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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. 


Original: https://theconversation.com/how-a-box-set-from-1964-attempted-to-capture-the-sweep-of-american-music-from-the-colonial-era-to-the-counterculture-284402
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You’ve never heard of these glaciers, but they’re becoming critical climate havens as America’s iconic mountain glaciers and their water fade

theconversation.com · Dan McGrath, Associate Professor of Cryospheric Sciences, Colorado State University · Ashlesha Khatiwada, Ph.D. Candidate in Geoscience, Colorado State University · Scott Hotaling, Assistant Professor of Watershed Sciences, Utah State University

A large rock glacier fills a valley in Grand Teton National Park in Wyoming. Google Earth: Google, Airbus, Landsat, CopernicusIf you have ever hiked in the high peaks of Colorado, the Wasatch Range in Utah or the Tetons in Wyoming, you’ve almost certainly seen a rock glacier, perhaps without even knowing it.


Rock glaciers are slow-moving masses of rock debris and ice that flow downhill the same way that glaciers do, but they are covered by a thick layer of rock and boulders that can easily be mistaken for stable ground.


There are at least 1,500 active rock glaciers across the western U.S., and they’re important. That’s because while the icy white glaciers people typically picture have been shrinking and even disappearing, our new study shows that rock glaciers and their frozen water are remaining mostly stable despite rising temperatures.


The thick debris mantle shades the ice, keeping it colder, similar to how ski areas have started covering their slopes with reflective blankets in summer to stave off melting. The result is that rock glaciers continue to provide meltwater for streams in summer as they always have, but they aren’t disappearing.



            
            
              A cross section of a rock glacier shows the thick permafrost layer that stores frozen water.
              Utah Geological Survey
            
          

Climate refuge among Tetons’ shrinking glaciers


We study glaciers around the world. In the new paper, we examine how different types of glaciers are changing beneath the soaring peaks of the Teton Range of Wyoming.


We found that the Tetons’ white, icy glaciers thinned by 2.75 feet per year (0.84 meters per year) between 2014 and 2022, about seven times faster than in the previous half-century. Rock glaciers, on the other hand, were close to stable, losing only about 0.16 feet (0.05 meters) per year in 2014-2022, with no change relative to the 1967-2014 period.


Every year, mountain glaciers partially melt and then rebuild again as snow falls in winter. But as temperatures rise, glaciers are losing more ice than they gain. The vast majority of glaciers in temperate mountain ranges like the Tetons are projected to melt away completely by the end of the century, meaning a critical source of water for mountain streams and lakes will disappear. However, where rock glaciers are present, their protected ice will continue to release meltwater into the streams below, buffering the streams against warming temperatures and drying.


Because of this, streams fed by rock glaciers have emerged as potentially critical climate refugia – places likely to stay cooler while everything around them warms – for cold-water wildlife in high-mountain ecosystems.




A wide array of species already live in the cold meltwater that emerges from rock glaciers, from stoneflies to the bull trout that eat them. As glaciers fade, the ties between cold-water animals and rock glaciers will likely only become tighter.


For instance, the meltwater stonefly (Lednia tumana), an aquatic insect listed under the U.S. Endangered Species Act in 2019 due to climate-related habitat loss, relies on the fading glaciers of Glacier National Park. But it can also be found downstream of rock glaciers, which are likely to give the stonefly a chance of survival as other glaciers disappear.


Our study showed that having a major ice source feeding a stream has limited the warming of that stream over the past decade. 



            
            Scott Hotaling and colleagues hike up to a large rock glacier in the Tetons. By Scott Hotaling and Moutain Futures.
          

We found that streams fed by rock glaciers warmed slowly, by about 1.1 degrees Fahrenheit (0.6 degrees Celsius) over the decade, while icy glaciers warmed by about 1.6 F (0.9 C). Streams that were fed by seasonal snowpack, small patches of ice and groundwater warmed more rapidly, by 6.1 F (3.4 C) over the same period. In one instance, the small snowfields feeding one of our long-term study sites largely disappeared, causing the stream below it to stop flowing by late summer.


How much water is in rock glaciers?


