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        Philosophy Can Save Your Life
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Anicius Manlius Severinus Boethius was born in Rome around the year 475 C.E. A learned man, he served his nation faithfully as a senator and consul. But the early sixth century was a period of perilous political instability, and Boethius was wrongly accused of treason by Ostrogoth King Theodoric. Imprisoned and sentenced to death, Boethius kept a prison diary chronicling his despair and inability...

      

      
        Why Trump Defrocked 50 National-Security Officials
        Graeme Wood

        On Monday, in one of his first acts as president, Donald Trump defrocked 50 high priests of U.S. national security. Now deprived of their clearances, if they want to know what's happening in the world, they are reduced, like the rest of us, to reading the newspaper, and waiting for the president to blurt out nuclear codes over brunch at Mar-a-Lago. Once out of government, these former officials usually keep their clearances so they can return to government, or to civilian contracting work that in...

      

      
        Even Some J6ers Don't Agree With Trump's Blanket Pardon
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsThis week, House Republicans created a select subcommittee to investigate the January 6, 2021, attack on the Capitol and uncover the "full truth that is owed to the American people," Speaker Mike Johnson said. Presumably this is a "truth" that somehow fell outside the frames of the thousands of videos taken that day that showed rioters storming the building and beating police officers with whatever weapons were at hand. D...

      

      
        America Is Divided. It Makes for Tremendous Content.
        Spencer Kornhaber

        Photographs by John Francis PetersAmid the madness and tension of the most recent presidential-election campaign, a wild form of clickbait video started flying around the political internet. The titles described debates with preposterous numerical twists, such as "Can 1 Woke Teen Survive 20 Trump Supporters?" and "60 Republicans vs Democrats Debate the 2024 Election." Fiery tidbits went viral: a trans man yelling at the conservative pundit Ben Shapiro for a full four minutes; Pete Buttigieg tryin...

      

      
        The Animal Story That RFK Jr. Should Know
        David Axelrod

        Just outside New York City's Central Park Zoo, not far from where Robert F. Kennedy Jr. once stealthily deposited a dead bear cub, stands a bronze statue to another animal: Balto, the husky that, 100 years ago this month, played a leading role in a daring and perilous rescue that captured the world's attention.Nome, a small town in the northwestern reaches of the Alaskan territories, had been hit with an outbreak of diphtheria, a highly contagious and cruel respiratory infection that can be parti...

      

      
        Of Course Donald Trump Didn't Enjoy Hearing a Truly Christian Message
        Elizabeth Bruenig

        When Donald Trump sat down Tuesday beneath the exquisite stained-glass windows of the National Cathedral, he likely expected a sermon that would reflect his earthly glory back to him: something about unity in America, perhaps, or a meditation on fading American Christianity and the possibility of a Christian future, both of which would have flattered the president's stated priorities. But the sermon Trump heard from Episcopal Bishop Mariann Edgar Budde instead resulted in the president demanding ...

      

      
        Emperor Trump's New Map
        Franklin Foer

        When Vladimir Putin daydreams, he imagines himself saluting a phalanx as it goose-steps across central Kyiv. In Donald Trump's version of the fantasy, he is triumphantly floating through the Panama Canal on a battleship. Both men see themselves recovering lost empires, asserting their place in history by reversing it.During his first term, Trump set about dismantling the architecture of postwar internationalism by trash-talking and bullying the institutional implements of global cooperation, the ...

      

      
        David Lynch, My Neighbor
        Will Bahr

        When David Lynch died last week, it was almost hard to know whom exactly to mourn. He was a Renaissance man: musician, painter, meditation instructor, YouTube personality. Most, of course, mourn him as a filmmaker, the medium in which he left his most indelible mark. But I mourn him as a neighbor.I grew up down the street from David. Three doors down, to be precise. My parents owned a big blue wooden house in the Hollywood Hills, a stark contrast to David's pink, brutalist box just up the lane. T...

      

      
        Trump Targets His Own Government
        Lora Kelley

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Within hours of taking office on Monday, Donald Trump released a raft of executive orders addressing targets he'd gone after throughout his campaign, such as immigration, government spending, and DEI. He issued full pardons for 1,500 January 6 rioters, and signed the first eight executive orders--of doze...

      

      
        Sam Altman Doesn't Actually Need Trump
        Matteo Wong

        Late yesterday afternoon, the president of the United States transformed, very briefly, into the comms guy for a new tech company. At a press conference capping his first full day back in the White House, Donald Trump stood beside three of the most influential executives in the world--Sam Altman of OpenAI, Larry Ellison of Oracle, and Masayoshi Son of SoftBank--and announced the Stargate Project, "the largest AI infrastructure project, by far, in history."Although Trump's rhetoric may seem to sugge...

      

      
        David Lynch Captured the Appeal of the Unknown
        Emma Stefansky

        David Lynch famously abhorred explaining himself. "Believe it or not, Eraserhead is my most spiritual film," the director once said of his esoteric debut feature, during a 2007 interview. When asked to elaborate, he replied, smiling: "No, I won't." The clip, which tends to make the rounds on the internet every few months, demonstrates--without actually stating--everything that anyone ought to know about the late auteur's oblique body of work: The viewing experience itself matters much more than whe...

      

      
        How America's Fire Wall Against Disease Starts to Fail
        Katherine J. Wu

        For more than 60 years, vaccination in the United States has been largely shaped by an obscure committee tasked with advising the federal government. In almost every case, the nation's leaders have accepted in full the group's advice on who should get vaccines and when. Experts I asked could recall only two exceptions. Following 9/11, the Bush administration expanded the group who'd be given smallpox vaccinations in preparation for the possibility of a bioterrorism attack, and at the height of th...

      

      
        Trump's Second Term Might Have Already Peaked
        Jonathan Chait

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.Ever since Donald Trump emerged as a credible threat to return to the White House, the guardrails that seemed to restrain him in his first term--political, legal, psychic--have collapsed with astonishing speed. His nominees are sailing through their confirmation hearings, including some who are underqualified and ideologically extreme. Titans of business and media are throwing themselves at his feet as suppli...

      

      
        The Attack on Birthright Citizenship Is a Big Test for the Constitution
        Adam Serwer

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.The purpose of the Fourteenth Amendment was to settle once and for all the question of racial citizenship, forever preventing the subjugation of one class of people by another. Donald Trump's executive order purporting to end birthright citizenship is an attempt to reverse one outcome of the Civil War, by creating a permanent underclass of stateless people who have no rights they can invoke in their defense...

      

      
        You're Being Alienated From Your Own Attention
        Chris Hayes

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.For more than a decade, I have hosted an hour-long cable TV show on MSNBC. When I got my own show, I imagined it as something akin to the experience of first-time car ownership. I could drive wherever I wanted to drive; although I would have to obey the law, I just had to figure out where I wanted to go, push the pedal, and go. I could cover whatever I thought was most important, whenever I wanted, for as lon...

      

      
        Griff Witte Joining <em>The Atlantic</em> as a Managing Editor
        The Atlantic

        The Atlantic has hired Griff Witte as a managing editor to lead its growing politics and accountability team. Editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg writes in an announcement, shared below, that Witte's "experience on the democracy beat, in particular, will help us in our coverage of the various challenges to the American way of governance."Witte is currently the senior politics and democracy editor for The Washington Post, and in his 23 years at the paper has reported from across the United States and...

      

      
        The 'Dark Prophet' of L.A. Wasn't Dark Enough
        Carolina A. Miranda

        A curious social-media ritual repeats every time a major fire explodes in Southern California, and this month's catastrophe was no exception. Between dispatches about evacuations and the hot takes and conspiracy posts that followed, the armchair urbanists got busy citing literature. First came the Joan Didion quotes about the fire-stoking Santa Ana winds ("I recall being told, when I first moved to Los Angeles and was living on an isolated beach, that the Indians would throw themselves into the s...

      

      
        Watch Out for Mechanical Nightingales
        Jacob Howland

        Our fractured age's greatest heroes are a far cry from Achilles. They fight not for glory but freedom, with weapons forged of pure moral steel. Consider the fatalistic courage of the late Russian opposition leader Alexei Navalny. By the time he was poisoned in 2020 with a neurotoxin secretly applied to his underpants by Vladimir Putin's agents, he'd suffered at least one previous chemical attack and been jailed by the regime more than 10 times. After five months of convalescence in Germany, Naval...

      

      
        The Online Porn Free-for-All Is Coming to an End
        Marc Novicoff

        Updated at 12:40 p.m. ET on January 22, 2025In the pre-internet era, turning 18 in America conferred a very specific, if furtive, privilege: the right to walk into a store and buy an adult magazine. Technically, it still does, for those hypothetical teenagers who prefer to get their smut in print. For practical purposes, however, American children can access porn as soon as they can figure out how to navigate a web browser. That's because, since the 1990s, America has had two sets of laws concern...

      

      
        Be Like Sisyphus
        Gal Beckerman

        This anxious century has not given people much to feel optimistic about--yet most of us resist pessimism. Things must improve. They will get better. They have to. But when it comes to the big goals--global stability, a fair economy, a solution for the climate crisis--it can feel as if you've been pushing a boulder up a hill only to see it come rolling back down, over and over: all that distance lost, all that huffing and puffing wasted. The return trek to the bottom of the hill is long, and the boul...

      

      
        Will Trump Keep the Cease-Fire on Track?
        Isabel Fattal

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.For weeks, Donald Trump has been exerting influence on events in the Middle East. After winning the 2024 election, he dispatched his Middle East envoy, Steve Witkoff, to the region to help the Biden administration get the Israel-Hamas cease-fire and hostage-release deal over the finish line. Now, a litt...

      

      
        What Everyone Gets Wrong About Tulsi Gabbard
        Elaine Godfrey

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.Long before Donald Trump rewarded Tulsi Gabbard's loyalty with a nomination to be the next director of national intelligence, before her friendliness with Tucker Carlson, and before her association with the Syrian dictator Bashar al-Assad, she was loyal to another charismatic leader. A man who remains mostly unknown outside Hawaii but is reputed to have a powerful hold over his followers.That leader is Chri...

      

      
        Trump's Pardons Are Sending a Crystal-Clear Message
        Ali Breland

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.In the hours after Donald Trump returned to power, Jacob Chansley, already in a celebrating mood, became exuberant. Chansley, who is also known as the QAnon Shaman, a nickname he earned for the horned costume he wore during the attack on the U.S. Capitol in 2021, did what any red-blooded MAGA American might have done in his situation. "I GOT A PARDON BABY!" Chansley posted on X last night. "NOW I AM GONNA B...

      

      
        My Sad, Sad Friend Talks Only About Herself
        James Parker

        Editor's Note: Is anything ailing, torturing, or nagging at you? Are you beset by existential worries? Every Tuesday, James Parker tackles readers' questions. Tell him about your lifelong or in-the-moment problems at dearjames@theatlantic.com.Don't want to miss a single column? Sign up to get "Dear James" in your inbox.Dear James,I have a longtime friend who has recently been going through a string of hard times: Work, relationships, family, friends, you name it--it's been a bunch of tough episode...

      

      
        It's Already Different
        David A. Graham

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.Updated at 10:00 a.m. ET on January 22, 2025During Donald Trump's first term as president, critics used to ask, Can you imagine the outcry if a Democrat had done this? As Trump begins his second, the relevant question is Can you imagine the outcry if Trump had done this eight years ago? Barely 24 hours into this new presidency, Trump has already taken a series of steps that would have caused widespread outr...

      

      
        
          	
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Best of The Atlantic
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Philosophy Can Save Your Life

Here's how.

by Arthur C. Brooks




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

Anicius Manlius Severinus Boethius was born in Rome around the year 475 C.E. A learned man, he served his nation faithfully as a senator and consul. But the early sixth century was a period of perilous political instability, and Boethius was wrongly accused of treason by Ostrogoth King Theodoric. Imprisoned and sentenced to death, Boethius kept a prison diary chronicling his despair and inability to understand how such an unjust fate could make sense in a well-ordered universe.

Then help came--in the form, as Boethius tells it, of a mysterious and divine visitor to his cell: Lady Philosophy. A being of superhuman dignity and beauty, she engages Boethius in a series of philosophical discourses that raise his consciousness to a better perception of the true nature of good and the vanity of his misery. So morally elevated by his new understanding of philosophy, he could face his predicament--including his ultimate execution--with courage, peace, even joy.

What Boethius described was no symptom of carceral derangement; the lady was his metaphor for the power of philosophy to breathe life back into a deadened soul. With luck, you are not reading this column from prison; no doubt, however, you still have plenty of problems you would like to solve. Perhaps you need to invite Lady Philosophy into your own life. Here's how.

Arthur C. Brooks: When you can't change the world, change your feelings

We all know that, in general, studying and learning improve quality of life. Indeed, adopting a lifelong learning habit is one of the practices that leads to being happy and healthy in old age. And those who study philosophy enjoy particular benefits. In a large-sample 2024 survey of more than 100,000 individuals over their college years, the scholars Michael Prinzing and Michael Vazquez compared undergraduates of philosophy with peers studying other fields and found that the budding philosophers showed more enhanced "habits of mind" (curiosity, intellectual rigor, humility) and "pluralistic orientation" (tolerance, open-mindedness) than the students of other subjects. (In case you're wondering, business majors scored the most poorly in habits of mind, and students of agriculture manifested the least pluralistic orientation.)

Neuroscientists have taken an interest in the cognitive benefits of philosophy. One theory offered by Georg Northoff in his book Neuro-Philosophy and the Healthy Mind is that we become more cognitively flexible--finding it easier to accept and employ alternative ways of thinking--when presented with different philosophical frameworks. This, in turn, improves the connection between the default mode network (which is central to self-reflection and pondering life's meaning) and the brain's executive network. In short, wrestling with philosophical questions makes your brain work better.

Engaging with a variety of philosophies is not the same as applying a particular one to your life. If you're going to adopt a specific philosophical approach, some seem clearly more likely to be beneficial than others. For example, it's hard to imagine that becoming a full-blown existential nihilist--life is meaningless and then you die--will aid much in your happiness. (You might think that posing as one, with a Gauloise cigarette in hand, might make you look more fascinating, but neither of those things is very good for your well-being.)

Evidence suggests that people who strongly embrace hedonism as a philosophy of life--the classical version of this is known as epicureanism--tend to be unhappier than people who don't or do so moderately. In contrast, Stoicism--which focuses on the concept of a good life based on inner strength in the face of problems--is quite beneficial as a worldview: Researchers reported in 2022 that when two dozen medical students received psychotherapy that used the principles of Stoic philosophy, they became more empathic and resilient.

Certain attitudes and experiences predict which philosophy one will find most congenial. For example, researchers have shown that people who use recreational drugs are more likely than others to believe that morality is subjective; people who have had a transcendental experience are most likely to believe in God. Meanwhile, hard determinists (who believe that free will is an illusion and that all events are beyond our individual control) tend to register lower in well-being and higher in mental illness.

From the November 1985 issue: The venerable Will

Whether or not you decide to fully adopt a particular philosophy, simply studying different ones is good for both your intellectual prowess and your humility. Such study is also good for society insofar as it can make people less rigid and dogmatic in their beliefs. In my case, I am trained as a behavioral scientist and was educated with very little philosophy. But that changed about five years ago, after I saw evidence in research about philosophical education of its personal and social benefits. So I took to studying the great thinkers myself, from Aristotle to Zeno--and contemporary philosophers as well. Here are the rules I've followed for doing so.

1. Start with a lay of the land.
 Rather than beginning at a random point, create your own version of an undergraduate survey course. There are many wonderful books that give you a broad sweep of philosophy, such as Nigel Warburton's A Little History of Philosophy. For a classic that is slightly denser and more demanding, try Will Durant's 1926 work, The Story of Philosophy. Or buy an introductory textbook and do your own Philosophy 101.

2. Take big ideas in small doses.
 As you turn to the original texts, you'll find that they're not binge-reading material. You won't get much from the Nicomachean Ethics if you try to read it over a weekend. Like most philosophical texts, Aristotle's seminal work requires keen attention and a lot of thought. Set a time aside each day to read for 10 to 15 minutes, taking notes as you go. This will become a treasured habit and get you through a lot of deep thought in a satisfying way as the months pass.

3. Do rely on teachers.
 If you didn't need secondary sources and annotated versions of the works of philosophy, that would be great. But I do and so, probably, will you. Right now, I am struggling with Ludwig Wittgenstein's Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus. All I can say is, thank God others got their doctorates in this stuff and can machete through this intellectual thicket with their commentary.

4. This really is what YouTube is for.
 When you decide to scroll videos to pass the time, whether at night in bed or on the treadmill at the gym, do you come away feeling empty and slightly depressed because you just blew an hour of watching utterly vacuous stuff? Don't rely on the junk that the algorithm feeds you; search for videos made by scholars talking about their favorite philosophers. The quality is mixed, but your time will rarely be wasted.

5. Try applying what you learn.
 If you really want to achieve a bone-deep understanding of a philosophical idea, try living according to its prescription for a few days, or a week, if you can. I remember being profoundly affected by Immanuel Kant's claim that "By a lie a man throws away and, as it were, annihilates his dignity as a man" in his 1797 treatise, The Metaphysics of Morals. Yes! cried my soul. So I tried living with his brand of radical honesty for a week. The experience was valuable, but I learned that I am not a Kantian--because I actually like being married and employed.

Arthur C. Brooks: Are you a Platonist or an Aristotelian?

My little autodidact's routine for learning some philosophy is no substitute for a formal education, and I realize that I am still hopelessly ignorant and capable of gross errors. I know this because professional philosophers are never shy about pointing out my missteps among the correspondence I receive for these columns.

Still, my visits from Lady Philosophy have made an immense positive difference in the perspective I have on life. This pursuit of the mind is endlessly fascinating and--I would say, borrowing from the title of Boethius's prison diary--even consoling. In The Consolation of Philosophy, he summarized what the lady had taught him about how to practice the good life as: "Withstand vice, practice virtue, lift up your souls to right hopes, offer humble prayers to Heaven." As valuable advice today as it was in 524.
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Why Trump Defrocked 50 National-Security Officials

Removing security clearances is petty and personal. But it is the president's decision to make, and in a week of wacky and unexpected executive orders, it is one of the easier to defend.

by Graeme Wood




On Monday, in one of his first acts as president, Donald Trump defrocked 50 high priests of U.S. national security. Now deprived of their clearances, if they want to know what's happening in the world, they are reduced, like the rest of us, to reading the newspaper, and waiting for the president to blurt out nuclear codes over brunch at Mar-a-Lago. Once out of government, these former officials usually keep their clearances so they can return to government, or to civilian contracting work that involves government secrets, without friction, and so they can learn secrets and give advice informally. Removing these clearances is petty and personal. But it is Trump's decision to make, and in a week of wacky and unexpected executive orders, it is one of the easier to defend.

