase one half of me so the other can be free.” It refers to the Palestinian territories as “the most queer” because it is “the epitome of placelessness.”


There’s been more tolerance of pro-Palestinian, queer and anti-capitalist voices in the public sphere. Yet the seeds of these voices and ideas are nurtured in queer zines, which continue to offer a unique space for solidarity, political advocacy and radical visions for the future.

Rachel Schneider received funding from The Public Interest Technology University Network and is the Vice President of Abide in Love, a nonprofit that supports immigrants in Phelps County, Missouri.


Original: https://theconversation.com/diy-zines-are-helping-queer-communities-tell-their-own-stories-and-craft-their-own-culture-284161
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