Rock glaciers will not replace the glaciers and snowfields that are disappearing. A recent study estimates that rock glaciers in the region hold the equivalent of 0.6 cubic miles (2.5 cubic kilometers) of water, about one-fifth the amount in mountain glaciers.


And climate projections show that even rock glaciers are not immune to a warming climate. Many could become ice-free by the end of the century under current warming projections.




Understanding how much ice is contained in rock glaciers and how fast they are likely to melt is vital to help natural resource and land managers plan for the landscapes they will be managing later this century.


Rock glaciers also offer unique analogs for studying what appear to be debris-covered glaciers on Mars. Research has sought to better understand these rock glacierlike features on Mars, as well as test technology, such as the use of drone-based radar systems to measure ice and debris thicknesses, here on Earth.


So, the next time you’re out in the mountains, staring off into the distance, look carefully for these large fields of rock that appear to be flowing down the mountainside. And pay attention to that small trickle of meltwater emerging from the toe of the rock glacier. 


While meltwater from rock glaciers alone certainly won’t make up for the glaciers lost, it could help mitigate the most severe impacts where rock glaciers persist.


This article has been updated to correct a temperature conversion.

Dan McGrath receives funding from the National Science Foundation, NASA, and US Bureau of Reclamation.
Ashlesha Khatiwada receives funding from the National Science Foundation
Scott Hotaling receives funding from the State of Utah, NSF, USDA, USGS, and similar sources.
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Banning transgender girls from school sports affects all children – why allowing strangers to scrutinize children’s bodies may put all girls at risk of harassment

theconversation.com · Megan Gandy, Associate Professor of Social Work, West Virginia University

Legislators and influencers have made school sports contentious political spaces. Edwin Tan/E+ via Getty ImagesYouth sports have a significant impact on the development of all children. Sports provide children opportunities to build their social skills and confidence, as well as improve their sense of belonging and physical fitness. 


What happens to these spaces when adults are given permission to inspect a child’s body to determine their gender? 


The Supreme Court rulings on Little v. Hecox and West Virginia v. B.P.J. decided that transgender girls cannot play sports that align with their gender identity. Not only does this ruling essentially prohibit transgender kids from participating in most youth sports – codifying the exclusion this vulnerable population already experiences – it also puts all children at risk of the harmful consequences of body surveillance.


I am a social work scholar who studies LGBTQ+ belonging and organizational climate. I’m also a former NCAA Division II women’s volleyball athlete, and I know firsthand what it’s like to have uninvited scrutiny of your body because strangers doubt your gender.


Based on my research and experience, when policies allow for the bodily surveillance of children, all children are at risk of losing the benefits of youth sports – not just transgender children.


Youth sports as developmental spaces


School sports are not just about competition. They can provide children an important developmental space. 


Youth sports can help children improve their sense of competence and confidence. They offer opportunities to practice life skills, such as setting goals, solving problems and thinking positively. Sports can also help protect against depression and stress by bringing supportive adults and positive role models into children’s lives. 



            [image: View behind a soccer goal, three children in red uniform approaching a child in a blue uniform as their teammate is also approaching]
            
              Sports can be a formative space in a child’s life.
              FatCamera/E+ via Getty Images
            
          

However, when youth sports environments become overly stressful, unfair or humiliating, they can also serve as grounds for potentially harmful experiences. For example, coaches and parents can negatively affect a child’s body image by repeatedly criticizing their weight. Teammates and peers can also pressure each other in destructive ways. 


The developmental value of youth sports depends on the environment it creates. It stands to follow that ensuring youth sports spaces have as many positive influences as possible is in the best interest of all children. 


Research suggests that policies legalizing bodily surveillance are not a positive influence for any child in youth sports.


Bodily surveillance as an avenue for harm


Bodily surveillance plays out in significant ways for all children in youth sports, not just transgender youth. Policies that legalize bodily surveillance for youth open the door to causing harm in unsuspecting children. 


Researchers define bodily surveillance as “viewing the body as an outside observer” through active judgments of a person’s physicality, superficial appearance or perceived gender presentation. While bodily surveillance claims to regulate women’s sports in the name of fairness, experts contest the scientific basis of these claims.