The order singled out former Trump National Security Adviser John Bolton for special dishonor. Trump accused Bolton of making money by publishing a memoir "for monetary gain" before the intelligence community could scrub his text of classified material. In a separate and remarkably spiteful action, Trump rescinded Secret Service protection for Bolton, former Trump State department official Brian Hook, and former Secretary of State and CIA director, Michael Pompeo. The FBI has accused Iran of trying to kill all three men. Trump often expresses his distaste for those who tried to give direction and discipline to his first term. It is nonetheless shocking to see him come to power and, as one of his first acts, ensure that if Iranian assassins wish to take out his former advisers, they'll soon have a cleaner shot. Americans who work in national security assume that the government will protect them against vengeance from terrorists, no matter what. They now have reason to believe that this protection is a conditional perk, like a nice parking space, that can be taken away for talking smack on CNN.

Bolton bemoans the removal of his protection detail. Because he is not a dummy or a hypocrite, however, he has not questioned Trump's ability to take away his clearance. A clearance, unlike the ability to live without fear of assassination, really is the president's to grant or withdraw at will. The first conversation I ever had with Bolton (whom I profiled for this magazine in 2019) was 18 years ago, about the awesome power of the president to classify, declassify, and determine who can read classified material. This power is almost without limit, Bolton said. (The president cannot declassify certain information about nuclear weapons. Other than that, the power is his.) The president then was George W. Bush, and Bolton, fresh from service as Bush's ambassador to the United Nations, vigorously defended the expansiveness of his old boss's powers.

Read: John Bolton will hold this grudge

Trump is miffed at Bolton for going on cable news to call Trump an idiot. The suggestion that Bolton's memoir is, as Trump claims, "rife with sensitive information" is both hypocritical, given Trump's own irresponsible information-security practices, and hard to believe, given the fact that in the four years since it was published, no one has suggested that any specific revelations have compromised national security. The real victim was Trump's ego. Bolton did, however, publish before getting permission to do so, and anyone who has had a security clearance knows that dodging the review is a violation not just of the letter of one's clearance conditions but also of the norms and instincts inculcated by the culture of national security. If Bolton expected to keep his clearance after that, then maybe he is a dummy after all.

The other 49 laicized national-security officials had signed an open letter (always a bad idea) that declared in 2020, right before the presidential election, that the now mostly confirmed story of Hunter Biden's laptop had "all the classic earmarks of a Russian information operation." A computer technician in Delaware said that Hunter had dropped off the laptop for repair at his computer shop in 2019. Hunter never retrieved it. It contained images of him in states of undress, apparently doped up, and in acts of sexual congress. The contents were so sleazy that even if the laptop were a Russian hoax, which it was not, the hard drives should have been power-washed, submerged in isopropyl alcohol, and thrown into an active volcano purely as a sanitary measure. The former president's son also appeared in emails to be seeking to profit off his father's office. The evidence for corruption never amounted to enough for a charge to stick. But because no one could figure out any other reason a Ukrainian oil company would want Hunter on their board, the suggestion of influence peddling seemed plausible.

The intelligence professionals who signed the letter (which was drafted by former CIA Acting Director Michael Morrell) warned readers that they did not know whether the laptop's contents were "genuine or not," and said they had no "evidence of Russian involvement," only suspicions. The signatories included former directors of the NSA, CIA, and the Office of National Intelligence, and many others with long and distinguished service to the United States. These figures provided intelligence and analysis to presidents, generals, congressmen, and others. The core of their job--the reason anyone listens to them--is devotion to an almost priestly ethos of analytical rigor. They speak only after marshaling all available resources to find all the facts that can be known; they deliver briefings based on everything they know--not just the facts they like--and without political tilt or opinion. The public never gets classified briefings. Those who have clearance to get them are meant to be confident that when the briefers speak, they speak with authority, clarity, and dispassion. The experience should be like listening to a great trial lawyer. You should wonder why anyone would bother disagreeing.

Read: Why Hunter Biden's laptop will never go away

Why these titans of intelligence were willing to risk their hard-won credibility on the possibility that Hunter Biden might not be a slimeball is deeply mysterious. Even considering their caveats, somehow they signed and published their letter without due diligence and without the slightest consideration that Hunter was, in fact, prone to shady behavior. No doubt they felt that the laptop story was urgent, because it could affect the election in a few weeks. But their job was to seek facts and judge them with restraint. In this case, minimal fact-seeking would entail asking the Bidens if the sordid laptop was real, and restraint would entail not venturing wild accusations. The letter does not suggest that the authors asked the Bidens--although they certainly could have, since (according to a 2023 House Intelligence report) the letter originated with a call to them from Antony Blinken, then a Biden-campaign official and later secretary of state. Did the Biden team lie about the laptop, or claim Hunter had no memory of it? Or did the authors never even bother to inquire if it belonged to Hunter? In either case, the letter exhibited extremely shoddy analytic craftsmanship. Some signers of the letter had access to classified briefings, and could have asked their old colleagues in the intelligence community whether the laptop was a Russian hoax. In 2023, House investigators asked James Clapper, the former director of national intelligence and one of the drafters of the letter, why he did not ask for a briefing. "Because I didn't want to be tainted by access to classified information," he told them.

That won't be a problem anymore. Because they were excessively generous to one candidate over the other, the letter signers left the impression that they were on the Democratic team--and, moreover, that they would lower their standards in order to influence an American election. Connoisseurs of irony will note that the CIA has, historically, had few scruples about influencing foreign elections, and will ask why they would hesitate to influence an American one. But to influence even a foreign election takes approval from the White House, and to influence a domestic one is flagrantly illegal. Like Bolton, these signers should have known that they were violating a deeply ingrained taboo. If they did not know that Trump, a man too petty and unrestrained to realize that vindictiveness is a sign of weakness, would punish them as soon as he could, then they too are not as intelligent as I thought.
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Even Some J6ers Don't Agree With Trump's Blanket Pardon

Some of those who have fought for their family members to be released have mixed feelings about the sweeping nature of the president's action.

by Hanna Rosin




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

This week, House Republicans created a select subcommittee to investigate the January 6, 2021, attack on the Capitol and uncover the "full truth that is owed to the American people," Speaker Mike Johnson said. Presumably this is a "truth" that somehow fell outside the frames of the thousands of videos taken that day that showed rioters storming the building and beating police officers with whatever weapons were at hand. Despite January 6 being an extraordinarily well-documented crime, many Republicans seem intent on whitewashing what many federal judges, jurors, and really any average American citizen can see with their own eyes.

In the past year, I've gotten to know many J6ers well. My partner, Lauren Ober, and I made the podcast We Live Here Now. The thing they had all been waiting for are the pardons that President Donald Trump delivered as promised "on day one." Trump kept his promise. Hours after being sworn in, he gave clemency to more than 1,500 people convicted of involvement at the Capitol that day. Among them were some longtime militia leaders who carefully planned the riot. Now they're free. For some, this is order restored; for so many other Americans, this is lawless abandon. And not everyone is reacting to the pardons the way you might expect.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Marie Johnatakis: Hello?
 Hanna Rosin: Hey, this is actually Hanna Rosin. I'm calling on my son's phone for various reasons.
 Johnatakis: Hanna! How are you?
 Rosin: You sound happy.
 Johnatakis: I am. I just got done bawling.


Rosin: Bawling. As in crying. Hard.

Johnatakis:  I think everything just came out. I was just holding it in for the last how many years?


Rosin: That was Marie Johnatakis, whose husband, Taylor, was just pardoned by President Donald Trump. He'd been sentenced to over seven years for what he did at the Capitol on January 6. Now he's coming home.

This is Radio Atlantic. I'm Hanna Rosin.

A few hours into his second term, Trump pardoned more than 1,500 people charged in connection with the attack on the Capitol on January 6, 2021. Some had been charged with serious felonies, like assaulting police officers and seditious conspiracy. Others were charged with misdemeanors, like trespassing and disorderly conduct.

I've gotten to know a lot of January 6ers over the last couple of years, so I know how these prosecutions have upended their lives. And I know that for a lot of them, the pardons have restored their sense of justice. For them, this week feels like the world is set right again.

And as I checked in with them this week, and hung out outside the D.C. jail, mostly I just saw the chasm more clearly: how one person's order restored is another person's lawless abandon.

Johnatakis: I know this is going to sound crazy, but I have just really felt like Trump will do what he says he's gonna do. And so, ever since that, I was like, "Well, if Taylor gets pardoned, it will be the first day."


Rosin: Three weeks ago, when her world was still in chaos, Marie Johnatakis bought a one-way ticket home for Taylor. Trump had mentioned that he might pardon all the January 6ers, but you could never be sure. Politicians don't usually do what they say, her daughter told her. And for a family whose only working parent had been in jail for more than a year, an airline ticket is a luxury.

But Marie had watched the video over and over of Trump telling an NBC reporter that he would pardon the J6ers on day one of taking office.

Donald Trump: We're gonna look at everything. We're gonna look at individual cases--
 Kristen Welker: Everyone?
 Trump: Yeah.
 Welker: Okay.
 Trump: But I'm going to be acting very quickly.
 Welker: Within your first 100 days? First day?
 Trump: First day.
 Welker: First day?
 Trump: Yeah. I'm looking first day.
 
 Welker: You'll issue these pardons.


Rosin: And then on day one, the world flipped.

Man: First we have a list of pardons and commutations relating to the events that occurred on January 6, 2021.
 
 Trump: Okay. And how many people is this?
 
 Man: I think this order will apply to approximately 1,500 people, sir.
 
 Trump: So this is January 6. And these are the hostages, approximately 1,500 for a pardon. Full pardon.


Rosin: On Monday night, just before midnight, Marie finally picked Taylor up from prison, and she sent me a picture. They sat side by side, smiling, like a late Christmas-card photo. Marie hasn't sat side by side with her husband since he was taken into custody just before Christmas 2023.

I asked her if she thought his transition home would be rocky, and she said no--it'll be seamless. Taylor has written each of their five children a letter a week from prison, and he sometimes reads them books over the phone. In her mind, family harmony will be quickly restored, and so will the rightness of all things.

Johnatakis: I mean, this started with January 6, four years ago, and we were the scum of the Earth. We were domestic terrorists. We were people that you were supposed to be afraid of. Every time Trump had anything with criminal charges or anything like that, he has really been our hope for anything that would ever mean a pardon for us. And so a lot of us feel like it was one miracle after another.
 And people don't look to Trump--people in the movement on the chats that I'm on and stuff like that don't look to him like a savior. But I think a lot of the people--almost everyone has faith, like a faith in God, a faith in Jesus. And I do hear a lot of like, for us, it's a miracle.


Rosin: There is a whole other way that these pardons could have rolled out.

A little more than a week before inauguration, Vice President J. D. Vance made it clear to Fox News that he wasn't expecting blanket pardons.

J. D. Vance: If you committed violence on that day, obviously you shouldn't be pardoned. And there's a little bit of a gray area there, but we're very much committed to seeing the equal administration of law.


Rosin: During the transition, I spoke with Republican lawyers who imagined there might be some kind of review board, like maybe a Justice Department committee that would evaluate cases such as Taylor's.

Taylor was not among the several hundred convicted solely of misdemeanors, such as trespassing or disorderly conduct. But also, he was not among the small handful convicted of seditious conspiracy. His assault charge hung on the fact that he was yelling into his bullhorn, urging a crowd to push a barricade into a row of cops. All captured on video.

Taylor Johnatakis: One foot! One, two, three, go!


Rosin: And under the J. D. Vance scenario, there would have been qualified lawyers debating in a room about degrees of "assault" and what length of sentence they merit. But instead, Trump chose to go with a blanket pardon, which sounds uncomplicated but actually brings maximum chaos.

Tuesday night, I was walking down my own street past a house that I know well. It's a kind of safe house for January 6ers. Micki Witthoeft lives there. She's the mother of Ashli Babbitt, who was killed at the Capitol that day. So does Nicole Reffitt, whose husband, Guy, was sentenced to over seven years for bringing a gun to the Capitol. Occasionally, a young January 6er named Brandon Fellows stays there too.

My partner, Lauren Ober, and I got to know the people in that house last year when we made an Atlantic podcast about it called We Live Here Now. I've walked by their house hundreds of times. But when I walked the dogs past the house on Tuesday in freezing weather, I saw Brandon outside, wearing an ICE jacket--as in Immigration and Customs Enforcement. This is his version of a sartorial troll.

Rosin: So what's going on? I guess I don't even know the basics of what's going on.
 Fellows: Last I heard was from Jen. We were at lunch with Stewart Rhodes--breakfast with Stewart Rhodes today.
 Rosin: He's here?
 Fellows: Yes. But we've all been up, and he's taking a nap real quick. So we just got back, but--
 Rosin: Is he staying here?


Rosin: I froze--and not from the cold. Stewart Rhodes, the guy with the eye patch, who founded the Oathkeepers. He for years recruited and cultivated an armed militia to resist government tyranny. His estranged ex-wife recently said she fears that she and their kids are on his quote "kill list." Rhodes's attorneys have said that the idea that his family's in danger is unfounded.

Before Trump's commutation he was serving an 18-year sentence for seditious conspiracy, one of the longest of all the January 6ers. Now Stewart Rhodes was taking a nap down the block from my house.

[Music]

More on that after the break.

[Break]

Rosin: While Rhodes was napping in her house, Nicole Reffitt, was outside, being interviewed by a Dutch news crew. Her family is notorious, because her son, Jackson, turned in his father to the FBI. Someone adapted the trial transcript into an excellent play called Fatherland. Anyway, this week her husband, Guy, was about to get out of prison. But unlike Marie Johnatakis, she seemed unsettled about the pardons.

Rosin:  How do you guys feel about the blanket pardon?
 Reffitt: You know, I was never a fan of that. I guess he thought it was the quickest way--pull the Band-Aid off. I was more in favor of commutations and then let's look at everything, because not only did people do bad things that day, but there were some charges that were absolutely wielded like a weapon against people. And those things also need to be looked at because, you know, I don't want anyone to have to go through this. And that's my biggest concern.
 Rosin: What do you mean "concern"? Like, I don't know how to think about the blanket pardon either, Nicole. I'm trying to think what's the difference between this and if it had gone a different way--what does it mean that it's a blanket? Have you guys talked about that?
 Reffitt: Well, because now all charges are gone.
 Rosin: Yeah.
 Reffitt: You know, and, uh, I'm a law-and-order gal, really. And so not all charges should be gone there. People did really bad things that day.


Rosin: In many people's minds, Nicole's husband, Guy, was one of the people who did really bad things that day, and he did get a fair sentence. Guy brought a gun to the Capitol, although he didn't enter the building or use it.

Reffitt: Yeah, I never expected him not to have something, you know, like, I figured he'd be charged with something, because it was so significant, but it was just so over-the-top to me, all of the charges and that has always been my biggest issue.


[Crowd chanting]

Rosin: As of Wednesday only eight of the 22 people held at the D.C. jail had been released. But outside the jail had turned into a gathering place for people released from all over the country. Camera crews stood around from Sweden, Japan, Norway broadcasting interviews with the newly freed. And when Bob Marley's "Redemption Song" came on the speakers, the crowd belted it out together.

[Sound of "Redemption Song" by Bob Marley]

Rosin: On Tuesday night, I caught a glimpse of Stewart Rhodes at the edge of the crowd. He's hard to miss, with the eye patch. He was giving an interview to a right-wing YouTuber.

Stewart Rhodes: It's a day of celebration. I mean, yesterday it was too. When President Trump was inaugurated, it was awesome. You know, like he said himself, you know, God saved him to save America, and I believe that's true. And then he turned around and saved us last night, I mean, and restored us to our freedom. I mean, I'm not 100 percent restored yet. I'm still waiting for a pardon, but it's so, so wonderful to be out, be out of these bars.


Rosin: That's Rhodes's one big complaint--that he'd been given a commutation instead of a pardon. A commutation can erase a sentence, but it does not restore all your rights, such as the right to buy guns. He told the interviewer he was applying for a pardon. He said, " I think everyone deserves a pardon, without any exception."

Rhodes: No one got a fair trial. It's impossible to get a fair trial here if you're a Trump supporter. And so you don't have an unbiased jury, an impartial jury; you don't have an impartial judge; you don't have a jury that's going to hold the government to its standard beyond reasonable doubt.
 It's not going to happen. So if you have no chance of a fair trial, then you should be presumed innocent. That's put back in your natural state, which is an innocent and free human being.


Rosin: So that's Rhodes's version of history. They were sham trials. It was actually a day of peace. It's a revision of history that Trump and his allies are likely to try to push and push for the next four years. House Speaker Mike Johnson has already formed a select subcommittee on January 6, to quote "continue our efforts to uncover the full truth that is owed to the American people"

But for a whole crew of other people involved in January 6, these pardons represent a reversal of justice.

January 6 did not require delicate forensics. It has to be one of the most well-documented crimes in modern history. There are tens of thousands of hours of video showing rioters beating up police with whatever tools are at hand.

At least five people died for reasons that are in some way related to the insurrection. Some 140 police officers were injured, and many could never work again. On Wednesday, retired officer Michael Fanone had choice words for Rhodes that he expressed live on CNN.

Michael Fanone: This is what I would say to Stewart Rhodes: Go f-- yourself. You're a liar.
 Anchor: We didn't obviously to beep that word out ...


Rosin: Fanone said he's worried for his safety and that of his family.

The judge who sentenced Taylor Johnatakis, Judge Royce Lamberth, wrote a letter in connection with the sentencing. He wrote: "Political violence rots republics. Therefore, January 6 must not become a precedent for further violence against political opponents or governmental institutions." Lamberth is 81. His wife died a few months ago. He had a handful of new January 6 cases on his docket, but of course they've disappeared. In that sentencing letter, he continued, "This is not normal."

We tried to reach him to talk about the pardons, by the way, but he wasn't ready to talk about them yet.

 Reffitt: My husband's being processed out of Oklahoma right now. Can't wait to see that man. He will be here in D.C. tomorrow. And you know what? We're getting freedom, baby! That's right. We're getting freedom! We are getting freedom. And that's absolutely right.


Rosin: At the Tuesday-night rally, Nicole got a call from Guy. He was out. On the road. Headed towards the airport.

Reffitt: He's in the car. He's in a car! In a car!


Rosin: Stewart Rhodes told the crowd that he was headed back to California this week. As for Marie and Taylor, they fly home on Thursday. Marie told me the kids are gonna make dinner.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Jinae West and Kevin Townsend and edited by Claudine Ebeid. It was engineered by Rob Smierciak and fact-checked by Stef Hayes. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.
 
 I'm Hanna Rosin. Thanks for listening.
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America Is Divided. It Makes for Tremendous Content.

Jubilee Media mines the nation's deepest disagreements for rowdy viral videos. But is all the arguing changing anyone's mind?

by Spencer Kornhaber




Amid the madness and tension of the most recent presidential-election campaign, a wild form of clickbait video started flying around the political internet. The titles described debates with preposterous numerical twists, such as "Can 1 Woke Teen Survive 20 Trump Supporters?" and "60 Republicans vs Democrats Debate the 2024 Election." Fiery tidbits went viral: a trans man yelling at the conservative pundit Ben Shapiro for a full four minutes; Pete Buttigieg trying to calm an undecided voter seething with rage at the Democrats. These weren't typical TV-news shouting matches, with commentators in suits mugging to cameras. People were staring into each other's eyes, speaking spontaneously, litigating national divisions in a manner that looked like a support group and felt like The Jerry Springer Show.