Women’s sports have been the site of bodily surveillance for decades, and the cisgender women involved in those sports are all too aware of the ways their bodies are judged through the lens of sexism. Often, how their bodies are judged are influenced by a definition of femininity based primarily on white bodies. 



            
            The Olympics has a long, complicated history of sex testing.
          

Bodily surveillance can involve assessing how tall is too tall for someone to be a girl? How strong is too strong? How fast is too fast? Who decides when a child exceeds that threshold, and what happens to that child if they do? 


Children who compete at the top of their division or class will have to contend with invasive procedures. To evaluate claims of unfair advantages, strangers may request hormone or genetic testing to look for common biological variations that cisgender children and their parents may not even be aware of. Testing may also include genital or pelvic inspection to look for the presence or absence of a penis, or even transvaginal ultrasounds to detect the presence of ovaries.


Strangers are already policing children’s bodies


Bodily scrutiny is not restricted to just transgender children – it already affects cisgender children, too.


In 2022, a high school athlete in Utah was secretly investigated  after she defeated other children in a sports competition. Parents of the second- and third-place finishers raised a complaint that led the high school athletics association to analyze her school records back to kindergarten to determine the child’s gender, without consulting her parents. This is a strong example of how people can initiate investigations simply because the child does not look “feminine enough.” In this case the child in question was indeed a cisgender girl.


In 2023, two adults harassed a 9-year-old child at an elementary school track meet. The adults, claiming the girl was transgender, stopped the entire event and demanded she show “certification of her sex.” This was also a cisgender female child.


Strong, athletic women are often subject to suspicion because of their so-called “masculine traits.” As a taller-than-average person who was assigned female at birth, I personally experienced countless moments of bodily scrutiny during my time as a NCAA Division II women’s volleyball athlete. These experiences made me want to shrink out of public view and did not give me confidence in my athletic performance. Moreover, the effects of this scrutity bled into my personal life, significantly affecting my self-esteem and self-perception throughout my young adulthood. 



            [image: View across swimming pool at spectators standing and sitting on the other side]
            
              Competition is stressful enough without spectators scrutinizing the bodies of child athletes.
              Alina555/iStock via Getty Images Plus
            
          

Imagine if that scrutiny happened when I was much younger, when I did not yet possess the emotional maturity or life experiences to cope with it. Research shows that such bodily scrutiny is already damaging transgender youth and that bodily shame can significantly affect young people’s mental health, leading to disordered eating and other physical and psychological harm.


When societies give formal permission to scrutinize a child’s body and question whether they belong in a sport, it opens the door to potential harm against all children. Children’s bodies, regardless of their gender identity, become open for people to inspect, create rumors about or render public judgment against them, often without any recourse for the children experiencing harm.


Children who had previously never faced the harms of bodily surveillance may soon be subject to its violence because of this law.


Inclusivity benefits all children


Just as all children can potentially suffer from bodily surveillance regardless of their gender identity, embracing inclusivity can improve the well-being of all children.


Research shows that LGBTQ+-inclusive environments can help all children succeed in school. A 2012 study of nearly 16,000 students in 45 schools found that the presence of a gay-straight alliance reduced truancy, smoking, drinking and suicide attempts. A 2020 study of over 895,000 children found that those in LGBTQ+-inclusive environments reported doing better in school, lower substance use and better mental health. 


On the other hand, a 2024 study found that anti-LGBTQ+ language in youth sports negatively affected the self-esteem of all children, including those who do not identify as LGBTQ+.


Youth sports, just like schools and churches, are not just places where children compete, learn facts or practice their faith. These community institutions are places where children build the confidence, relationships and sense of belonging that can shape their adult lives and the impact they’ll have on their family and community in the future.


The scope of sex-based bodily surveillance by necessity extends beyond transgender students, and the effects of this surveillance negatively affects all children involved in youth sports, regardless of identity.

Megan Gandy 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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As a major heat wave grips the eastern US, here’s how to stay safe – and the heat stroke warning signs to watch for

theconversation.com · Brian Bossak, Professor of Public Health, College of Charleston

Millions of Americans are facing dangerous heat and humidity going into the July Fourth holiday as a major heat wave spreads across large parts of the central and eastern United States.