The clips were created by Jubilee Media, a booming entertainment company that has built a huge young following by turning difficult discussions into shareable content. Launched in 2017, it has produced videos with titles including "Flat Earthers vs Scientists: Can We Trust Science?" (29 million views), "6 Vegans vs 1 Secret Meat Eater" (17 million views), along with hundreds of others in which delicate subjects--Middle East politics, parenting strategies, penis size--are explored by strangers in gamelike scenarios. During an era of ideological chaos, when all consensus seems in flux, Jubilee has become a phenomenon by insisting that it's okay, even fun, to clash. In doing so, it represents a challenge to traditional media: Jubilee's founder, Jason Y. Lee, told me he's hopeful that the company can host one of the presidential debates in 2028.


Jason Y. Lee (left) watches a taping of Surrounded. He relaunched Jubilee in 2017 as an effort to bridge national divisions revealed by Donald Trump's election. (Photographs by John Francis Peters)



That idea shouldn't sound far-fetched. The 2024 election demonstrated the influence of YouTube, TikTok, podcasts, and other online forums in fostering discussion that's less regulated than what journalistic norms allow. Gen Z's rightward swing since 2020, combined with its high rate of independent party identification, suggests a remarkable openness to persuasion from across the political spectrum. Basic policy shibboleths, such as the efficacy of vaccines, are being questioned by all sorts of constituencies; once-predictable public-opinion trend lines--regarding feminism, LGBTQ rights, democracy itself--are going wobbly. As Jubilee's former creative director John Regalado told me, the internet is "updating our tolerance for disagreement--and disagreement on a lot of things that we thought were in the can."

Jubilee has proved adept at mining this new paradigm for views. Its video with Shapiro was the fifth-most-watched bit of election-related content on YouTube, just a few spots down from Joe Rogan's interview with Donald Trump; that "1 Woke Teen," the fledgling TikTok commentator Dean Withers, was invited to the White House after his performance. The company's offerings also include dating shows, a forthcoming dating app, and a card game to provoke interesting interactions with friends. Students at high schools and colleges have held Jubilee-inspired events to mimic the debates they see on-screen. Lee said he's trying to build "the Disney of empathy": a media empire that teaches people how to connect, listen, and healthily disagree--an ambitious, even fanciful-sounding notion in a time of cultural fracturing and political polarization.

Pursuing that goal has meant emphasizing seemingly old-fashioned media ideals--neutrality, fidelity, hearing from all sides--in ways that can seem extreme. Moderators, when they're involved at all, take only the lightest touch in steering conversations, which can mean letting misinformation and misdirection fly. (Fact-checks happen after filming and are provided by another start-up, Straight Arrow News, which pitches itself as "Unbiased. Straight Facts.") Cast members tend to seem like regular, if colorful, folks who speak off-the-cuff. The point isn't to change participants' minds--full-on ideological conversions almost never happen in the videos. Rather, Regalado said, Jubilee thinks of its efforts as a "practice" or a "ritual." The awkward or upsetting moments that inevitably arise are part of the product. "That rawness and that authenticity is what young people desperately are seeking," Lee told me.

Jubilee's critics, however, contend that the company is simply manufacturing ragebait and platforming dangerous ideas in order to pull eyeballs. Regalado noted that angry viewers often leave comments joking that Jubilee might do "Holocaust Survivors vs. Holocaust Deniers" next--but in the company's logic, that's really not an outrageous idea. "Internally, Jubilee has argued about whether or not we would do that episode," Regalado said, adding that he himself would "want to see that dialogue happen" so long as the Holocaust survivors understood what they were getting into. "I don't think it's good for society to deny an opportunity for discourse."



Jubilee's headquarters have the rumpled, run-and-gun energy of a newspaper office. The ceiling panels are scuffed, the walls are decorated with movie posters, and the desks are dotted with equipment, knickknacks, and struggling houseplants. I visited on a Friday, when most of the staff was working from home, save for a casting director making calls from a private booth. Lee explained that, because Jubilee makes around 200 videos a year, finding participants is a constant chore. "One day we'll be like, 'Hey, we need to get nuns,'" he said. "The next day we'll be like, 'We need 50 gang members.'"

Lee took me into a corner office with a sweeping view of the Los Angeles International Airport's tarmac. Using a dry-erase marker to write on the glass tabletop we were sitting at, he drew a graph. One axis was labeled "value" (as in social value) and the other "savvy" (as in business savvy). He wants most of Jubilee's content to fall in the top-right quadrant, meaning it's highly benevolent--informative, uplifting, helpful--but also highly entertaining and, therefore, profitable. He pointed to a sign on one wall that said Provoke Understanding and Create Human Connection. That's Jubilee's mission statement, whose acronym, PUCHC, is pronounced puke, so people "actually remember it," he said.


Participants crash into one another while rushing to the debate chair. (Photograph by John Francis Peters)



Sporting a tastefully mussed mullet and canvas pants, Lee sounded like a start-up founder who has delivered countless pitches about his company's significance. Clearly, however, his desire for impact is deeply rooted. Raised in Kansas by Korean-immigrant parents, Lee is a devout Christian. His resume bears the hallmarks of can-do Millennial idealism: an internship on Barack Obama's 2007 primary campaign; five months in Zambia working for the Clinton Health Access Initiative. In a 2017 TEDx Talk, Lee said that he grew up wanting to be a police officer in order to help people.

On Lee's 22nd birthday, in 2010, he saw news reports about an earthquake devastating Haiti and felt a need to contribute in some way. He went to a New York City subway station and started busking for donations to relief efforts while filming himself. He came up short of his $100 goal for the day. But when he posted the video of his busking online with a pledge to donate a penny each time the video was viewed, something strange happened: He went viral, or at least more viral than any random guy warbling Coldplay on shaky footage could have expected. He then founded the Jubilee Project, a nonprofit to create socially conscious videos; two years later, he quit his six-figure consulting job at Bain & Company to run the project full-time.

The early version of Jubilee was very much a product of its time--a moment when the internet was widely assumed to be a force for progress. The Arab Spring, Kony 2012, the Ice Bucket Challenge: All were early-2010s mass mobilization efforts for a better world, fostered by Facebook, YouTube, and Twitter. Peppy infotainment start-ups--BuzzFeed, Upworthy, Vox--were proliferating, and legacy brands were "pivoting to video," believing that traditional journalistic values could persist in new shapes.

Really, though, those values were being tested. The dynamics of the internet in those days encouraged newsgatherers to communicate with a clear point of view; the ability to drive traffic by targeting specific audiences, who could in turn orchestrate social-media backlash to coverage, helped make so-called both-sidesism distinctly unfashionable. The rise of Donald Trump, campaigning on what would be later called "alternative facts," added to the widespread sense that media organizations would play a more active role in refereeing democracy. Traffic boomed, but cultural fracturing worsened as MAGA created its own information ecosystem via independent outlets and forums like Facebook.

After the 2016 election, Lee was disturbed by the divisions he noticed among his acquaintances. Back home in Kansas, people couldn't fathom why anyone voted for Hillary Clinton; in L.A., they couldn't do so for Trump. He felt pained to realize that the Jubilee Project's PSA-like content--about topics including school bullying and global poverty--mostly seemed to be preaching to people who already thought as he did. He relaunched Jubilee as a for-profit company, pitching it as an effort to bridge ideological silos.

Lee and his team devised a set of "shows": repeatable formats that could liven up discussions about any topic. Middle Ground asks two seemingly opposed factions--minimum-wage workers and millionaires, sex workers and clergy--to try to come to some sense of agreement through discussion. In Odd One Out, a group of similar people tries to root out a mole, thereby examining individual stereotypes (for example, a group of straight guys tries to identify the secretly gay one). Jubilee's dating videos force people to "swipe" through potential mates in real life, which highlights biases, preferences, and the general inhumanity of apps such as Tinder. Surrounded, which encircles one expert debater with 20 to 25 rivals, is intended to showcase "the many versus a mighty," Regalado said.

At best, the videos are eyeball-scorching documents of human behavior. The 2024-election hit "Can 25 Liberal College Students Outsmart 1 Conservative? (Feat. Charlie Kirk)" had a carnivalesque feel, showcasing all sorts of people trying out all sorts of rhetorical strategies--nitpicking; filibustering; even, from time to time, building logically sound arguments. Conversations got cut maddeningly short and insults flew to and fro, but that made it all the more satisfying when, for example, a nose-ringed student named Naima incisively landed a complex point about structural racism. Over 90 minutes, an odd kinship seemed to develop between Kirk--a slick and buttoned-up pundit who's made a career out of "owning" liberals--and his opponents, almost like they were all in on a joke.

Sometimes the chemistry among Jubilee participants becomes poisonous. Last year, the company posted one of its most controversial installments, "Is Being Fat a Choice? Fit Men vs Fat Men." It featured Myron Gaines, a manosphere podcaster, who repeatedly referred to overweight people--four of whom were in the room with him--as "fat asses" who should be put in a fitness "concentration camp." Social media lit up with outrage directed toward Jubilee for giving voice to a vicious troll. Lee told me he felt that criticism was fair: Strong voices are good, but voices that hijack the conversation with an agenda and dehumanize other participants are not. "Every year, we put over 2,000 people in our videos," he said. "I'm not gonna lie; there have been certain videos [where] I'm like, Oh, we might have gotten this balance off."


Participants in Surrounded can raise red flags, signaling a vote to replace the current debater with someone else from their side. (Photographs by John Francis Peters)



Balance is a word that comes up often in the many, many takedowns that have been aimed at Jubilee over the years. Every issue may have two sides, but not all sides are equally valid, and some are even dangerous. Lee told me that Jubilee has a "harm clause" against featuring groups that openly want to hurt other groups. Harm, of course, is a relative--and ever-expanding--term. Jubilee's team mostly resolves contentious programming decisions through internal discussion and debate, which seems fitting. For example: Lee told me he disagrees with Regalado about potentially doing a "Holocaust Survivors vs. Deniers" video. Certain topics are just "beyond the realm where people will give us any benefit of the doubt."

Yet Jubilee's success suggests why deplatforming--the strategy of blocking bigots and liars from public stages--has proved ineffective. Audiences can always follow provocateurs to alternative platforms; a billionaire can buy the old platform and raise up once-canceled voices. "An anti-vaxxer is about to be part of the Trump administration, and that's not because of a Jubilee video," Regalado said. "That's because information is accessible to people in a new way, and ideas are being resurrected because of our relationship to the internet." (He was referring to Robert F. Kennedy Jr., whom Trump selected to lead the Department of Health and Human Services.)

Lee declined to comment on his own political beliefs, but he said that his staff generally leans left; Regalado, who exited his full-time role at the company in 2023 but still contributes as a consultant and podcaster, told me he's "a little bit more liberal than conservative." Both men suggested to me that progressive critics of Jubilee, who believe that political debates on the platform tend to end up favoring the conservative side, may be reacting to an imbalance in the wider political culture. In the pugilistic, digressive arena of a YouTube debate, advocates for the right are just more experienced at getting their point across.

"Something that people will ask us quite a bit is like: You featured Ben Shapiro and you featured Charlie Kirk. Why aren't you featuring those people on the left?" Lee said. "And usually the question I ask is, Who are you talking about?" The only establishment Democrat to sit down for a Jubilee video this past cycle was Buttigieg; other liberal Surrounded anchors were a TikToker (Withers) and a video-game streamer (Destiny). Of course plenty of other camera-tested Democrats exist, but they tend to be native to mainstream TV news, which hasn't been a forum for robust, sustained argument since Jon Stewart shamed Crossfire off the air 20 years ago. Regalado characterized liberals as suffering from "a reluctance to meet the moment that we have." He added, "Their ideas have suffered for it."



The day after I visited Jubilee's offices, I arrived at an industrial building in South L.A. for a taping of Surrounded that would pit 25 Christians against one atheist. In a circle of folding chairs sat youthful theologians with tattoos, a midwestern pastor in a fleece vest, and one blond-bearded Mormon in a suit. At the center was a blue-blazered 25-year-old named Alex O'Connor, who had come to argue that God probably wasn't real and that Jesus probably didn't rise from the dead.

At first, the mood was tense. O'Connor would state an assertion, and Christians would sprint up to debate him, sometimes crashing into one another on the way. A large countdown clock enforced 20-minute time limits on each round; as the conversations went on, the other participants started to raise red flags, signaling a vote to kick out the current champion of their faith and install a new one.

And yet, despite the gladiatorial trappings, the discussions turned out to be heady and technical--largely focused on disputes over interpreting specific biblical passages. At one point, the shoot's director, Sunce Franicevic, tried to create some sparks by urging participants to not be afraid to share personal experiences. Lee, watching the shoot alongside me, referenced the graph he'd drawn at Jubilee's headquarters. This episode was shaping up to land high on the do-good side of the spectrum but possibly lower on entertainment value. "The question is," he asked, "do you think people will watch it?"


Surrounded, which encircles one expert debater with 20 to 25 rivals, is intended to showcase "the many versus a mighty," Regalado says. (Photograph by John Francis Peters)



As civil as the debate was, I felt the same thing I always feel while watching Jubilee content: squirming discomfort with confrontation but also amazement at the eagerness of the young participants to dive into thorny subjects. I've long thought that what Stewart said on Crossfire was correct--that bickering on camera just feeds division and sows confusion. But I'm also of a generation whose worldviews about religion and politics and so much else were, for many of us, set long ago, in the TV-news era. We then gorged on the internet's wealth of sharp and smart commentary designed to tell us what we already thought. Jubilee, however, is largely being consumed by people who came up in the fractured aftermath, scanning comment-section flame wars and social-media controversies, trying to figure out where they fit.

I spoke with O'Connor afterward. He's a rising YouTube star and podcaster who has participated in rollicking discussions with the likes of Piers Morgan, Jordan Peterson, and Richard Dawkins. Many of the Christians at the shoot recognized him from the internet and said they were, in spite of his atheism, big fans. He started his influencer career as a teenager ranting at the camera, but over the years, he told me, he's learned to tone down the vitriol and show more humility. Commenters on his channel sometimes grouse that he's gone soft, but his viewership numbers keep going up: He just hit 1 million subscribers on YouTube.

O'Connor's trajectory made me think of something Lee had told me. In the time since the company was founded, online discourse has hardly become more empathetic, and America's divisions haven't healed. But Lee has faith that Jubilee's influence will be felt in years to come, in the words and deeds of people who grew up watching the company's videos, honing their sense for what productive--and not-so-productive--conversation looks like. "I am confident that we are nudging us towards better," he said.

I asked O'Connor whether he bought into the idea that Jubilee really was teaching people how to become better thinkers and speakers. "I don't know," he said, choosing his words with the same care and precision that he had during the taping. "I think that kind of is an empirical question."

The only evidence that he could offer was this: He'd been an atheist arguing with a room full of Christians, "and afterwards, we all went out to the pub--and we had a wonderful conversation."
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The Animal Story That RFK Jr. Should Know

A vaccine history lesson for the would-be health secretary

by David Axelrod




Just outside New York City's Central Park Zoo, not far from where Robert F. Kennedy Jr. once stealthily deposited a dead bear cub, stands a bronze statue to another animal: Balto, the husky that, 100 years ago this month, played a leading role in a daring and perilous rescue that captured the world's attention.

Nome, a small town in the northwestern reaches of the Alaskan territories, had been hit with an outbreak of diphtheria, a highly contagious and cruel respiratory infection that can be particularly deadly to the young. As the children of Nome and surrounding communities fell ill, and some died, the town's one doctor sent a desperate plea to state and national officials for a fresh supply of the antitoxin serum needed to treat the infected and stem a larger epidemic.

But Nome, with its subarctic climate, was icebound in winter and nearly unreachable. With little time to waste, locals organized a relay of dogsleds to transport the needed doses across 674 treacherous miles of Alaskan wilderness in temperatures as low as 50 degrees below zero. In all, 20 heroic men and 150 dogs braved the unsparing elements to deliver the lifesaving serum. Balto anchored the final lap.

The centennial of this heroic expedition is particularly timely, coming as the United States Senate considers President Donald Trump's nomination of Kennedy, a serial purveyor of dangerous disinformation about vaccines, to lead the Department of Health and Human Services.

Read: We're about to find out how much Americans like vaccines

It is not too obvious, in 2025, to state that vaccines work. In 1921, before the scientific breakthrough that led to the Tdap vaccine, approximately 200,000 Americans were infected with diphtheria, and 15,000 died. By the turn of the century, thanks to compulsory vaccination of schoolchildren, the number of cases dwindled to almost nothing. From 1996 to 2018, America experienced an average of fewer than one case a year. Polio, measles, and many other potentially deadly diseases also were virtually eradicated by vaccines.

Yet a rising anti-vax movement, fueled by click-hungry demagogues and a growing populist revolt against experts, institutions, and mandates, threatens to drag America backwards. The movement was turbocharged by political resistance to the COVID vaccines, whose development Trump helped speed and deservedly heralded. Near-universal vaccination rates among America's schoolchildren are dropping. Even slight declines threaten the herd immunity that protects entire communities from the spread of disease. Predictably, potentially deadly childhood diseases are becoming more common again.

For two decades, RFK Jr. has stood at the forefront of this anti-vaccine movement. In books, speeches, and social-media posts, he has championed a widely discredited theory that certain vaccines promote autism and suggested that life under America's COVID-vaccine mandates was worse than under Hitler's fascist regime (he apologized for the latter remark).

In 2021, The New York Times recently reported, Kennedy's Children Health Defense organization petitioned the FDA to withdraw its authorization of the COVID vaccines, which already had saved hundreds of thousands of people and would allow Americans to resume their normal lives. In the petition, Kennedy's organization argued that the vaccines were not only harmful but unnecessary, and embraced disproven and dangerous theories about alternative treatments.

Read: What going 'wild on health' looks like

In 2022, the attorney Aaron Siri, a top Kennedy adviser, filed a petition asking the FDA to rescind its approval of the polio vaccine, which, since its inception in the 1950s, has been used by billions of people and has helped subdue that dreaded scourge. For a time, Siri reportedly helped Kennedy screen candidates for future HHS positions and was thought to be in line for one himself, but a transition spokesperson told The Wall Street Journal last week that he was no longer involved.

Kennedy presents the Senate with an interesting dilemma. He bears the name, if not the outlook or gravitas, of his famous father. His emphasis on healthy eating and physical fitness to combat obesity is as sensible now as it was when First Lady Michelle Obama championed those causes in the previous decade, to the scorn of many Republicans. His environmentalism is so pronounced that Trump has publicly assured the "drill, baby, drill" crowd that Kennedy won't "touch the oil and gas." His anti-corporate bent and deep suspicion of government bureaucracy appeal to populists on the left and right. And government bureaucracies, which are particularly prone to inertia and special-interest influence, should be challenged.