For many people, this is the time of year for cookouts, beach trips and other outdoor activities. Soccer fans are packing into stadiums for World Cup matches. But summer also brings the risk of dangerously high temperatures in many parts of America. 


Cities as far north as Chicago and Detroit experienced a heat index over 100 degrees Fahrenheit (37.8 Celsius) in early July, and large parts of the East Coast, including New York and Washington, D.C., were bracing for similar conditions on Independence Day. Washington, D.C., and Philadelphia both canceled Independence Day parades and shortened or delayed outdoor gatherings, including the Great American State Fair on the National Mall, because of the extraordinary heat risk.



            [image: Map shows the heat risk forecast with extreme heat in large parts of the Midwest and Mid-Atlantic region and at least major heat in the rest of the West.]
            
              The NOAA Weather Prediction Center’s heat forecast, released July 1, 2026, shows the maximum heat risks states can expect to see at some point through Sunday, July 5.
              NOAA Weather Prediction Center
            
          

I study health risks in a warming climate as a professor of public health, and I’ve seen heat become a growing concern.  In the U.S., hundreds of people succumb to heat-related illnesses each year. Older adults and people in areas that historically haven’t needed air conditioning tend to see the highest rates of illnesses during heat waves, as Chicago saw in 1995 when at least 700 people died in a heat wave.


Here are some of the key warning signs to watch for when temperatures rise – and ways to keep cool when the heat and humidity get too high.





Signs of heat-related illness to watch for


Heat-related illnesses occur across a spectrum, and mild heat stress can quickly progress to life-threatening heat stroke if a person is exposed to dangerous conditions for too long.


Mild forms of heat-related illness include heat cramps and heat rash, both of which can be caused by extensive sweating during hot conditions. Cooling the body and drinking cool fluids can help.


When heat-related illnesses progress into heat exhaustion, the situation is more serious. Heat exhaustion includes symptoms such as dizziness, nausea, excessive sweating, feeling weak, thirst and getting a headache.



            [image: A construction worker sits and puts his head down, still in the hot sun.]
            
              Construction workers are often out in the heat for long periods of time, including during this heat wave in Los Angeles in July 2024.
              Etienne Laurent/AFP via Getty Images
            
          

Heat exhaustion is a signal that the body is losing its ability to maintain a stable core temperature. Immediate action such as moving to a cool, ideally air-conditioned space, drinking liquids, loosening clothes and applying wet cloths are some of the recommended steps that can help keep heat exhaustion from progressing to the most dangerous form of heat-related illness, heat stroke.


Heat stroke is a medical emergency. At this point, the body can no longer maintain a stable core temperature. A body with heat stroke can reach 106 degrees Fahrenheit or higher rapidly, and that heat can quickly damage the brain, heart and kidneys.



            [image: An illustration showing symptoms associated with heat exhaustion, such as dizziness, heavy sweating, nausea and weakness; and with heat stroke, including confusion, dizziness and passing out.]
            
              Signs of heat exhaustion and heat stroke, from the National Weather Service and Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.
              NOAA/CDC
            
          

Typically, someone suffering heat stroke has exhausted their reserves of sweat and salt to stay cool, so sweating eventually stops during heat stroke. Their cognitive ability fails, and they cannot remove themselves from danger. Heat stroke can cause seizures or put someone into a coma as their core temperature rises. If the condition is not treated immediately, and the core temperature continues to rise, heat stroke becomes fatal.


Because heat exhaustion can lead to heat stroke, addressing heat-related illnesses before they progress is vital.


How to tell when the heat is too high


Heat risk isn’t just about temperature – humidity also increases the risk of heat-related illnesses because it affects how well sweating will cool the human body when it gets hot.


Instead of just looking at temperature when planning outdoor activities, check the heat index, which accounts for heat illness risk associated with temperature and relative humidity.


It doesn’t take very high temperatures or very high humidity for the heat index to enter dangerous territory.






            [image: A chart shows how humidity and temperature combine for dangerous conditions. For example, 86 degrees F at 80% humidity is a heat index of 100. 94 degrees at 45% humidity is also a heat index of 100.]
            
              A heat index chart shows how heat and humidity combine for dangerous conditions.
              NOAA
            
          

However, the heat index is still a conservative measure of the impact of heat on humans, particularly for outdoor workers and athletes at summer practices. This is because temperature measurements used in weather forecasting are taken in the shade and are not exposed to direct sunlight. If someone is outside and exposed to the direct sun, the actual heat index can be as much as 15 F higher than the heat index chart indicates.


A more sophisticated measurement of heat effects on human health is what’s known as the wet-bulb globe temperature, which takes into account other variables, such as wind speed and cloud cover. Neither takes into account a person’s physical exertion, which also raises their body temperature, whether working at a construction site or playing soccer.


Tips for staying safe in a heat wave


How can you stay cool when heat waves set in? The answer depends in part on where you are, but the main points are the same:



	Avoid strenuous outdoor activities in high temperatures if possible. If you start to feel symptoms of heat-related illnesses, drink fluids that will hydrate you. Find shade, rest, and use cool, damp cloths to lower your body temperature. If you see signs of heat stroke in someone else, call for medical help.


	Be careful with fans. Fans can be useful if the temperature isn’t too high because they wick sweat away from the body and induce evaporative cooling. But at very high temperatures, they can accelerate heat buildup in the body and lead to dangerous conditions. If indoor temperatures reaches 95 degrees or higher, using fans can actually be dangerous and raise the risk of heat-related illnesses.


	Find a cooling center, library or community center where you can get inside and rest in an air-conditioned space in the hottest hours. In places such as Phoenix, where high temperatures are a regular hazard, cooling centers are typically opened in summer. Northern cities are also opening cooling centers as heat waves occur there more frequently than they did in the past. Urban areas with a lot of pavement and buildings – known as heat islands – can have temperatures well above the city’s average.


	Hydrate, hydrate, hydrate! Drink plenty of fluids, and don’t forget about the importance of electrolytes. Heat-related dehydration can occur when people sweat excessively, losing water and necessary salts from the body. Some sports drinks or rehydration fluids restore electrolytes and hydration levels.





Older adults and people with disabilities often face higher risks from heat waves, particularly if they can’t easily move to a cooler environment. Communities and neighbors can help protect vulnerable populations by providing cooling centers and bottled water and making regular wellness checks during high heat.


Summer can be a season of fun. Just remember the risks, keep an eye on your friends and neighbors when temperatures rise, and plan ahead so you can beat the heat.


This article, originally published June 19, 2025, has been updated with new heat advisories, cancellations and conditions in northern cities.

Brian Bossak has nothing to disclose,
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Data center fights pit social values, democracy and capitalism against each other

theconversation.com · Lauren Mullenbach, Assistant Research Scientist in Environmental Justice, University of Michigan

A sign in a small town in Kansas opposes a proposal for a data center nearby. Michael Siluk/UCG/Universal Images Group via Getty ImagesData center projects continue to generate controversy around the country. In part, that’s because a variety of different groups have competing interests – some in favor of them, some opposed and others with no direct view on data centers themselves, but with concerns that relate to aspects of data center operations and effects.


As a scholar of environmental justice and urban land use, I’ve seen these various conflicting forces at work in Michigan.  More than 30 large and small data center projects have been proposed in the state in the past two years alone, including one by the university where I work.



            [image: A group of people stand together on a piece of bare ground.]
            
              Michigan Gov. Gretchen Whitmer, center, has been criticized for participating in this photo op at the construction site for a new data center in her state.
              Related Digital via Planet Detroit
            
          

Gov. Gretchen Whitmer is enthusiastic about bringing technology companies to the state, even posing with tech company CEOs in photo ops at the sites of proposed data centers.


But not everyone is as excited. In just one example of the opposition these projects can face, the local water company where I live, the Ypsilanti Community Utilities Authority, told the state it would not supply water for cooling a data center that the University of Michigan and Los Alamos National Laboratory had proposed within its service area. 


So the University of Michigan proposed a different site in the next town over, Superior Township. That town manages its own water but gets its supply by buying it from both the Ypsilanti Community Utilities Authority and Ann Arbor township.