But their renewal must be guided by facts, not exotic, debunked claims. If confirmed, Kennedy will oversee the FDA, which approves vaccines. He will have authority over the National Institutes of Health, which funds and underwrites essential research that leads to vaccines and cures, and the CDC, which plays a central role in quelling public-health threats. It is an awesome responsibility and a crucial platform, dangerous in the hands of a charlatan who places conspiracy theories over science.

Read: RFK Jr. is in the wrong agency

Vaccines and medications should be rigorously tested and scrutinized for their efficacy and side effects, free of pressure and lobbying from the firms that develop them. The public needs and deserves that confidence. But those tests and standards should be based on proven science and not quackery.

Kennedy will face intense questioning about all of this, as well as his stability and judgment, at his confirmation hearing, which is slated for Wednesday. If he is confirmed, his promotion of junk science and vaccine hesitancy could prove as threatening to American public health as the barriers posed by an unforgiving, frozen Alaskan wilderness were to the desperate children and parents of Nome a century ago.

At the foot of Balto's memorial in Central Park are three words: Endurance, Fidelity, Intelligence. Can enough United States senators overcome political pressure and demonstrate those same qualities in the coming days?
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Of Course Donald Trump Didn't Enjoy Hearing a Truly Christian Message

Exhortations for mercy are never easy for the powerful to accept.

by Elizabeth Bruenig




When Donald Trump sat down Tuesday beneath the exquisite stained-glass windows of the National Cathedral, he likely expected a sermon that would reflect his earthly glory back to him: something about unity in America, perhaps, or a meditation on fading American Christianity and the possibility of a Christian future, both of which would have flattered the president's stated priorities. But the sermon Trump heard from Episcopal Bishop Mariann Edgar Budde instead resulted in the president demanding an apology from Budde and the Episcopal Church, calling her "a Radical Left hard line Trump hater" and fuming that she "is not very good at her job!"

Budde earned Trump's ire by imploring the leader of the free world to show mercy on the weak during a post-inaugural prayer service: "Let me make one final plea, Mr. President. Millions have put their trust in you and, as you told the nation yesterday, you have felt the providential hand of a loving God. In the name of our God, I ask you to have mercy upon the people in our country who are scared now." Budde specifically listed LGBTQ people and migrants--"the people who pick our crops and clean our office buildings; who labor in poultry farms and meatpacking plants; who wash the dishes after we eat in restaurants and work the night shifts in hospitals." These members of our society may be undocumented, Budde submitted, but "the vast majority of immigrants are not criminals. They pay taxes and are good neighbors ... I ask you to have mercy, Mr. President, on those in our communities whose children fear that their parents will be taken away."

Trump was outraged by Budde's remarks, and predictably so: Those vested with an abundance of worldly power should find the radical Christian message of mercy hard to hear, because it demands mildness and leniency of the mighty rather than strength and bombast. As the Book of Wisdom in Catholic and Orthodox Bibles reads: "For the lowliest may be pardoned in mercy, but the mighty will be mightily tested. For the Lord of all will not stand in awe of anyone, or show deference to greatness."

Elizabeth Bruenig: If only people actually believed these Trump-as-Jesus memes

Christian priests and pastors have thus exhorted leaders to mercy for many centuries--in fact, this style of communication with power could constitute its own genre. In the fourth century, Ambrose, the Catholic bishop of Milan, wrote a letter to Roman Emperor Theodosius after a massacre to implore that Theodosius repent of the killings and turn instead to peace: "I urge, I beg, I exhort, I warn, for it is a grief to me, that you who were an example of unusual piety, who were conspicuous for clemency, who would not suffer single offenders to be put in peril, should not mourn that so many have perished ... Do not add another sin to your sin by a course of action which has injured many." Likewise, the 16th-century Dutch Catholic priest Desiderius Erasmus wrote a book titled The Education of a Christian Prince, which seeks to advise Christians who have found themselves in power; his prescription is typically Christian--a turn toward peace, leniency, clemency, and forgiveness.

Trump complained that Budde "brought her church into the World of politics in a very ungracious way." Such a distinction between religion and politics is something of a farce, as the two categories are not easily disentangled. What can Christian clergy members say when brought before a politician without mentioning the demands placed upon crowned heads by the tenets of Christian morality? There are not two worlds, but rather only one. Budde couldn't have delivered a truly Christian sermon without addressing the moral obligations that Trump's stated religion imposes upon believers.

The Christian faith is careful to exhort the powerful to mercy because mercy is so opposed to the exercise of power; in fact, mercy requires that a leader restrain themselves from the harshest of decrees and punishments, and the Christian tradition proudly recommends as much. For having mercy protects not only mercy's recipients, but also the merciful themselves. What Trump despises in Budde's plea for mercy may be the key to saving his own soul--if only he would listen.
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Emperor Trump's New Map

The president who built his fan base on isolationism is pivoting to a kind of imperialism that the U.S. hasn't seen in decades.

by Franklin Foer




When Vladimir Putin daydreams, he imagines himself saluting a phalanx as it goose-steps across central Kyiv. In Donald Trump's version of the fantasy, he is triumphantly floating through the Panama Canal on a battleship. Both men see themselves recovering lost empires, asserting their place in history by reversing it.

During his first term, Trump set about dismantling the architecture of postwar internationalism by trash-talking and bullying the institutional implements of global cooperation, the likes of NATO and the World Health Organization. This assault on the old order was waged in the name of populism, an attack on elites in foreign capitals who siphoned off taxpayers' dollars. But what Trump hoped to achieve with these rhetorical fusillades was sometimes unclear, other than pleasing his political base, which adored them.

As Trump enters his second term, those attacks now seem more purposeful. In retrospect, he may have been laying tracks for a more ambitious plan, weakening those institutions so that he could eventually exploit their weakness.

Over the past weeks, he's declared himself the tribune of a new era of American imperialism, which abandons any pretext of promoting liberal values to the world. In Trump's newly hatched vision of empire, America stands poised to expand--not just into Panama but into Greenland and outer space--simply because its raw power entitles it to expand. To use the phrase he invoked in his inaugural address, a callback to the 19th-century vision of American imperialism, it is his "manifest destiny."

This new policy represents a twist in his evolution that makes some of his most ardent supporters look like suckers. MAGA intellectuals and mouthpieces--Tucker Carlson is the paragon--portrayed Trump as a devoted isolationist, a fierce critic of militarism, a leader who would never indulge in foreign adventures. (Writing in Compact, the journalist Christian Parenti exclaimed that Trump "has done more to restrain the US imperium than any politician in 75 years.") It turns out that Trump isn't really a member of the peace party after all.

Helen Lewis: Carlson and Vance--two smart guys who play dumb for power

At a glance, Panama is an odd centerpiece for this vision. Before Trump started wailing about it, there wasn't any apparent issue with American access to the canal. But Trump has focused on it because of its historic resonance. Reclaiming the Panama Canal is an old obsession of the American right.

In its nostalgic quest to return to a prelapsarian era of the America past, the right used to incessantly harp on the canal. It was, by any ideological measure, a defining symbol of national prowess. In The Path Between the Seas, David McCullough's epic history of its construction, the author called it "the first grandiose and assertive show of American power at the dawn of the new century ... the resolution of a dream as old as the voyages of Columbus."

But, as McCullough also documents, that triumph came at an immense human cost. By dredging a notch in the earth, many laborers were digging their own grave; they perished in landslides, of rampant heatstroke and malaria and yellow fever. The death toll stoked enduring hatred of the yanqui.

Beginning with Lyndon B. Johnson, American presidents of both parties understood the strategic necessity of handing the canal back. Johnson appreciated this lesson only after dispatching troops to quell anti-American riots in 1964. Presidents knew that if the canal remained an American possession, they would have to repeat Johnson's intervention; the anger over America's presence would never subside.

Henry Kissinger poured himself into negotiating an agreement relinquishing the waterway. But only Jimmy Carter had the political courage to push a pair of treaties through the U.S. Senate. In classic Carter fashion, his painstaking efforts brought little domestic political benefit. Indeed, by mobilizing moderate Republicans to support the treaties, he helped doom their careers.

Read: The political logic of Trump's international threats

That's because the insurgent New Right, the faction of the Republican Party that evolved into the modern conservative establishment, appreciated the political upside of demagoguing the issue. As Richard Viguerie, an architect of the right's emerging infrastructure, put it, "We're going to ride this hard. It's a sexy issue. It's a populist issue." Running for president in 1976, Ronald Reagan bellowed, "We built it; we paid for it; and we're going to keep it." This was a lament for what George Will called America's "vanished mastery."

These attacks were highly effective. The New Right bludgeoned the 68 senators who voted to ratify the Panama Canal treaties, which helped unseat 20 of them in 1978 and 1980. Paul Weyrich, one of the founders of the Heritage Foundation, crowed, "The Panama Canal treaties put us on the map."

For Ronald Reagan, however, the treaties were merely a campaign talking point. As president, he never sought to reverse Carter's course. He backed away from the raw nostalgia for empire that he had espoused in the campaign and joined a bipartisan foreign-policy consensus, which tended to distance itself from America's imperial history.

During the Cold War and the era that followed, American presidents justified intervention in foreign conflicts as a means toward the end of defending liberal values, the promotion of democracy, the squelching of communism, and the prevention of genocide. Sometimes this was hypocrisy. Sometimes it was dangerously misguided. But it was also a genuine evolution in values. America no longer used its military might to acquire territories or to blatantly protect its corporations or to acquire precious resources. Interventions were justified in the moral vocabulary of international law.

Donald Trump is abandoning this tradition by describing a Hobbesian world in which the most powerful are given free reign to dominate. If the U.S. wants Greenland's resources, it has a divine right to them. If it wants to rename the Gulf of Mexico, to suggest the subservience of a neighbor, it can. This type of imperial spirit rarely restricts itself to the rhetorical. Martial threats manifest themselves in martial action. After demolishing the global order, Trump intends to plant his flag on the rubble.
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David Lynch, My Neighbor

The late director made beguiling movies about Los Angeles; he also loved his Scion xB.

by Will Bahr




When David Lynch died last week, it was almost hard to know whom exactly to mourn. He was a Renaissance man: musician, painter, meditation instructor, YouTube personality. Most, of course, mourn him as a filmmaker, the medium in which he left his most indelible mark. But I mourn him as a neighbor.

I grew up down the street from David. Three doors down, to be precise. My parents owned a big blue wooden house in the Hollywood Hills, a stark contrast to David's pink, brutalist box just up the lane. The neighborhood offered me a relatively normal childhood. There were kids to play with right around the corner. I learned to ride my bike in the street; I trick-or-treated. But I was also raised in a place organized by celebrity: by palatial homes, by immense creative success, by privacy as a hallowed virtue. After two decades in the big blue house, there were still neighbors within eyesight of my bedroom window whom I'd never met.

David wasn't one of them. Though he ranked among the bigger names on the block, and his hermitry was legendary, he let us in. Our lives overlapped a good bit: His son Riley was in my sister Anna's elementary-school class (they were good friends), his granddaughter Syd in mine (sworn nemeses, though we grew out of it). We went to David's for the occasional pool party, where we kids were warned to steer clear of his workshop: the so-called Gray House, where the mad scientist conducted his experiments. He introduced my parents to transcendental meditation, a practice they maintain to this day. We attended his Christmas parties annually; he came to ours a grand total of once (in his defense, we required caroling). I knew David like I knew others in L.A.'s upper crust, as separate from his work--though, granted, I'm unsure how you introduce a child to his resume in good conscience. To the extent that I knew him, I knew him as a neighbor.

It being Los Angeles, I mostly knew him in the car. David drove me to school a handful of times, along with Riley and Anna. Though he was more dad than director to us, David did carry a certain air--he was a tallish guy with a weird voice and weird hair and a weird house, and we were certainly quieter when he was on carpool duty. He once commented as much, pulling up to school after we had spent the ride in a cramped, adolescent silence: "You kids are so quiet, I can barely think." For all his idiosyncrasy behind the camera, David could be disarmingly plain in conversation. Another morning, he quizzed us on the rules of the road with utter sincerity: "So ... if I'm putting on my right turn signal ... which way do you think I'm turning?" (Anna, in perfect deadpan: "Right.")

Once, David appeared at my family's front door after hours, excited to share a new toy: a Scion xB, a truly hideous vehicle of which he was particularly, oddly proud. He whisked me and my parents through the neighborhood, showing off the wheeled toaster oven as though it was a Model T. Every time we hit a dead end--and there were many in our neighborhood--David would throw the thing into reverse and exclaim with delight: "Scion backing up! Scion backing up!"

As the years passed and we children learned to drive ourselves, I saw less of my neighborhood and far, far less of David. Only after leaving his orbit did I get to know his work. I didn't become a die-hard fan, but certain creations seized my heart with a pitbull's grip. I'll never forget my petrifying first viewing of Mulholland Drive, during which, in a truly Lynchian turn, my friend's little brother sleepwalked into the room and started speaking to me. My dad, also a filmmaker, was thrilled to screen Eraserhead for me one night, cackling through the baby scenes.

And then there was Twin Peaks. During my last few months living at home, my whole family gathered weekly for a profoundly un-family-friendly viewing of the third season revival, dubbed The Return. I was so infuriated after the final episode that I stalked up the hill in the dead of night and urinated on David's retaining wall. Though I have warmed to it since, at the time I raged that The Return often felt more like a raised middle finger than a story. But part of my reaction may have also been a childish denial of the point David delivered so effectively in that finale, as Dale Cooper knocks on the door of what he's sure must be the Palmer residence: Try though you might, you can't go home again.

Read: How Twin Peaks invented modern television

A few years ago, my parents sold the big blue house. They had their reasons: Without kids to fill it, the space was too big; after 30 years in Los Angeles, they wanted to finally live by the beach. But beneath this was a much more practical motivation. Climate change had become undeniable, and they couldn't shake visions of our neighborhood in flames.

It was a prescient move. Mulholland Drive--the actual street--abuts the back of David's property and threads through the hills that bisect Los Angeles. It snakes past the entrance to Runyon Canyon, which recently caught fire about a mile away from my old house and David's. The blaze was contained relatively quickly, thanks in part to the oasis of the Hollywood Reservoir. David evacuated, though neither his house nor the big blue one burned. Not this time, anyway.

Months before the rest of the city sealed its windows and fought to catch its breath, David was doing the same. Last year, he publicly disclosed his emphysema diagnosis. I had hoped to interview him: I reached out to Riley, asking whether David might be up for a chat on the record, neighbor to neighbor. It wasn't to be. David's weakened lungs made even crossing the room exhausting and COVID a grave risk, further isolating him from the outside world. I can't remember the last time I saw David--it would have been many years ago now--but before my parents sold their place, I would visit home and picture him above me somewhere on that dark hill, shuffling through the Gray House, still tinkering.



I have always struggled with Los Angeles. Every time I go back, I confront a cocktail of familiar feelings: nostalgia, frustration at the city's bad reputation, a sense that Hollywood's long-dangled, covetous promise of "making it" is alive and well in me. In a lifelong attempt to make peace with one's home, who better to turn to than a neighbor? Perhaps more than any other director, David rendered Los Angeles fairly: the glittering sprawl of the flats and the freeways, the canyons' serpentine darkness. He understood the city's hellish side. His films may have never depicted the place in flames, exactly, but more than one framed Hollywood as a surreal and monstrous syndicate.

Yet his love for L.A. still shone through. In Mulholland Drive's most arresting scene, the protagonists find themselves at an otherworldly club in the middle of the night. As haunting music emanates from behind a red curtain, an emcee emerges and announces that all the sounds are prerecorded; the entire show is an illusion. But then an entrancing singer takes the stage, lip-syncing so convincingly that the audience's disbelief is suspended all over again. It's a tribute to my hometown as critical and unsparing as only true love can be. The whole city, this vast, thirsty project sprouting from the desert, is contrived--and no less beautiful for it.

Like all neighborhoods, mine used to be a lot wilder. When David and my parents first bought their property, about a decade apart, there were still vacant lots in the canyon, and the streets were a patchwork of homes and chaparral scrub where deer and coyotes roamed free. (One of my parents' favorite stories from my childhood, for whatever reason, involves me nearly getting trampled by a wild buck tearing through our yard.) Years later, my dad found himself catching up with David at a graduation party for Riley and Anna's class. One of the neighborhood's last wild tracts had just sold, a fact Dad was bemoaning.

David was unsentimental. He was far more impressed with the element of human craftsmanship than conservation, marveling that anything, with enough ingenuity, could be sculpted from the sandstone. "Oh, yeah," he replied with his signature squawk and an unmistakable pride, "it doesn't matter how steep it is. They'll figure out a way to build on it."
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Trump Targets His Own Government

A new executive order could enable Trump's promise of revenge.

by Lora Kelley




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


Within hours of taking office on Monday, Donald Trump released a raft of executive orders addressing targets he'd gone after throughout his campaign, such as immigration, government spending, and DEI. He issued full pardons for 1,500 January 6 rioters, and signed the first eight executive orders--of dozens so far--in front of a cheering crowd in a sports arena. But amid the deluge of actions, Trump also signed an executive order that takes aim at his own federal bureaucracy--and allows his perceived enemies within the government to be investigated and punished.

The executive order, titled "Ending the Weaponization of the Federal Government," opens by stating as fact that the Biden administration and its allies used the government to take action against political opponents. Democrats, it says, "engaged in an unprecedented, third-world weaponization of prosecutorial power to upend the democratic process." Its stated purpose, to establish "a process to ensure accountability for the previous administration's weaponization of the Federal Government against the American people," reads like a threat. The order calls out particular targets, including the Department of Justice and the Federal Trade Commission--agencies that Trump and his supporters allege betrayed them under President Joe Biden. Trump's team, led by whoever is appointed attorney general and director of national intelligence, will be sniffing out what it determines to be signs of political bias. These officials will be responsible for preparing reports to be submitted to the president, with recommendations for "appropriate remedial actions."

What exactly those remedial actions would look like is not clear. The vagueness of the order could result in a "long-running, desultory 'investigation,'" Quinta Jurecic, a fellow in governance studies at the Brookings Institution and a contributing writer to The Atlantic, told me in an email.

But the information gathered in such investigations could lead to some federal employees being publicly criticized or otherwise punished by Trump. And beyond theatrics, this order could open the door to the "prosecutions that Trump has threatened against his political opponents," Jurecic noted. Put another way: In an executive order suggesting that Biden's administration weaponized the government, Trump is laying out how his administration could do the same.

Trump's Cabinet is still taking shape, and whoever ends up in the top legal and intelligence roles will influence how this order is executed. Pam Bondi, Trump's attorney-general pick, is an established loyalist with long-standing ties to Trump (he reportedly considered her for the role in his first term, but worried that her past scandals would impede her confirmation). Bondi, in her first Senate confirmation hearing last week, attempted to downplay Trump's persistent rhetoric on retribution, and avoided directly answering questions about how she, as head of the Justice Department, would engage with his plans to punish enemies. She said that she wouldn't entertain hypotheticals about the president, though she did claim that "there will never be an enemies list within the Department of Justice." Tulsi Gabbard, Trump's nominee for director of national intelligence, has a history of political shape-shifting, though she has lately shown fealty to MAGA world.

Well before Trump took office, his allies were signaling their interest in turning federal bureaucracy, which they deride as "the deep state," into a system driven by unquestioning loyalty to the president. As my colleague Russell Berman wrote in 2023, some conservatives have argued, without even cloaking "their aims in euphemisms about making government more effective and efficient," that bureaucrats should be loyal to Trump. Russ Vought, the nominee for director of the Office of Management and Budget (an unflashy but powerful federal position), who today appeared before Congress for the second time, has previously written that the executive branch should use "boldness to bend or break the bureaucracy to the presidential will."

The executive order on weaponizing the federal government is consistent with the goals of retribution that Trump expressed on the campaign trail. And accusing rivals of using the government for personal ends has been a favored Republican tactic in recent years. Still, this order confirms that, now that he is back in office, Trump will have no qualms toggling the levers of executive power to follow through on his promises of revenge. Many of Trump's executive actions this week are sending a clear message: If you are loyal, you are protected. If not, you may be under attack.

Related: 

	Trump's pardons are sending a crystal-clear message.
 	Why 2025 is different from 2017






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump's second term might have already peaked.
 	The attack on birthright citizenship is a big test for the Constitution.
 	You're being alienated from your own attention, Chris Hayes writes.




Today's News

	A shooter killed at least one student and injured another before killing himself at Antioch High School in Nashville.
 	Donald Trump said last night that by February 1, he would place a 10 percent tariff on Chinese products. He has also pledged to put a 25 percent tariff on products from Canada and Mexico by the same date.
 	An Israeli military assault in the occupied West Bank began yesterday, killing at least 10 people and injuring 40 others, according to the Palestinian Health Ministry.




Evening Read
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Be Like Sisyphus

By Gal Beckerman

This anxious century has not given people much to feel optimistic about--yet most of us resist pessimism. Things must improve. They will get better. They have to. But when it comes to the big goals--global stability, a fair economy, a solution for the climate crisis--it can feel as if you've been pushing a boulder up a hill only to see it come rolling back down, over and over: all that distance lost, all that huffing and puffing wasted. The return trek to the bottom of the hill is long, and the boulder just sits there, daring you to start all over--if you're not too tired.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The online porn free-for-all is coming to an end.
 	The quiet way RFK Jr. could curtail vaccinations
 	The "dark prophet" of L.A. wasn't dark enough.
 	On Donald Trump and the inscrutability of God




Culture Break


Sony Pictures Classics



Watch. I'm Still Here (out now in select theaters) tempts viewers into a comforting lull before pulling the rug out from under them, David Sims writes.

Examine. In an age of ideological conformity and technological brain-suck, the world needs more disobedient artists and thinkers, Jacob Howland writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Sam Altman Doesn't Actually Need Trump

Donald Trump says his big new AI initiative is a victory for America. Guess who the real winner is.

by Matteo Wong




Late yesterday afternoon, the president of the United States transformed, very briefly, into the comms guy for a new tech company. At a press conference capping his first full day back in the White House, Donald Trump stood beside three of the most influential executives in the world--Sam Altman of OpenAI, Larry Ellison of Oracle, and Masayoshi Son of SoftBank--and announced the Stargate Project, "the largest AI infrastructure project, by far, in history."



Although Trump's rhetoric may seem to suggest otherwise, Stargate is not a new federal program but rather a private venture uniting these three companies with other leaders in the AI race, such as Microsoft and Nvidia. The new company--for which Son will serve as chairman and OpenAI will be in charge of operations--will spend a planned $500 billion over the next four years to build data centers, power plants, and other such digital infrastructure in the United States, all in hopes of developing ever more advanced AI models. Trump presented Stargate as a victory for his "America First" agenda, saying that it may "lead to something that could be the biggest of all"--an apparent reference to superintelligent machines. The executives concurred, speaking of AI's potential to generate cures for cancer and heart disease. "It's all taking place right here in America," Trump said.



Although the project will likely produce many jobs and generate some value for the companies involved, it is hard to ignore the feeling that Trump needs this more than any of the men he was standing beside. "It's an honor that they want to come to our country" for their AI-infrastructure build-out, Trump said of these "three great people, great CEOs, and great geniuses." Over the course of roughly 45 minutes, he said seven separate times that it was an honor to host them, adding, "For Larry to be here and do this is very unusual, because he doesn't do this stuff; he doesn't need it."



He may be correct, and not just about Ellison. Altman has reportedly proposed similarly massive AI-infrastructure projects to investors in the Middle East and computer-chip makers in Asia. Just this week, Jensen Huang, the CEO of the computer-chip giant Nvidia, visited China--America's biggest geopolitical foe--apparently thanking local staff and lauding his company's contributions to "one of the greatest markets, the greatest countries in the world." SoftBank is a Japanese corporation. Oracle has substantial investments and AI infrastructure in the Middle East. A United Arab Emirates firm, MGX, is Stargate's fourth initial financial backer, and the British chip manufacturer Arm is a technical partner alongside Nvidia. In other words, AI development is proceeding within, but also outside of, the U.S., Stargate or not. (The Atlantic recently entered into a corporate partnership with OpenAI.)



As such, the project may be less a vote of confidence in Trump's vision for America so much as the latest sign of the country's capitulation to the AI industry, which has repeatedly pushed for lenient regulations and invoked the specter of China to clear a path for rapid development. (Although, to be clear, tech giants have done plenty of capitulating to Trump too.) Trump emphasized that his role is to welcome these companies and get out of the way: "We're going to make it as easy as it can be," he said. He also referenced China more than once. "China is a competitor; others are competitors. We want [AI] to be in this country," he said, later adding, "This is money that normally would have gone to China."



Read: A virtual cell is a 'holy grail' of science. It's getting closer.



AI may well change the world, but the announcement provided little in terms of specifics of how it would get there. Despite promises of AI-enabled cancer vaccines and personalized medicine, exactly how the technology will revolutionize the military, biology, or any other industry is unclear, and the path to "superintelligence" is hazier still. Even if generative AI yields productivity gains and speeds up medical research, there will be trade-offs: The technology and its infrastructure are as likely to displace millions of jobs, require massive natural-gas and nuclear power plants to meet tremendous electricity demands, raise consumer energy prices, and take up substantial public land. Even some AI enthusiasts expressed skepticism: Elon Musk broke with Trump by publicly bashing the announcement, posting on X that SoftBank doesn't "actually have the money" to support Stargate. (Altman called this characterization "wrong" in a post of his own.)



To hear these companies tell it, however, the path forward is all but inevitable. Put together, major American tech companies are already spending perhaps hundreds of billions of dollars a year developing their technology with a questionable path to profit. Instead of acting as a deterrent, those costs have been spun into a selling point. Executives at OpenAI, Anthropic, Microsoft, Nvidia, and their competitors are fond of touting the lucrative sums--$100 billion, or perhaps $7 trillion--their technology will require, as if to say: This will be big. Don't miss out. They have seemingly willed demand into existence.



In an interview after the press conference, Altman said that Stargate "means we can create AI and AGI in the USA. It wouldn't have been obvious this was possible--I think with a different president, it might not have been possible--but we are thrilled to get to do this. I think it will be great for Americans." Now the White House is fully embracing tech executives' messaging. But all of this started well before Trump's inauguration. Ellison himself said that Stargate had been in the works for "a long time," and the nationwide build-out of data centers, power plants, and transmission lines is well under way. Days before his term ended, Joe Biden signed an executive order for "advancing United States leadership in artificial intelligence infrastructure," which would open up federal lands for data-center construction. (Trump, when asked if he would rescind the order, responded, "No, I wouldn't do that. That sounds to me like something I would like.")



Read: Microsoft's hypocrisy on AI



Winning the generative-AI race would, in Trump's telling, be a display of his geopolitical and economic might. But only a day into his presidency, Stargate showed Trump taking cues from China, Microsoft, OpenAI, and Biden all at once--from a foreign adversary, the tech giants he vilified in 2020, and a political rival he has ruthlessly vilified. During yesterday's briefing, Trump read a statement that the tech executives had apparently prepared. "This monumental undertaking is a resounding declaration of confidence in America's potential under a new president," he said, looking up from the dais and grinning at the final two words. "New president. I didn't say it; they did. So I appreciate that, fellas." Altman and the others knew exactly how to play this. Trump--and the rest of the nation--is merely tagging along.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2025/01/donald-trump-stargate/681412/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



David Lynch Captured the Appeal of the Unknown

The late director's most successful work kept viewers in the dark.

by Emma Stefansky




David Lynch famously abhorred explaining himself. "Believe it or not, Eraserhead is my most spiritual film," the director once said of his esoteric debut feature, during a 2007 interview. When asked to elaborate, he replied, smiling: "No, I won't." The clip, which tends to make the rounds on the internet every few months, demonstrates--without actually stating--everything that anyone ought to know about the late auteur's oblique body of work: The viewing experience itself matters much more than where the story is going, let alone what it's "about."

Twin Peaks was perhaps Lynch's most robust example of this general philosophy--and revisiting the series after the director's death last week reinforces just how effective his approach continues to be. The show, which premiered in 1990 and has since grown a cult audience, embraced many of linear television's conventions while simultaneously defying them as often as possible. Part murder mystery, part soap opera with an urban-legend flair, Twin Peaks begins with a resident of the titular fictional Washington town discovering the dead body of a local high-school student, Laura Palmer. From there, it deliberately layers on the kitsch while gradually revealing the cosmic nightmare lurking at the small town's center.

But Twin Peaks' many aficionados know that this synopsis belies its true genius. Lynch and his co-creator, Mark Frost, drew on the director's affection for both the eldritch and the ordinary to conceive this singular affair, making great use of Lynch's ability to balance these two discordant modes. Over the course of his career, it could sometimes seem easy to take his knack for stylistic cacophony for granted--but even now, Twin Peaks' unknowability feels appealingly distinct.

The show's arc follows an otherworldly battle between good and evil, ostensibly a familiar setup. But every character involved has a charmingly eccentric quirk--an eye patch, an obsession with drapes, an ever-present log, an affinity for doughnuts and cherry pie. The town sheriff shares a name with a former U.S. president. The local psychiatrist displays his collection of cocktail umbrellas. The FBI agent assigned to the Laura Palmer case, Dale Cooper (played by Kyle MacLachlan), is as eager to solve the puzzle of her death as he is to learn what kind of lovely trees mark the entrance to the town. (They're Douglas firs.) These characters contribute to the overall peculiar tone, emphasizing that viewers shouldn't expect anything to be straightforward or easy to predict.

Read: David Lynch was America's cinematic poet

Audiences flocked to the show in its first season, attracted to its central premise. They were captivated by what they assumed were promised answers to the question that became Twin Peaks' unofficial catchphrase: "Who killed Laura Palmer?" But that reveal came less than halfway into the second season--much earlier than intended, because of network pressure, according to Frost. What should have been a climactic moment instead felt, to many fans, disappointingly abrupt, as if Lynch and Frost had tossed out the truth about the teenager's murder as an afterthought. The ratings started to decline, and viewers considered whether to keep watching Twin Peaks: Now that the show had wrapped up its biggest subplot, what was the point in watching the rest of its strange, seemingly disjointed storylines unfold over the remainder of the season?

The answer to that--and what actually made Twin Peaks so compelling, beyond its core mystery--lay in Lynch's rejection of cut-and-dried solutions. Like all of the director's most memorable settings, the show's world abided by something closer to dream logic than any earthly science, obfuscating even the most integral developments. Viewers learned that what happened to Laura was a brutal act of violence, one that lacked an easy explanation; the series instead offered both a mundane and a supernatural reason for her murder. Yet after Agent Cooper named Laura's killer and illuminated the dark forces converging on the town, viewers unfamiliar with the director's work may have found it hard to imagine where else the show could go. What followed the presumed conclusion of Laura's thread were 15 more episodes that tracked the affairs and schemes of everyone else in the town--instead of investigating, more linearly, the remaining secrets surrounding the murder. Mainstream audiences may not have always been ready for the task of keeping up with him, but Lynch's desire to make these swerves is essential to the continued potency of his art.

Read: What David Lynch knew about the weather

Twin Peaks expresses the key duality to Lynch's work many times over. The director enjoyed having it both ways when it came to narrative comprehension: He would break down some secrets while keeping others, giving his viewers just enough to make sense of what was happening while still leaving room to ponder the deeper meanings. Lynch was a transcendentalist who saw the innate power in the goodness of people, and a surrealist who endeavored to depict both the horror of violence and the electrifying fear of the unfamiliar. In Twin Peaks, he'd play up the Pacific Northwest community's folksy allure in one instant, then transfix viewers by showing a demonic serial killer inching toward the camera in the next. The director refused to commit to any one truth or mood, allowing for--and encouraging--myriad understandings. He knew that within ambiguity often lay excitement.

After ending on a startlingly inconclusive note in 1991, Twin Peaks returned in 2017 to extend the story for one more season. Yet audiences who'd hoped for a traditional ending were again denied one. Again, Lynch seemed to be imploring them to stop seeking clarity and embrace the moments whose overarching connections are far less obvious. What mattered to him, it appears, was the experience itself: the feelings they evoked, the uncanny images whose significance were difficult to parse yet impossible to forget. David Lynch didn't want to leave his viewers with an interpretation, but with something more visceral--like the taste of cherry pie and a cup of hot coffee, black as midnight on a moonless night.
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How America's Fire Wall Against Disease Starts to Fail

Changing the membership of an obscure advisory committee could have an outsize effect on Americans' protection against disease.&nbsp;&nbsp;

by Katherine J. Wu




For more than 60 years, vaccination in the United States has been largely shaped by an obscure committee tasked with advising the federal government. In almost every case, the nation's leaders have accepted in full the group's advice on who should get vaccines and when. Experts I asked could recall only two exceptions. Following 9/11, the Bush administration expanded the group who'd be given smallpox vaccinations in preparation for the possibility of a bioterrorism attack, and at the height of the coronavirus pandemic, in 2021, the Biden administration added high-risk workers to the groups urged to receive a booster shot. Otherwise, what the Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices (ACIP) has recommended has effectively become the country's unified vaccination policy.



This might soon change. Robert F. Kennedy Jr., one of the nation's most prominent anti-vaccine activists and the likely next secretary of Health and Human Services, has said that he would not "take away" any vaccines. But Kennedy, if confirmed, would have the power to entirely remake ACIP, and he has made clear that he wants to reshape how America approaches immunity. Gregory Poland, the president of the Atria Academy of Science and Medicine and a former ACIP member, told me that if he were out to do just that, one of the first things he'd do is "get rid of or substantially change" the committee.



Over the years, the anti-vaccine movement has vehemently criticized ACIP's recommendations and accused its members of conflicts of interest. NBC News has reported that, in a 2017 address, Kennedy himself said, "The people who are on ACIP are not public-health advocates ... They work for the vaccine industry." Kennedy has not publicly laid out explicit plans to reshuffle the makeup or charter of ACIP, and his press team did not return a request for comment. But should he repopulate ACIP with members whose views hew closer to his own, those alterations will be a bellwether for this country's future preparedness--or lack thereof--against the world's greatest infectious threats.



Read: 'Make America Healthy Again' sounds good until you start asking questions



Before ACIP existed, the task of urging the public to get vaccinated was largely left to professional organizations, such as the American Academy of Pediatrics, or ad hoc groups that evaluated one immunization at a time. By the 1960s, though, so many new vaccines had become available that the federal government saw the benefit of establishing a permanent advisory group. Today, the committee includes up to 19 voting members who are experts drawn from fields such as vaccinology, pediatrics, virology, and public health, serving four-year terms. The CDC solicits nominations for new members, but the HHS secretary, who oversees the CDC and numerous other health-related agencies, ultimately selects the committee; the secretary can also remove members at their discretion. The committee "is intended to be a scientific body, not a political body," Grace Lee, who chaired ACIP through the end of 2023, told me. ACIP's charter explicitly states that committee members cannot be employed by vaccine manufacturers, and must disclose real and perceived conflicts of interest.



HHS Secretaries typically do not meddle extensively with ACIP membership or its necessarily nerdy deliberations, Jason Schwartz, a vaccine-policy expert at Yale, told me. The committee's job is to rigorously evaluate vaccine performance and safety, in public view, then use that information to help the CDC make recommendations for how those immunizations should be used. Functionally, that means meeting for hours at a time to pore over bar graphs and pie charts and debate the minutiae of immunization efficacy. Those decisions, though, have major implications for the country's defense against disease. ACIP is the primary reason the United States has, since the 1990s, had an immunization schedule that physicians across the country treat as a playbook for maintaining the health of both adults and kids, and that states use to guide school vaccine mandates.



The committee's decisions have, over the years, turned the tide against a slew of diseases. ACIP steered the U.S. toward giving a second dose of the MMR vaccine to children before elementary school, rather than delaying it until early adolescence, in order to optimally protect kids from a trifecta of debilitating viruses. (Measles was declared eliminated in the U.S. in 2000.) The committee spurred the CDC's recommendation for a Tdap booster during the third trimester of pregnancy, which has guarded newborn babies against whooping cough. It pushed the country to switch to an inactivated polio vaccine at the turn of the millennium, helping to prevent the virus from reestablishing itself in the country.



Read: We're about to find out how much Americans like vaccines



I reached out to both current ACIP members and the Department of Health and Human Services to ask about Kenndy's pending influence over the committee. ACIP Chair Helen K. Talbot and other current ACIP members emphasized the group's importance to keeping the U.S. vaccinated, but declined to comment about politically motivated changes to its membership. The Department of Health and Human Services did not return a request for comment.



Should ACIP end up stacked with experts whose views mirror Kennedy's, "it's hard not to imagine our vaccination schedules looking different over the next few years," Schwartz told me. Altered recommendations might make health-care providers more willing to administer shots to children on a delayed schedule, or hesitate to offer certain shots to families at all. Changes to ACIP could also have consequences for vaccine availability. Pharmaceutical companies might be less motivated to manufacture new shots for diseases that jurisdictions or health-care providers are no longer as eager to vaccinate against. Children on Medicaid receive free vaccines based on an ACIP-generated list, and taking a particular shot off that roster might mean that those kids will no longer receive that immunization at all.



At one extreme, the new administration could, in theory, simply disband the committee altogether, Schwartz told me, and have the government unilaterally lay down the country's vaccination policies. At another, the CDC director, who has never been beholden to the committee's advice, could begin ignoring it more often. (Trump's choice to lead the CDC, the physician and former Florida congressman Dave Weldon, has been a critic of the agency and its vaccine program.) Most likely, though, the nation's new health leaders will choose to reshape the committee into one whose viewpoints would seem to legitimize their own. The effects of these choices might not be obvious at first, but a committee that has less academic expertise, spends less time digging into scientific data, and is less inclined to recommend any vaccines could, over time, erode America's defenses--inviting more disease, and more death, all of it preventable.
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Trump's Second Term Might Have Already Peaked

As far as policy accomplishments are concerned, it could very well turn out to be as underwhelming as the first.

by Jonathan Chait




Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.