A look at some of the forces at play around these projects reveals the deep issues they raise. The fights about data centers can often take the form of collisions between companies and community members. But they also reflect conflict about social values, democratic systems and capitalist interests.


Tech companies


Tech companies have an obvious desire to store and process ever more data. And many key aspects of society rely on the data centers that have been built over the decades, serving websites, handling online purchases and delivering emails, text messages and alert notices. 


The latest push is related to the anticipated demand for artificial intelligence systems in the business world and in people’s lives – and the resulting increased demand for computing capacity to process all those requests and filter through all the available information to provide responses.


The corporate pressures to grow, to continue increasing profits for shareholders and to squeeze more revenue from workers and assets keep these tech companies seeking more land on which to build more data centers. And the Michigan Legislature has openly courted tech companies, passing laws that exempt data center operators from sales and use taxes they would otherwise have to pay.



            [image: An aerial view shows a large flat building.]
            
              Data centers, like this one in Georgia, use large amounts of electricity.
              AP Photo/Mike Stewart
            
          

Electricity companies


Many power companies are regulated by state or local governments and are not allowed to make profits off maintaining existing service or selling electricity. Their profits come from building new power plants, new transformers and substations, and new power lines – and passing those costs along to customers, with a markup for profit. 


A data center can require significant investment in power generation and transmission – a data center proposed by Google in Van Buren Township, Michigan, for example, would require “2.7 gigawatts of electricity – a massive amount of power equivalent to the demand of about 2 million homes,” according to a local news report.


So a power company is likely to be eager to capitalize on the opportunity for a new major customer and may be willing to endure some amount of public backlash.


Power companies that operate in small geographic areas are highly dependent on the success of the municipalities from which they draw their customers and in which they build their infrastructure. In these situations, they have a vested interest in local economic growth, specifically the movement to the area of companies that supply jobs and, therefore, workers. This drives them to get involved in local political decision-making by lobbying for zoning changes to enable data centers. 


Larger utility companies that operate regionally or across entire states are less tied to the economic success of a specific municipality within their service area. But they are also able to target their influence at state lawmakers. For example, DTE Energy assured state lawmakers that the proposed data center in Van Buren Township would not raise customers’ power rates.



            [image: A crowd of people listen to a speaker in a public meeting room.]
            
              People packed a local meeting room in Evanston, Wyo., for a public hearing on a proposed data center.
              Natalie Behring/Getty Images
            
          

Community leaders


Community leaders and elected officials are often interested in the jobs that tech companies promise will come with the data centers, so they tend to support approval of permits, zoning amendments or other legal changes. 


Although data centers don’t really create very many jobs, they do have the potential to contribute to local property taxes, which can appeal to small towns without many other options. 


Cities and towns are always on the hunt for growth opportunities, seeking additional tax revenue. That can lead them to feel pressure to build new roads, modify their land-use ordinances and approve requests from companies wishing to build within their boundaries. 


My research has found that this pressure exists even in shrinking or small cities. This pressure has increased as cities have sought to reduce taxes on residents. The solution they see to getting fewer dollars out of existing residents is to bring in more businesses, more industry and more new residents. That makes them interested in welcoming data centers.


However, not every community leader is on board with data centers. Some oppose them but feel hamstrung or powerless to stop or slow their progress, as occurred in Ypsilanti Township and in nearby Saline Township as well. 



            [image: People bundled up against winter cold hold signs saying 'No data center' and 'Protect our future - no big data.']
            
              People in Saline, Mich., hold signs opposing a data center proposed in their community.
              Jim West/UCG/Universal Images Group via Getty Images
            
          

Everyday people


In many communities, everyday people concerned with noise, land use, water use and power use oppose the data centers. 


They are also concerned about the costs data centers may impose on utility ratepayers, taxpayers and those who must experience the environmental effects. People’s power, exercised through democratic processes such as public hearings, ordinance revisions and elections, can be overwhelmed by the tech companies and aligned groups.


But voters do have power. In June 2026, Utah voters unseated a longtime legislative leader, state Senate President Stuart Adams, who had helped get approval for a massive data center in the northwestern part of the state.