Ever since Donald Trump emerged as a credible threat to return to the White House, the guardrails that seemed to restrain him in his first term--political, legal, psychic--have collapsed with astonishing speed. His nominees are sailing through their confirmation hearings, including some who are underqualified and ideologically extreme. Titans of business and media are throwing themselves at his feet as supplicants. He has obliterated long-standing norms, unashamedly soliciting payoffs from corporations with business before the government. (The Wall Street Journal reports that Paramount, whose parent company needs Trump's approval for a merger, is mulling a settlement of one of his groundless lawsuits.) Steps that even his allies once dismissed as unthinkable, such as freeing the most violent, cop-beating January 6 insurrectionists, have again reset the bar of normalcy.

These displays of dominance have convinced many of Trump's critics and supporters alike that his second term will operate in a categorically different fashion from the first. Where once he was constrained by the "deep state"--or, depending on your political priors, by the efforts of conscientious public servants--Trump will now have a fully subdued government at his disposal, along with a newly compliant business and media elite. He will therefore be able to carry out the sorts of wild policy objectives that failed to materialize during his first term.

The earliest indications, however, suggest that this might prove only half true. Trump has clearly claimed some territory in the culture wars: He is now dancing with Village People in the flesh, not merely to a recording of the group's most famous track. And when it comes to getting away with self-dealing and abuses of power, he has mastered the system. But a politician and a party that are built for propaganda and quashing dissent generally lack the tools for effective governance. As far as policy accomplishments are concerned, the second Trump term could very well turn out to be as underwhelming as the first.

Trump has promised a grand revolution. At a pre-inaugural rally, he announced, "The American people have given us their trust, and in return, we're going to give them the best first day, the biggest first week, and the most extraordinary first 100 days of any presidency in American history." He branded his inauguration "Liberation Day," labeled his incoming agenda a "revolution of common sense," and boasted, "Nothing will stand in our way." After being sworn in on Monday, he signed a slew of executive orders in a move that has been termed "shock and awe."

David A. Graham: The Gilded Age of Trump begins now

Those orders fall into a few different categories. Some are genuinely dangerous--above all, the mass pardon of about 1,500 January 6 defendants, which unambiguously signals that lawbreaking in the service of subverting elections in Trump's favor will be tolerated. Others, including withdrawing from the World Health Organization and freezing offshore wind energy, will be consequential but perhaps not enduring--that which can be done by executive order can be undone by it.

What's really striking is how many fall into the category of symbolic culture-war measures or vague declarations of intent. Trump declared a series of "emergencies" concerning his favorite issues, just as Joe Biden had. His order declaring an end to birthright citizenship seems likely to be struck down on constitutional grounds, although the Supreme Court can always interpret the Fourteenth Amendment's apparently plain text as it desires. He is re-renaming a mountain in Alaska--which, in four years' time, could be renamed yet again, perhaps after one of the police officers who fought off Trump's insurrection attempt. He has ordered the federal government to officially recognize only two genders, male and female. "You are no longer going to have robust and long drop-down menus when asking about sex," an incoming White House official said. Ooooh, the federal intake forms will be shorter!

Meanwhile, Trump has already scaled back many of his most grandiose day-one promises from the campaign. Broker an end to the Ukraine war before taking office? He has "made no known serious effort to resolve the war since his election," The New York Times reports. Ask again in a few months. Bring down grocery prices? Never mind.

Trump's supporters probably realized that some of his campaign pledges were hyperbolic. Even by realistic standards, however, Trump seems unprepared to deliver on some of his biggest stated goals. Take his signature domestic policy. Trump loudly promised throughout the presidential campaign to impose massive global tariffs once he took office. And yet, even that proposal remains theoretical. Trump's executive order on trade instructs, "The Secretary of Commerce, in consultation with the Secretary of the Treasury and the United States Trade Representative, shall investigate the causes of our country's large and persistent annual trade deficits in goods, as well as the economic and national security implications and risks resulting from such deficits, and recommend appropriate measures," and then proceeds to issue more solemn calls for study of the matter.

Presidents don't always come into office with fully formed plans, but Trump doesn't even have concepts of a plan, or any way to resolve fundamental tension between his belief that foreign countries should pay tariffs and the reality that tariffs raise prices for Americans. Another White House document announces, "All agencies will take emergency measures to reduce the cost of living." What measures? We can be fairly sure that there is no secret plan waiting to be unveiled.

None of this is to say that Trump will accomplish nothing. At a minimum, he will restrict immigration and sign a regressive tax cut. But even his policy successes will likely sow the seeds of a thermostatic backlash in public opinion. Americans favor mass deportation in the abstract, but their support dwindles when they contemplate specifics. An Axios poll found that strong majorities oppose separating families, employing active-duty military to locate undocumented immigrants, and using military funds to carry out immigration policy. Even some high-level Trump allies have warned that mass deportations will cause immediate economic disruption.

Trump's fiscal agenda is where the desires of his wealthy benefactors, the preferences of his voters, and economic conditions will clash most violently. The previous two Republican presidents to take office--George W. Bush in 2001, and Trump in 2017--inherited low inflation and low or falling interest rates. Both were able to cut taxes and raise spending without facing any near-term economic costs. In his second term, Trump faces an economy that, while growing smartly, is still plagued with high interest rates relative to the pre-COVID norm. If Trump revises the old playbook of cutting taxes now and worrying about the cost later, he may discover that "later" happens right away.

One answer to the dilemma would be to pay for tax cuts with deep cuts to social spending on the poor, a staple of past Republican budgets. Yet Trump's strength with low-income voters turns that maneuver into another potential source of backlash. Last month, The Washington Post's Tim Craig interviewed low-income Trump voters in a poor town in Pennsylvania who earnestly believe that he will not touch their benefits.

Russell Berman: What Trump can (and probably can't) do with his trifecta

Meanwhile, some of Trump's most prominent backers refuse to acknowledge that any tough choices await. In a recent interview, the New York Times columnist Ross Douthat presented Marc Andreessen, one of the Silicon Valley billionaires hoping to influence Trump's domestic agenda, with concerns that Elon Musk's plans to cut the budget would alienate voters. In response, Andreessen insisted that the very suggestion reflected "absolute contempt for the taxpayer," repeating versions of the line rather than engaging with the problem. Musk himself recently reduced his goal of cutting $2 trillion from the budget to a mere $1 trillion. When the brains of the operation are picking arbitrary round numbers and then revising them arbitrarily, one begins to question their grasp on the challenge they face.

Whether Trump pays any political price for failing to deliver on unrealistic promises--or for succeeding at delivering on unpopular ones--is an open question. Political difficulties won't generate themselves. They will require an energetic and shrewd opposition. And a major purpose of Trump's maneuvers to intimidate corporate and media elites is to head off a backlash by gaining control over the information environment.

One of Trump's greatest strengths as a politician is to constantly redefine his policy goals so that whatever he does constitutes "winning." The success of this tactic reflects the degraded intellectual state of the Republican Party's internal culture. The conservative movement rejected institutions such as academia and the mainstream media decades ago, building up its own network of loyal counterinstitutions that would construct an alternate reality. This has helped Republicans hold together in the face of corruption and misconduct that, in a bygone era, would have shattered a governing coalition. (Today, Watergate would just be another witch hunt.) But the impulse to disregard expertise and criticism has also disabled Republicans' ability to engage in objective analysis. The past two Republican administrations accordingly both ended in catastrophe, because the president had built an administration of courtiers who flattered his preexisting beliefs, whether about weapons of mass destruction and Iraq or COVID and the economy.

George Packer: The end of democratic delusions

None of those pathologies has disappeared. To the contrary, the MAGA-era GOP has grown more cultlike than ever. The rare, feeble attempt to steer Trump away from bad decisions is usually buried in obsequious flattery. The Trump presidency will be, by definition, a golden age, because Trump will be president during all of it. But it is a measure of his allies' decrepitude that, whatever positions he ultimately lands on, they are prepared to salute.

Trump has struck fear into his party and America's corporate bosses. His inauguration was a display of mastery, a sign that none will dare defy his wishes. But a leader surrounded by sycophants cannot receive the advice he needs to avoid catastrophic error, and to signal that his allies can enrich themselves from his administration is to invite scandal. In his inaugural spectacle of dominance and intimidation, Trump was planting the seeds of his own failure.
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The Attack on Birthright Citizenship Is a Big Test for the Constitution

Does the text mean what it plainly says?

by Adam Serwer




Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.

The purpose of the Fourteenth Amendment was to settle once and for all the question of racial citizenship, forever preventing the subjugation of one class of people by another. Donald Trump's executive order purporting to end birthright citizenship is an attempt to reverse one outcome of the Civil War, by creating a permanent underclass of stateless people who have no rights they can invoke in their defense.

In 1856, in the infamous Dred Scott decision that declared that Black people could not be American citizens, Chief Justice Roger Taney wrote that as "a subordinate and inferior class of beings," Black people had "no rights which the white man was bound to respect." Yes, the Declaration of Independence had stated that "all men are created equal," but "the enslaved African race were not intended to be included."

Frederick Douglass, who argued that the Constitution did not sanction slavery, responded to the Taney decision by saying that one could find a defense of slavery in the Constitution only "by discrediting and casting away as worthless the most beneficent rules of legal interpretation; by disregarding the plain and common sense reading of the instrument itself; by showing that the Constitution does not mean what it says, and says what it does not mean, by assuming that the written Constitution is to be interpreted in the light of a secret and unwritten understanding of its framers, which understanding is declared to be in favor of slavery." Sounds familiar.

David A. Graham: It's already different

Trump's executive order similarly rewrites the Constitution by fiat, something the president simply does not have the authority to do. The order, which purports to exclude the U.S.-born children of unauthorized immigrants from citizenship, states that such children are not "subject to the jurisdiction" of the U.S. and therefore not included in the amendment's language extending citizenship to "all persons born or naturalized in the United States." This makes no sense on its own terms--as the legal scholar Amanda Frost wrote earlier this month, "Undocumented immigrants must follow all federal and state laws. When they violate criminal laws, they are jailed. If they park illegally, they are ticketed." The ultraconservative Federal Judge James C. Ho observed in 2006 that "Text, history, judicial precedent, and Executive Branch interpretation confirm that the Citizenship Clause reaches most U.S.-born children of aliens, including illegal aliens."

As such, Trump's executive order on birthright citizenship is an early test of the federal judiciary, and of the extent to which Republican-appointed judges and justices are willing to amend the Constitution from the bench just to give Trump what he wants. They have done so at least twice before, the first time by writing the Fourteenth Amendment's ban on insurrectionists running for office out of the Constitution, and the second time by seeking to protect Trump from prosecution by inventing an imperial presidential immunity out of whole cloth. But accepting Trump's attempt to abolish birthright citizenship would have more direct consequences for millions of people, by nullifying the principle that almost anyone born here is American.

In the aftermath of the Civil War, white southerners tried to restore, at gunpoint, the slave society that had existed prior to the war, notwithstanding the Thirteenth Amendment's abolition of slavery. Republicans in Congress passed the Fourteenth Amendment to secure equal citizenship and the Fifteenth Amendment to protect the right to vote regardless of race, amendments that guaranteed political and civil equality. The Civil War amendments, the work of the Republican Party, are the cornerstone of multiracial democracy in the United States. Despite this historic accomplishment, for the past 80 years or so, the party of Lincoln has aimed its efforts at repealing or nullifying them.

"Adopted as part of the effort to purge the United States of the legacy of slavery, birthright citizenship, with which the Fourteenth Amendment begins, remains an eloquent statement about the nature of American society, a powerful force for assimilation of the children of immigrants, and a repudiation of a long history of racism," the historian Eric Foner writes in The Second Founding, a history of the Civil War amendments, though he is cautious to note that these principles were not always respected by the government--Jim Crow and Japanese internment being obvious examples. Birthright citizenship was "a dramatic repudiation of the powerful tradition of equating citizenship with whiteness, a doctrine built into the naturalization process from the outset and constitutionalized by the Supreme Court in Dred Scott."

This detachment of American citizenship from whiteness was one of the parts of the Fourteenth Amendment that Democrats, at the time the party of white supremacy, hated the most. "Democratic members of Congress repeatedly identified American nationality with 'the Caucasian race,' insisted that the government 'was made for white men,' and objected to extending the 'advantages' of American citizenship to 'the Negroes, the coolies, and the Indians,'" Foner writes.

Trump's immigration braintrust sees things similarly. In emails with conservative reporters, Trump's point man on immigration, Stephen Miller, praised articles attacking the 1965 repeal of racist restrictions on immigration that had been passed in 1921 and were intended to keep out nonwhite people, Southern and Eastern Europeans, and Jews. These laws again redefined American citizenship in racist terms, and helped inspire the Nazis. The end of those restrictions meant that more nonwhite immigrants were able to gain citizenship in the United States, a phenomenon conservatives have dubbed a "Great Replacement," borrowing a concept from white-supremacist sources. That the Trump coalition now includes people who would have been shut out by Miller's preferred immigration policies does not change the fact that Trump's immigration advisers view the decline of the white share of the population as an apocalyptic occurrence that must be reversed. It is no accident that this project begins with the nullification of constitutional language guaranteeing citizenship regardless of race or country of origin.

Martha S. Jones: The real origins of birthright citizenship

Republicans have made significant inroads among nonwhite voters in the past few years. Their reasons for supporting Trump change neither the intent of his entourage nor the effects of his policies. A successful repeal of birthright citizenship would mean the so-called pro-life party creates a class of stateless infants, a shadow caste mostly unprotected by law. It would require Americans to prove their citizenship time and time again, and leave them vulnerable to administrative errors that could endanger proof of their status. These burdens would likely fall disproportionately on those nonwhite people Trumpists see as their "replacers," no matter how enthusiastic about Trump they might be.

Since the rise of Trump, the once-fringe idea that the Fourteenth Amendment does not confer citizenship on the children of undocumented immigrants has gained traction among ambitious conservatives whose malleable principles allow them to shape themselves to Trump's whims. By November of 2024 the aforementioned Ho, who had previously written a detailed law-review article rejecting such theories, had become a bombastic, partisan Trumpist judge; he carefully retraced his steps and insisted that the birthright-citizenship clause doesn't apply in the case of immigrant "invasion," substituting Fox News talking points for legal reasoning.

This is the level of respect for the Constitution one can expect from conservative jurists in the Trump era. Whatever Trump says is correct. What the original framers of the Fourteenth Amendment understood was that the necessities of multiracial democracy demand more than bowing and scraping before this sort of lawlessness. For now, neither party's political leadership seems up to the task.
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You're Being Alienated From Your Own Attention

Every single aspect of human life is being reoriented around the pursuit of attention.

by Chris Hayes




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


For more than a decade, I have hosted an hour-long cable TV show on MSNBC. When I got my own show, I imagined it as something akin to the experience of first-time car ownership. I could drive wherever I wanted to drive; although I would have to obey the law, I just had to figure out where I wanted to go, push the pedal, and go. I could cover whatever I thought was most important, whenever I wanted, for as long as I wanted.

I learned quickly, it doesn't work like that. A cable-news show is powered by attention. It has no internal combustion engine to make it go. Yes, you can cover whatever you desire, night after night, but if no one watches it, the show will be canceled. This is what almost happened to me.

After a lot of trial and error, I now view audience attention as something like the wind that powers a sailboat. It's a real phenomenon, independent of the boat, and you can successfully sail only if you harness it. You don't turn the boat into the wind, but you also don't simply allow the wind to set your course. You figure out where you want to go (in the case of my show, what you think is important for people to know), you identify which way the wind is blowing, and then, using your skills and the tools of the boat, you tack back and forth to manage to arrive at your destination using that wind power.


This essay has been adapted from Hayes' new book, The Sirens' Call.



This experience has given me a certain perspective on how attention functions. Every moment of my work life revolves around answering the question of how we capture attention. And it just so happens that the constant pursuit of others' attention is no longer just for professionals like myself.

Read: A 'radical' approach to reclaiming your attention

Attention is a kind of resource: It has value, and if you can seize it, you seize that value. This has been true for a very long time. Charismatic leaders and demagogues, showmen, preachers, great salespeople, marketers, advertisers, and holy men and women who rallied disciples have all used the power of attention to accrue wealth and power. What has changed is attention's relative importance. Those who successfully extract it command fortunes, win elections, and topple regimes. The battle to control what we pay attention to at any given instant structures our inner life--who and what we listen to, how and when we are present to those we love--and our collective public lives: which pressing matters of social concern are debated and legislated, which are neglected; which deaths are loudly mourned, which are quietly forgotten. Every single aspect of human life across the broadest categories of human organization is being reoriented around the pursuit of attention. It is now the defining resource of our age.

The rearrangement of social and economic conditions around the pursuit of attention is a transformation as profound as the dawn of industrial capitalism and the creation of wage labor as the central form of human toil. Attention now exists as a commodity in the same way labor did in the early years of industrial capitalism. What had previously been regarded as human effort was converted into a commodity with a price. People had always "worked" in one way or another, but that work was not embedded in a complicated system that turned the work into a market good. This transition from "work" to "labor" was, for many, both punishing and strange. The worker, Karl Marx observed in Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, "does not feel content but unhappy, does not develop freely his physical and mental energy but mortifies his body and ruins his mind. The worker therefore only feels himself outside his work, and in his work feels outside himself."

This was the fundamental insight of Marx's theory of labor and alienation: that a social system had been erected to coercively extract something from people that had previously, in a deep sense, been theirs. Even today, those words feel fresh. The sense of dislocation and being outside oneself. The inability, even amid what is ostensibly boundless choice and freedom--What do you want to watch tonight, babe?--to "develop freely" our mental energy. The trapped quality of the worker caught in a system he did not construct and from which he cannot extricate himself.

The epochal shift of industrial capitalism required what Marx described as the commodification of labor. Labor--what we do with our body and mind, the product of our effort and exertion--is quite an alienating thing to have turned into a market commodity. The transmutation of what had always been "work" or "things humans did for specific purposes" into "labor" as a category of activity with a price required an entire transformation of the structure of society and the daily experience of human life.

Indeed, to extract labor from a person, you need to compensate them through wages, coerce them, or use violence--such as the overseer's whip--to force it out of them. All these methods have been used. But the extraction of our attention happens in a different way. People can be forced to work in all kinds of cruel and oppressive ways, but they cannot be forced to do it purely through the manipulation of their preconscious faculties. If someone puts a gun to your head and tells you to dig a ditch, you know you are being coerced. If someone fires a gun in the air, your attention will instantly shift to the sound even before you can fully grasp what's happening.

This feature of attention--that it can be taken from us at a purely sensory level, before our conscious will even gets to weigh in--makes it a strange and powerful force. Attention is the stuff of consciousness itself, where we choose to place our mind's focus at any given moment. And yet it can always be wrenched from us seemingly against our will by the wail of the siren, the bark of a dog, or the flash of a prurient image on our phone. The more competitive an attention market it is, the more it will select for involuntary methods of capturing attention. Think of Times Square with its blinding lights, or a casino floor or a supermarket checkout counter. More and more, our entire lives have come to resemble those spaces.

Centering attention as a resource and understanding both its existential primacy and its increasing social, political, and economic domination is the key to understanding disparate aspects of 21st-century life. Attention comes prior to other aspects of speech and communication that we associate with power--persuasion, argumentation, information. Before you can persuade, you must capture attention: "Friends, Romans, countrymen, lend me your ears!" Before you inform, insult, or seduce, you must make sure that your voice doesn't end up in the muted background static that is 99.9 percent of speech directed our way. Public discourse is now a war of all against all for attention. Commerce is a war for attention. Social life is a war for attention. Parenting is a war for attention. And we are all feeling battle weary.

The trajectory of Elon Musk is a perfect fable for the attention age. By the third decade of the 21st century, Musk was the richest man on Earth. He had every material and financial resource, enough to purchase anything that the totality of human history up until that point could produce to be bought or owned by one man. And yet he was willing to trade it all for attention.

Not at first--for a good portion of his early career, Musk was relatively press shy. But then, like so many, he joined Twitter. He posted more and more, with greater degrees of pathetic desperation, until he made the most expensive impulse purchase in history, buying the platform for a wildly overvalued $44 billion.

Perhaps having realized how much he had overpaid, Musk then tried to back out, but facing a lawsuit from Twitter and a potentially disastrous trial, he was all but forced to complete the sale. Although he made all kinds of high-minded noises about free speech and diversity of viewpoints, it became immediately clear from his incessant, compulsive posting and trolling that what he really wanted was to be Twitter's Main Character.

In becoming Twitter's Main Character, though, he boosted vile and false conspiracy theories about a savage attack on the husband of the House speaker, mocked the notion that a mass shooter with literal swastika tattoos could possibly be a white supremacist, and consistently boosted racist posts about the inherent criminality of Black people and degrading tweets about trans people.

This did succeed in getting Musk attention: He was always one of Twitter's top stories, and his antics even became a fixation of mainstream news coverage. But all of this was a bit much for many Twitter users. Crucially, advertisers began to pull back, and then flee en masse. By May 2023, seven months after Musk bought Twitter for $44 billion, Fidelity Investments estimated the platform's total worth to be just $15 billion. To most observers, this looked as though Musk had lit nearly $30 billion on fire, but he had used it to purchase something: the world's attention. It was more valuable to him than anything else.

When asked by a CNBC interviewer why he was constantly sending such tweets as "[George] Soros hates humanity," Musk--with a little extra pause for effect--said, "There's a scene in The Princess Bride--great movie--where he confronts the person who killed his father. And he says, 'Offer me money. Offer me power. I don't care' ... I'll say what I want to say, and if the consequence of that is losing money, then so be it." Although it was cloaked in principle, what Musk was really saying was The attention is worth it to me. There is quite literally nothing I value more.

But if Musk was sent on this trajectory through sheer broken need, carried along by compulsion, in his brokenness he stumbled on the simple truth that to control the attention of others is to exert power. His pursuit of Twitter might have started as a form of addiction, but it has transformed into a strategy. His obsession with attention cost him billions of dollars in the beginning, but it has now helped him elect a president, positioned him to influence government policy, and increased his fortune.

And in this, Musk is an extreme example, but he is by no means alone. What you can see throughout his generational cohort is the same thirsty, grasping desire for attention: Silicon Valley billionaires starting their own podcasts, like the hosts of All In, or posting compulsively, like the hedge-fund billionaire Bill Ackman. This age's new plutocrats are obsessed, for understandable reasons, with attention.

If attention is the substance of life, then the question of what we pay attention to is the question of what our lives will be. And here we come to a foundational question that is far harder to answer than we might like it to be. What do we want to pay attention to? If we didn't have all the technologies and corporations vying for our attention, if our attention wasn't being commodified and extracted, what would we affirmatively choose to pay attention to?

You hear complaints about the gap between what we want to pay attention to and what we end up paying attention to all the time in the attention age. Someone ambitiously brings three new novels on vacation and comes back having read only a third of one of them because she was sucked into scrolling through Instagram. Reading is a particular focus of these complaints, I find. Everyone, including myself, complains that they can't read long books anymore. We have a sense that our preferences haven't changed--I still like to read--just our behavior. And the reason our behavior has changed is that someone has taken something from us. Someone has subtly, insidiously coerced us.

But maybe we have multiple selves who want different things--a self who wants to read, a self who wants to scroll. There's a tension here between different aspects of the self that can be hard to reconcile. We contend with what our superego wants (to go on vacation and read novels) and what our actual self does (scrolls through Instagram). As is so often the case, our revealed preferences are different from our stated ones. And who is to say what our real and true desire is?

So much of modern self-help is geared toward closing the gap between what we say we want and value and how we act. And here, in the instant-to-instant unfolding of our inner lives, we can imagine a similar project, at least at the individual level. The solution, to the extent that there is one, to alienation caused by this gap between what we pay attention to and what we want to pay attention to is to begin with the question of what we actually want. If you had full power over your own attention, a kind of X-Men-style hyperfocus that could, at will, always be directed on whatever you chose, for as long as you chose, what would you do with this superpower?

I have to say that I think most people would offer a fairly similar set of answers. I would focus on my family and friends, my hobbies and interests, things that bring me joy, personal projects--whether taking photos, gardening, or building a deck--that give me satisfaction.

We are not required to suffer under the current form of attention capitalism forever, or even for that much longer. We can create alternative markets for attention, alternative institutions, and businesses that create models different from those that now dominate. We can also create noncommercial spaces where we can pay attention to one another, our hobbies, and our interests and communities without that attention being captured, bought, and sold. And there is yet another path forward that is more radical than these other approaches, one that fundamentally relies on people voluntarily creating new alternatives: We can regulate attention.

If we look back to the labor movements of the 19th century, they came to advocate for two particularly rudimentary and fundamental forms of regulation: a ban on child labor and limitations on total hours worked. Neither of these restrictions seemed obvious and commonsense at the time, at least not to the titans of industry and politicians who fought them. Moving governments toward these goals took a tremendous amount of political mobilization, agitation, and persuasion.

Megan Garber: The great fracturing of American attention

What if we viewed attention in similar terms? It's obviously not a perfect analogy, but a lot is similar. In the legal context, one of the biggest challenges is that attention is a difficult thing to regulate because in the United States it is so connected to, and difficult to sever from, speech. The First Amendment provides extremely strong speech protections, and any attempts to regulate attention--telling social-media companies how they can and can't operate, for instance--inevitably raise profound First Amendment questions. But there are ways to regulate attention that plausibly sidestep the speech question by simply imposing non-viewpoint-specific limitations that apply across the board.

There are already bills in state legislatures and in Congress that would create legal age minimums for social-media platforms. Although the details vary, as a general matter this seems obvious and sensible. We as a society can say that children's attention should not be sold and commodified in the aggressive and alienating fashion of current social-media networks. Just as 12-year-olds can't really consent to a wage contract, we could argue they can't really consent to the expropriation of their attention in the way that, say, Instagram exploits it.

But what about adults? What if we decided to apply the basic lessons of labor law to attention and simply impose limits on how much attention can be monetized from us? I am fully aware that heavy-handed regulation of attention markets, such as a cap on hours of use, would face steep political and legal opposition. But there's another way to view efforts to regulate the marketing of our attention.

One of the earliest slogans pushing the eight-hour workday was "Eight hours for work, eight hours for sleep, and eight hours for what we will." It feels as if more and more of that leisure time is now taken from us, not willed by us. Our control over the space of our mind, stolen. Are we really spending the precious hours of our waking, nonworking lives doing "what we will"? Or has the conquering logic of the market penetrated our quietest, most intimate moments?

We don't have to accept this. It does not need to be this way. We must use every tool and strategy imaginable to wrest back our will, to create a world in which we point our attention where we--the willful, conscious "we"--want it to go. A world where we can function and flourish as full human beings, as liberated souls, unlashed from the mast, our ears unplugged and open, listening to the lapping of the waves, making our way back home to the people we love, the sound of sirens safely in the distance.



This essay has been adapted from Chris Hayes' new book, The Sirens' Call.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/01/attention-valuable-resource/681221/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Griff Witte Joining <em>The Atlantic</em> as a Managing Editor






The Atlantic has hired Griff Witte as a managing editor to lead its growing politics and accountability team. Editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg writes in an announcement, shared below, that Witte's "experience on the democracy beat, in particular, will help us in our coverage of the various challenges to the American way of governance."

Witte is currently the senior politics and democracy editor for The Washington Post, and in his 23 years at the paper has reported from across the United States and in more than 30 countries, including as bureau chief in Kabul, Islamabad, Jerusalem, London, and Berlin.

The Atlantic announced a number of new writers at the start of the year: Caity Weaver as a staff writer, who will begin with The Atlantic next month and comes from The New York Times Magazine; staff writers Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer, both recently of The Post (see their first report, "The Tech Oligarchy Arrives," from Donald Trump's inauguration on Monday); and contributing writers Jonathan Lemire and Alex Reisner.

Below is the announcement from Jeffrey Goldberg:

Dear everyone,
 We're very happy to let you know that Griff Witte is joining The Atlantic as a managing editor. Griff, who is currently the senior editor at The Washington Post in charge of political and democracy coverage, will be leading our growing politics and accountability team. As many of you know already, Griff is a journalistic force, who has led his 50-person team at The Post with energy, creativity, smarts and ambition. His experience on the democracy beat, in particular, will help us in our coverage of the various challenges to the American way of governance.  
 Griff comes to us after a storied, 23-year run at The Post, where he spent much of his time as a foreign correspondent. As a stalwart of the foreign desk, he covered insurgencies in Afghanistan and Pakistan, wars in Gaza, the Arab Spring uprising in Egypt, the return of autocracy in central Europe, and the dawn of the Brexit era in Britain. His reports on refugees crossing into Europe, and on hate-preachers radicalizing followers in Britain, were recognized, respectively, by the National Press Foundation and the Overseas Press Club. In between international postings, Griff served as the newspaper's deputy foreign editor and guided prize-winning coverage of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.
 In his new role for us, Griff will help build and lead our coverage of politics and democracy, with a special focus on government accountability and investigations. In addition to his own impressive track record of reporting stories on these broad beats, Griff has earned the admiration of his reporters for his ability to edit the sort of complicated, scoop-driven, and otherwise revelatory stories that will be critical to our mission as we try to cover and explain the actions of the Trump Administration. Griff is highly collaborative and fearless, qualities that will serve The Atlantic well in the months and years ahead.
 Griff's decision to join The Atlantic represents an intergenerational homecoming, of sorts. His father, the legendary artist Michael Witte, illustrated covers and made other art for The Atlantic in the 1980s (and if we're lucky, we'll get him drawing for us again).


Witte will report to deputy executive editor Yoni Appelbaum and work closely with deputy editor Juliet Lapidos and other editorial leaders.
 
 Press Contact: Anna Bross, The Atlantic | press@theatlantic.com
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The 'Dark Prophet' of L.A. Wasn't Dark Enough

As fires have raged, so have citations of the prescient author Mike Davis. But in a changed world, we need new thinkers too.

by Carolina A. Miranda




A curious social-media ritual repeats every time a major fire explodes in Southern California, and this month's catastrophe was no exception. Between dispatches about evacuations and the hot takes and conspiracy posts that followed, the armchair urbanists got busy citing literature. First came the Joan Didion quotes about the fire-stoking Santa Ana winds ("I recall being told, when I first moved to Los Angeles and was living on an isolated beach, that the Indians would throw themselves into the sea when the bad wind blew"). Arriving shortly thereafter were the links to "The Case for Letting Malibu Burn," by Mike Davis, a 1995 essay that methodically lays out the history of Southern California's troubled, delusional relationship to fire. For the past few weeks, that relationship has been tested in ways that even Didion and Davis couldn't have fathomed when they wrote the words that now proliferate on social-media platforms.

Davis, who died in 2022, was best known for his sprawling 1990 best seller, City of Quartz, a withering analysis of Los Angeles's development. His Malibu essay is a clear-eyed explanation of how areas such as Malibu have evolved to burn amid natural cycles of regeneration, and how, prior to the arrival of Europeans, Indigenous people practiced controlled burns in these areas to keep the landscape in balance. Total fire suppression, he writes, "the official policy in the Southern California mountains since 1919, has been a tragic error because it creates enormous stockpiles of fuel." Davis also assails the unsustainable "firebelt suburbs," whose presence compounded calamity while policy decisions were "camouflaged in a neutral discourse about natural hazards and public safety." Malibu, he concludes, didn't simply have a tendency to burn--it needed to burn. After this article, first published in 1995, reached wide audiences when it was included in his 1998 collection, Ecology of Fear: Los Angeles and the Imagination of Disaster, many local homeowners were not pleased.

As ash rained down on my home in East Los Angeles from the Eaton Fire, so did the online invocations of Didion and Davis on wind and flame. In a catastrophe, people are tempted to search for a theory that will explain everything. But as I prepped a go bag in the event of an evacuation, I wondered whether these writings were what we should be reaching for in 2025.

I won't be the first to declare that it's time to give Didion's Santa Ana melodramas a rest; some of her stories are more noir mythology than incontrovertible fact. Almost two decades ago, in fact, Davis himself poked fun at "lazy journalists" who use these disasters as an opportunity to trot out lines by Didion and other writers about how "the Santa Anas drive the natives to homicide and apocalyptic fever." (If you must pontificate about the winds, quote Bad Religion's 2004 song "Los Angeles Is Burning," whose dark refrain succinctly references "the murder wind.") On Davis, my verdict is split: His essay remains crucial to understanding the events that led to this moment, but after 30 years, it can't account for the constellation of issues we now confront.

"The Case for Letting Malibu Burn" is uncannily prescient. Davis pored over decades of historical and scientific research and then proceeded to smartly (and colorfully) synthesize the history of fires in the Southern California ecology and the policies that made them worse. He dug into the psychology around fire--both the human urge to "fix" it technologically and the tendency to spin conspiracy theories around its untamability. And he aimed his most pointed barbs at the new subdivisions springing up on fire-prone hillsides--what he terms "sloping suburbia" but what news stories commonly call the "wildland-urban interface."

Read: How well-intended policies fueled L.A.'s fires

A lot has changed since 1995. Among the biggest fires described in Davis's essay is Malibu's 1970 Wright Fire, which claimed 403 homes, 10 lives, and 31,000 acres of land, primarily brush. Compare that with the Woolsey Fire, which in 2018 roared through roughly the same terrain, incinerating 97,000 acres and destroying 1,600 structures. As I write this, greater Los Angeles faces not just one gargantuan fire but two. Together, the Eaton Fire, on the fringes of the Angeles National Forest, and the Palisades Fire, in the Santa Monica Mountains, have burned through almost 38,000 acres, damaged or destroyed more than 17,000 structures, and killed 27 people (that toll is likely to rise). Davis was once described as L.A.'s "dark prophet" for his bleak view of the forces that shaped the city. But the 2025 fires have demonstrated that perhaps he wasn't bleak enough.

Although Davis did, over the course of his career, write about climate change--and he added a postscript on the topic when "The Case for Letting Malibu Burn" was excerpted online by Longreads in 2018--his original essay does not contend with how the climate would set the stage for ever bigger blazes, fires with different causes, effects, and solutions than the cyclical events of the past. "This is a story about drought and lack of precipitation this winter," Lenya Quinn-Davidson, the director of a statewide fire program for UC Agriculture and Natural Resources, told me. "The extreme dryness combined with an exceptional wind event--to have those things concurrent is a recipe for disaster. Even if you had fuel breaks around those communities, even if you had prescribed burns"--a solution that Davis highlighted--"it might not have had any effect."

Nor is Davis's wildland-urban interface what it once was. The Eaton Fire (which likely began as a wildland fire in Eaton Canyon) quickly spread to urban areas of Altadena, razing commercial thoroughfares and ravaging homes that had been around for more than a century. The Palisades Fire likewise reached deep into residential developments, igniting homes and schools that sit just half a mile--and a few wind-whipped embers--from the border of densely populated Santa Monica. "In the '90s ... there were much fewer incidences of fires burning into communities," Quinn-Davidson said. That has changed over the past 10 years; wildfires are no longer staying wild.

Class and wealth also provided an important frame for Davis's essay. He documented a tremendous gap between the hefty resources deployed toward fighting fire in well-to-do exurbs and the meager funds allocated to quash fires in L.A.'s poorer urban core (most of these caused by a lack of regulation in old tenement buildings). Today, the class disparities remain, but the particulars have changed. The real-estate magnate Rick Caruso hired private firefighters to watch over his Brentwood home as other homeowners faced down the flames with garden hoses. And as wildfires penetrate farther into the city, it's not just wealthy sloping suburbia that's getting scorched. The Palisades Fire wiped out a mobile-home park; the Eaton Fire destroyed a multigenerational Black middle-class enclave in Altadena. For everyone but billionaires, fire has become a threat at every level of class and wealth.

Some positive change has occurred since Davis first published his essay; more of the controlled burns he advocated for have become a tool of forest management, preventing the accumulation of dried brush that can turn into kindling with the tiniest spark. Indigenous people, including the Tongva and Chumash, practiced managed burning for millennia prior to colonization. Although some controlled burns were allowed on federal land starting in the 1960s, residential areas long resisted the remedy, thinking them risky or visually unappealing. (In his essay, Davis describes a Topanga Canyon homeowner fearful of what such a burn could do to their property values.) In more recent decades, however, the practice has spread. In California's north, regular burns are led by Yurok and Karuk practitioners. Near San Diego, in the south, the La Jolla Band of Luiseno Indians has a "burn boss" in the ranks of the reservation's fire department. In 2021, Governor Gavin Newsom signed legislation to promote the practice.

Read: The unfightable fire

But the hopeful idea that small fires might save us from big ones is hard to reckon with in the era of climate change. In 2019 and 2020, wildfires in Australia resulted in the loss of nearly 25 million acres of vegetation, 34 human lives, and more than 3 billion terrestrial vertebrates. In 2023, drought and unusually high temperatures led to the immolation of 37 million acres of Canadian land. That same year, another deadly fire destroyed the Maui community of Lahaina. Late last year, New York City's drought-wracked Prospect Park burst into flames. In attempting to understand fire at this scale, it might be time to set aside Davis and turn to the work of Stephen J. Pyne, a fire historian whom Davis not only cited in "The Case for Letting Malibu Burn" but also counted as a friend.

In his 2021 book, The Pyrocene: How We Created an Age of Fire, and What Happens Next, Pyne provides a compelling (if rather jargon-filled) geologic and cultural history of fire, describing the types of burns that have shaped our planet. There is fire in the wild (such as a wildfire generated by lightning), fire set and monitored by humans (a cooking fire, say, or the controlled burn of a field), and the perpetual flame that consumes fossil fuels: the ignition of a car's engine, the flare stacks at a power plant, the electricity that powers the smartphone on which we share essays about fire. This third type of fire is what makes it feasible for people to commute to sloping suburbias and fuels the helicopters that fight the fires that encircle them. It is the fire that has remapped the surface of the Earth, even in places that rarely see literal flames. "Not every place has to burn to be influenced by fire's reach," Pyne writes. "It's enough for combustion's consequences, in this case on climate, to shape biogeography."