Whether a data center moves forward in a municipality ends up being a matter of how public officials sort through the motivations and sociopolitical power of all these players.

Lauren Mullenbach 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/data-center-fights-pit-social-values-democracy-and-capitalism-against-each-other-285680
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200 years after his birth, controversial composer Stephen Foster still sings to America’s contradictions

theconversation.com · Christopher Lynch, Head of the Finney Music Library, University of Pittsburgh

Though many of Foster's songs were written to be performed in racist minstrel shows, the lyrics were ambiguous enough to find fans among antislavery Americans. Lyn Alweis/The Denver Post via Getty ImagesThe 250th anniversary of the Declaration of Independence happens to also coincide with the 200th birthday of composer Stephen Collins Foster.


A songwriter who achieved remarkable success in the late 1840s and 1850s with “Oh! Susanna,” “My Old Kentucky Home” and many others, Foster was born near Pittsburgh on July 4, 1826.



            [image: A portrait of a young man with a comb-over, pursing his lips.]
            
              Stephen Foster.
              University of Pittsburgh Library System, CC BY-SA
            
          

Though he died destitute in 1864, his memory was revived in the 1890s, when he started variously being referred to as “America’s troubadour,” “America’s folk-song composer” and the “father of American music.”


Today, Foster is the only songwriter of his generation with wide name recognition, which owes as much to his music as to his birthday. 


Perhaps the primary force behind reviving his memory was his brother Morrison Foster, who published a biography about him in 1896. Drawing on the defining feature of his brother’s songs – their lack of specificity – as well as his brother’s birthday, Morrison positioned Foster as the “founding father” of a vaguely construed brand of racial and cultural progress.


Ambiguity as strategy


A key to understanding Foster’s initial popularity lies in his lyrics, many of which he deliberately crafted to be open to multiple interpretations. 


In the plaintive 1854 ballad “Jeanie with the Light Brown Hair,” Jeanie can be understood as dead or simply absent. Similarly, Foster’s “Hard Times Come Again No More,” which he also published in 1854, never specifies what kind of hard times the song refers to. It could be the plight of the working class, disease, war, economic panic or anything else.


Foster and his family were northern Democrats. Like most Democrats at the time, they were aligned with the South, opposed to abolition, and believed that states, rather than the federal government, should decide whether to prohibit chattel slavery.


But for most of his career, when he wrote songs that touched on these issues, he chose not to publish the overtly partisan ones, instead selecting those with open-ended messages.



            [image: Sheet music cover featuring text 'Old Black Joe' and an image of an elderly Black man sitting a chair reading to a white girl kneeling by his side.]
            
              ‘Old Black Joe,’ written in 1860, was a classic Foster composition: ambiguous enough in its stance on slavery for Northerners and Southerners to interpret it through their respective worldviews.
              Sheridan Libraries/Levy/Gado via Getty Images
            
          

In one of his biggest hits, “Old Folks at Home,” published in 1851, a formerly enslaved man fondly recollects scenes from his childhood and sings that he is “still longing for the old plantation.” 


Foster wrote the song in part for minstrels who wore blackface on stage and dehumanized Black people in their performances. In the decade before the Civil War, proslavery propaganda was rife with false depictions of emancipated people who regretted having been freed. In this context, many proslavery Americans saw the song’s protagonist as longing not just for bygone days but for a return to slavery. 


At the same time, some abolitionists saw “Old Folks” as a humanizing portrait of a Black man in an age when racists routinely denied the humanity of Black people. They also appreciated how it depicted the horrors of family separation.


Foster most clearly articulated his personal views in his unpublished campaign songs. For example, he wrote “The White House Chair” for performances under his direction in Pittsburgh in support of the presidential run of James Buchanan, his sister’s brother-in-law. In the song, Foster overtly defends the South’s place in the union:

 Let all our hearts for union be,
 For the North and South are one;
 They've worked together manfully,
 And together they will still work on.


Using unsubtle racial metaphors, he also juxtaposes his Democratic party with the Republicans, whom he claims were influenced by nonvoting- and nonoffice-holding people of color:

 We'll have no dark designing band
 To rule with secret sway;
 We'll give to all a helping hand,
 And be open as the light of day. 


In contrast to these partisan and overtly racist lyrics, the ambiguity in his commercial songs was not an accident but a strategy. They were published in the North and South, performed in racist minstrel shows and polite parlors, and sung by abolitionists and defenders of enslavement alike. 


By sidestepping the partisan fray in his commercial songs, Foster was able to achieve widespread popularity. His best songs transcended social divisions by enabling listeners to hear whatever specific political or nonpolitical messages they wanted.


In the years before his death, however, popular taste passed him by. During the fevered sectionalism of the Civil War era, his once-sage ambiguity began to appear wishy-washy. His songs promoting national unity failed to catch on. 


He died almost penniless in 1864. For decades, his music and his name faded into obscurity.


Morrison’s gambit


Foster’s brother Morrison began working to revive the songwriter’s memory about 30 years after his death. 


Morrison was uniquely positioned to do this. Not only had the brothers been very close, but he had also become intimately familiar with Foster’s commercial music, helping him learn how to register compositions for copyright and negotiate publishing contracts. Morrison had even helped finalize the words to “Old Folks at Home.”


By the 1890s, Morrison was also an elder Pittsburgh Democrat with national connections. He worked closely with his friend Thomas Keenan Jr., editor of the Pittsburgh Press, to raise funds for a statue of his brother in their native city. Throughout the fundraising effort, Keenan helped place dozens of articles about Foster in newspapers across the country. 



            [image: Black and white photo of a statue depicting a white man wearing a suit while a Black man sits by his sides with his legs crossed, playing a banjo.]
            
              Morrison Foster helped raise funds for a statue of his brother transcribing the music of a shoeless Black man. It was removed from public view in 2018 due to its controversial imagery.
              University of Pittsburgh Library System, CC BY-SA
            
          

In 1896, Pittsburgh Democrats tapped Morrison as their candidate for his congressional district. Running as a Democrat in a Republican area, Morrison aimed to center his campaign on the theme of unity. He did this, in part, by harnessing the ambiguity of his brother’s songs. It’s no coincidence that his biography of his brother was published just days before the announcement of his candidacy.


Reflecting on the significance of the day his brother was born – July 4, 1826 – Morrison wrote in the biography that it was “a memorable day for several reasons.” Not only had independence “reached its half-century,” but it was also the exact date “Thomas Jefferson and John Adams died.”  


With such clever rhetoric – and Keenan’s amplification of it – Morrison convinced generations of Americans that his brother was the “founding father” of a new cultural chapter in American life, one built on the political gains of the previous generation. 


In Morrison’s formulation, his brother “founded a new era in melody and ballad” in which “the grotesque and clownish aspect of (minstrel) songs was softened, and ridicule began to merge into sympathy.” According to Morrison, Stephen “opened the way to the hearts of the people, which led to actual interest in the black man.”


Such passages portrayed his brother – and by association, Morrison – as sympathetic toward Black people. Supporters of racial equality appreciated that attitude. But even white supremacists often argued that they sympathized with Black people, while also maintaining that they were superior to them.


Just as Stephen needed a variety of Americans to buy his music, Morrison needed a variety of Americans to cast their votes for him. The vague and broadly appealing concept of “sympathy toward Black people” maximized their popularity among large swaths of 1890s America.


A founding myth, not a founding father


Morrison lost his House race. But in the process, he helped recast his brother not just as an early songwriter who happened to be an American, but also as the first songwriter who channeled a uniquely American voice.


From the 1890s on, countless Americans would sing his brother’s songs at school and church, at public singalongs, around the campfire and, of course, at Fourth of July celebrations.


Foster is more accurately understood as a conservative man and gifted songwriter whose knack for ambiguity resulted in songs both transcendent and controversial. He was fortunate to have a brother who shrewdly transformed the accident of his birthday into a founding myth.


And his late-19th century revival shows that the Fourth of July is not merely a ritual honoring a fixed, national past. It is an ongoing exercise in shaping the nation’s meaning in the present.

Christopher Lynch 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/200-years-after-his-birth-controversial-composer-stephen-foster-still-sings-to-americas-contradictions-283446
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