In "The Case for Letting Malibu Burn," Davis asks Californians to reexamine the way that they live on the land. Pyne does the same at the scale of our planet. The Pyrocene sharply critiques our reliance on fossil fuels and endless sprawl, as well as our inability to live with fire in the way that nature intended. "We don't need new science or more science," he writes. "We already know what needs to happen (in truth, we used to know much of it before we got greedy and forgot)." Pyne updates and expands on Davis, but their goals are similar: not to tell us what to do but to remind us why it matters, even when (or where) the world isn't in flames. In Southern California, we are currently feeling the burn, but the fire is everywhere.
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Watch Out for Mechanical Nightingales

In an age of ideological conformity and technological brain-suck, the world needs more disobedient artists and thinkers.

by Jacob Howland




Our fractured age's greatest heroes are a far cry from Achilles. They fight not for glory but freedom, with weapons forged of pure moral steel. Consider the fatalistic courage of the late Russian opposition leader Alexei Navalny. By the time he was poisoned in 2020 with a neurotoxin secretly applied to his underpants by Vladimir Putin's agents, he'd suffered at least one previous chemical attack and been jailed by the regime more than 10 times. After five months of convalescence in Germany, Navalny returned to Moscow, where he was arrested at the airport and later imprisoned in a remote penal colony. He seemed undaunted by the prospect of death. "If they decide to kill me," he said in the 2022 documentary film Navalny, "it means that we are incredibly strong."

The supreme Soviet poet Osip Mandelstam, who fell afoul of the Bolsheviks shortly after the Russian Revolution of 1917, was Navalny's equal in staking his life on publicly resisting ideological tyranny. Mandelstam sealed his fate in late 1933, when he composed verse that portrayed Stalin as a murderer with "cockroach whiskers" who "forges order after order like horseshoes, / hurling them at the groin, the forehead, the brow, the eye." Brutally interrogated in Moscow's Lubyanka prison in 1934, he was sent into exile, was rearrested in the spring of 1938, and died in a Gulag transit facility that winter.

In her memoir of those terrible years, Hope Against Hope, his wife, Nadezhda--whose name means "hope," and who published a sequel, Hope Abandoned--writes that Mandelstam's "destiny was hatched from character, like a butterfly from its chrysalis." He attacked Stalin because he "did not want to die without stating in unambiguous terms what he thought was going on around us." Mandelstam anticipated Navalny when he observed that "poetry is power" and is "respected only in this country--people are killed for it." Both men died in Siberian prison camps at the age of 47--86 years apart.

Read: A dissident is built different

The power of Mandelstam's poetry, a bell pealing in the muffle of a pea-soup fog, arises from the harmony of his words and actions. "The dominant theme in the whole of M.'s life and work," Nadezhda writes, "was his insistence on the poet's dignity, his position in society and his right to make himself heard." Mandelstam's speech was his deed. In 1918, he saved the life of an art historian targeted by the Cheka (the secret police), ignoring a pistol-brandishing Chekist's warning that he'd be shot if he dared to interfere in the case. He later stopped the execution of five bank officials by sending to Nikolai Bukharin a volume of poems that the Central Committee member had helped him publish, accompanied by the message that "every line here is against what you are going to do." Bukharin returned the favor by writing to Stalin in Mandelstam's defense after his arrest in 1934. It's hard to say what he appreciated more: Mandelstam's adamant integrity or his poetry. While terrified artists mouthed the alien language of the state, Mandelstam's verse sprang inexorably from some high and sacred ground that would not fall. He captures this almost physical necessity in his very short poem "Meteorite," which describes an "exiled line" of poetry that, having fallen "from the heavens" and woken the earth, "couldn't be anything else."

It's not that Soviet leaders disliked Mandelstam's work. Genrikh Yagoda, the head of the secret police who, along with Bukharin, was condemned to death in the last show trial of old Bolsheviks in 1938, was so fond of Mandelstam's Stalin poem that he learned it by heart. Nor, it seems, were leaders particularly hostile to him because he was a Jew: Official anti-Semitism in Stalin's Russia didn't hit full swing until 1952, when all of the prominent Yiddish writers and eight other Jews were executed on Stalin's orders in what came to be known as the Night of the Murdered Poets. According to Nadezhda, Mandelstam's real crime was his defiant confidence, his "usurpation of the right to words and thoughts that the ruling powers reserved exclusively to themselves." Equally unforgivable was his inclination to "lay down the law, as a writer is supposed to"--that is, to pass unequivocal judgment on social realities, a consequence of his inability to "be indifferent to good and evil, and ... [to] say that all that exists is rational" (a Communist dogma frequently invoked to excuse terror as historical necessity).

The viciousness of the totalitarian state only strengthened the poet's hand. For while rulers who rely on terror lack authority--power that is rooted neither in coercion nor persuasion but is spontaneously recognized as legitimate, like that of a doctor on an airplane when a passenger falls ill--Mandelstam radiated it. This was not just because he was a generous and conscientious man who couldn't keep a second pair of trousers (there was always someone more in need), and who blamed himself for leading into temptation whatever friend betrayed him after he recited his Stalin poem to a dozen people. His authority came from what Nadezhda calls "the absolute character" of his urge to be a source of truth for his fellow men, and his inability "to curb or silence himself by 'stepping on the throat' of his own song." Above all, it came from the authenticity of his "inner voice."

But what awakens that voice? For Mandelstam, poetry sprang from joy as much as from anger--and emerged in the manner that a musical phrase does. Like the Irish poet W. B. Yeats, Mandelstam composed by ear, uttering the same lines with minor variations over and over until they achieved their proper form. Watching him work must have been like listening to a songbird, one whose protective coloring couldn't conceal its deepest feelings. Mandelstam, who called poetry the "yeast of the world," suggests as much in his poem "The Cage":

When the goldfinch like rising dough
 suddenly moves, as a heart throbs,
 anger peppers its clever cloak
 and its nightcap blackens with rage.


The goldfinch sings in a cage built from "a hundred bars of lies" and the plank on which he sings is "slanderous." These are inhospitable conditions, but Nadezhda explains that he was reconciled with persecution and poverty by his "simple love of life." For him, eternity was "tangibly present in every fleeting fraction of time, which he would gladly stop and thus make even more tangible." He knew, in the words of the poet Anna Akhmatova, "from what trash poetry, quite unashamed, can grow," turning into vibrant song the colorless prose of daily existence under the crushing weight of totalitarianism. This was the "drop of good" that "the merciless grip of the age" squeezed out of him. But the evil age could not forgive him for that good, and not just him: the feeling for poetry, which Mandelstam regarded as the definitive characteristic of the true intelligentsia, "went with the qualities of the mind which in our country doomed people to death." Foremost among them was the dynamic strength of the individual who sings his inner freedom, as Mandelstam does in a 1935 poem that ends with the triumph of the poetic voice: "you could not stop my lips from moving."

Courageous and authoritative individual voices are as urgently necessary today as they have ever been, not just in Russia but across the West. In Soviet fashion, the proponents of cultural Marxism seek consensus through intimidation, insisting, among other things, that "oppressors" have no right to an opinion about "oppressed" groups or individuals. Primary and secondary schools have for years spoon-fed students such ideological pap, damaging their capacity to appreciate any ideas not packaged in hackneyed phrases. In universities, professors expose intellectually susceptible undergraduates to popular partisan concepts, concepts as stale, in Orwell's words, as "tea leaves blocking a sink." These viral variants of recombinant Marxism--having in common a peculiarly enervated voice--have now spread throughout society by multiple vectors, including ubiquitous DEI training programs, to which 52 percent of U.S. workers have now been subjected. One new study suggests that these programs "increase the endorsement of the type of demonization and scapegoating characteristic of authoritarianism."

Read: Poetry is an act of hope

Donald Trump's reelection, among other cultural shifts, suggests that Americans have grown tired of progressive bullying. But if anything, technology poses a more insidious threat to the development of future Mandelstams than ideology. It's not just that people prefer new iPhones to old books. I tell undergraduates who are laboring to improve their writing that their ultimate goal is the achievement of style: a voice so distinctive that readers will immediately recognize whose work they hold in their hands. But nearly four in 10 students admit to using programs such as ChatGPT to write their papers, and the actual rate of AI plagiarism is probably much higher. As this technology advances, few will be able to resist the temptation to outsource the greatest part of their thinking to machines.

This brings to mind the poets of ideology and algorithms that Nadezhda would have called "mechanical nightingales." When a friend told the Mandelstams about a bird he'd seen that, on its owner's signal, hopped out of its cage, sang, and then obediently returned to confinement, his precocious son remarked: "Just like a member of the Union of Writers."

Too many writers and artists in the West sing the same potted tunes on demand, hopping from perch to scandalous plank. But unlike songbirds, poets and readers can learn from the dead, and they can refuse to be tamed by the forces of ideological conformity and technological brain-suck. That's the spirit we need today. Let a hundred poets whose lips are still moving, heroes living or dead, leaven our days, and let them teach their life-affirming music to our young.
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The Online Porn Free-for-All Is Coming to an End

Three decades into the internet era, the Supreme Court finally appears ready to uphold age-verification laws.

by Marc Novicoff




Updated at 12:40 p.m. ET on January 22, 2025

In the pre-internet era, turning 18 in America conferred a very specific, if furtive, privilege: the right to walk into a store and buy an adult magazine. 

Technically, it still does, for those hypothetical teenagers who prefer to get their smut in print. For practical purposes, however, American children can access porn as soon as they can figure out how to navigate a web browser. That's because, since the 1990s, America has had two sets of laws concerning underage access to pornography. In the physical world, the law generally requires young-looking customers to show ID proving they're 18 before they can access adult materials. In the online world, the law has traditionally required, well, nothing. Under Supreme Court precedent established during the internet's infancy, forcing websites to verify the age of their users is burdensome and ineffective, if not impossible, and thus incompatible with the First Amendment.

That arrangement finally appears to be crumbling. Last week, the Court heard oral arguments in a case concerning the legality of Texas's age-verification law, one of many such laws passed since 2022. This time around, the justices seemed inclined to erase the distinction between accessing porn online and in person."Explain to me why the barrier is different online than in a brick-and-mortar setting," Justice Amy Coney Barrett requested of the lawyer representing the porn-industry plaintiffs. "Do you agree that, at least in theory, brick-and-mortar institutions shouldn't be treated differently than online?" asked Justice Neil Gorsuch.

If the Court indeed allows Texas's law to stand, it will mark a turning point in the trajectory of internet regulation. As more and more of our life has moved online, the two-track legal system has produced an untenable situation. And lawmakers are fed up with it. Roughly 130 million people today live in states that have a law like Texas's, all enacted in the past three years.

Elizabeth Bruenig: Pornography shouldn't be so easy for kids to access

Technology has come a long way since the Court first struck down age-verification requirements. Age verification services are now effective, easily used, and secure enough to be widely deployed. However the Court rules in this particular case, the era of the online pornography free-for-all seems to be coming to a close.

Before the internet, limiting children and teens' access to porn was pretty simple. Businesses weren't allowed to sell porn to kids, and to ensure that they didn't, they were generally required to ask to see some ID.

The Communications Decency Act of 1996 was supposed to establish a similar regime for the commercial internet, which only a few years into existence was already beginning to hint at its potential to supercharge the distribution of adult material. The law made it a crime to "display in a manner available to a person under 18 years of age" any sexual content that would be "patently offensive as measured by contemporary community standards."

The Supreme Court unanimously struck down this section of the law in the 1997 case Reno v. American Civil Liberties Union, concluding that it amounted to a "blanket restriction on speech." The law's biggest problem was its vague and overbroad definitions of prohibited material, but practical concerns about the difficulty of compliance also played a large role in the Supreme Court's ruling. It repeated the lower court's finding that "existing technology did not include any effective method for a sender to prevent minors from obtaining access to its communications on the Internet without also denying access to adults." And in a concurring opinion, Justice Sandra Day O'Connor wrote, "Until gateway technology is available throughout cyberspace, and it is not in 1997, a speaker cannot be reasonably assured that the speech he displays will reach only adults because it is impossible to confine speech to an 'adult zone.'"

After that defeat, Congress passed a new, narrower law designed to survive First Amendment scrutiny. The Child Online Protection Act of 1998 required websites to prevent minors from accessing "prurient" or pornographic material. That law, too, was struck down, in part because the Supreme Court opined that optional parental filters would solve the problem more effectively while restricting less speech. In the end, parental filters were never widely adopted, and within a few years, kids started getting their own devices, which were mostly out of parents' reach.

The Supreme Court decisions, and the legislative inaction that followed them, bifurcated the rules around kids' access to porn. In the physical world, their sins were tightly controlled--no strip clubs, no nudie mags, at least not without a fake ID. Online, they did as they pleased. According to a 2023 report, 73 percent of teens ages 13 to 17 have watched online porn. A young boy or girl can take out their smartphone, type a free porn site's URL into their browser, and be met with an endless array of quickly loading high-definition videos of adults having sex, much of it rough. Seeing an R-rated movie at a theater would require infinitely more work.

The first crack in this regime emerged in 2022, when the Louisiana Republican state representative Laurie Schlegel first decided to act. Schlegel, a practicing sex-and-porn-addiction counselor, had been inspired to act after hearing the pop star Billie Eilish describe how porn had affected her as a child. "I started watching porn when I was, like, 11," Eilish said on The Howard Stern Show. "I think it really destroyed my brain, and I feel incredibly devastated that I was exposed to so much porn."

Read: The age of AI child abuse is here

Schlegel was also inspired by the new technology available for online identity and age verification. In 2018, Louisiana had implemented a digital-ID-card app, called LA Wallet, that state residents could use instead of a physical ID. Schlegel realized that the same system could be used to share a user's "coarse" age--whether they are older or younger than 18, and nothing else--with a porn company. The "gateway technology" that O'Connor noted didn't exist in 1997 was now a reality.

Schlegel's bill, which passed the State House 96-1 and the State Senate 34-0, required businesses that publish or distribute online porn to verify that their users are at least 18, using either a digital ID or another reasonable method. The law initially flew under the national media's radar. ("I think there were only two [journalists] that called me in 2022 asking about the law," Schlegel told me.) But legislators in other states took notice, and by 2024, 18 more states had passed similar legislation. In states without a digital identification program like Louisiana's, porn sites must pay third-party age-verification providers to use software to compare a user's face with their ID photo, held up to the camera, or to use AI to determine if their face looks obviously older than 18. According to a report from the National Institute of Standards and Technology, the average margin of error for these commercial face-estimation services is about three years, meaning that those older than 21 are unlikely to ever need to show ID. In practice, this is much the same as a porn shop back in the day: Most people get through with a quick glance at their face, but people who look particularly young have to show ID.

These state laws have some weaknesses. They apply only where at least one-third of "total material on a website" is pornographic. (At oral arguments, discussion of this fact prompted Justice Samuel Alito to quip, referring to porn sites, "Is it like the old Playboy magazine? You have essays on there by the modern-day equivalent of Gore Vidal and William F. Buckley Jr.?") The law is also toothless against websites that are hosted abroad, including the Czech porn giant XVideos, which hasn't complied at all with state age-verification rules, a fact that millions of teenagers in those states likely already know. Underage users can also evade the restrictions by employing virtual private networks to disguise their IP address.

Still, even prohibitions that can be circumvented tend to screen many people away from a given activity, as the country's recent experience with sports gambling and marijuana suggests in reverse. Three of the biggest porn sites in America--xHamster (which contracts an age-verification provider called Yoti), Stripchat (which uses Yoti or VerifyMy, user's choice), and Chaturbate (which uses Incode)--have chosen to comply with the state laws.

The big holdout is Pornhub, the most popular porn site in America and one of the most viewed sites on the internet, with billions of monthly visits. It has stopped operating in all but one age-verification state. (The exception: Louisiana, thanks to its digital-ID program.) In an emailed statement, the company said that the laws "have made the internet more dangerous for adults and children" by failing to "preserve user privacy" and nudging them toward "darker corners of the internet." A Pornhub spokesperson who goes by Ian (he did not provide a last name) told me that age-verification laws will lead children to seek out porn from even more troubling sources.

Joining Pornhub and other porn distributors in opposition are free-speech groups, including the American Civil Liberties Union and the Foundation for Individual Rights and Expression. They argue that the age-verification laws are "overinclusive," because they would restrict young people's access even to a hypothetical website that was one-third porn, two-thirds non-porn. At the same time, they point out, the laws are "underinclusive," because, thanks to the one-third rule, they leave kids free to access porn on general-interest platforms such as Reddit and X, which have quite a bit of it. And, the free-speech groups say, device-based content filters are still a better, less restrictive way to achieve the desired result.

Much of the supposed burden on free speech centers on the notion that verifying one's age requires surrendering a great deal of privacy. That fear is understandable, given the long history of internet-based companies violating their stated privacy commitments. But a company such as Yoti is not analogous to, say, a social-media company. It isn't sucking up user data while offering a free product; its entire business model is performing age verification. Its survival depends on clients--not only porn sites but also alcohol, gambling, and age-specific messaging sites--trusting that it isn't retaining or selling user data. Its privacy policy states that after it verifies your age with your ID, or estimates it with AI, it deletes any personal information it has received.

From the May 2023 issue: The pornography paradox

"From a data-protection perspective, all of our data, all the data we collect, is only used for the purpose it was collected for--i.e., to complete an age check--and it's immediately deleted after the age check's completed," Andy Lulham, the COO of VerifyMy, told me. "This is standard across the industry." (One company that appears to trust the industry's assurances of privacy: Pornhub. Following a 2020 article by Nicholas Kristof in The New York Times that drew attention to the site's hosting of rape videos, Pornhub began requiring online age and identity verification, conducted by Yoti, for every performer on the site. Ian, the Pornhub spokesperson, conceded to me that extending Yoti to its users would not raise privacy concerns.)

Recent estimates suggest that most kids have watched porn by age 12. Societally, America long ago agreed that this wasn't acceptable. Now, finally, technology has caught up to the intuition that kids shouldn't have unfettered access to porn just because it's on the internet.

At oral arguments, the Supreme Court seemed inclined to allow Texas's age-verification law to stand, although it might first send the case back to the Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals with instructions to subject it to a higher standard of scrutiny than it originally did. Either way, some form of age-gating is likely here to stay.

"Were we to lose in Free Speech Coalition v. Paxton, we've got some new legislation ready to go," Iain Corby, the executive director of the Age Verification Providers Association, told me. "They're fighting a rearguard action in the porn industry, but I don't think they're going to be able to fight for long."
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Be Like Sisyphus

How to embrace hopeful pessimism in a moment of despair

by Gal Beckerman




This anxious century has not given people much to feel optimistic about--yet most of us resist pessimism. Things must improve. They will get better. They have to. But when it comes to the big goals--global stability, a fair economy, a solution for the climate crisis--it can feel as if you've been pushing a boulder up a hill only to see it come rolling back down, over and over: all that distance lost, all that huffing and puffing wasted. The return trek to the bottom of the hill is long, and the boulder just sits there, daring you to start all over--if you're not too tired.

In the Greek story of Sisyphus, the king was condemned for eternity to move a massive rock up a hill but never reach the summit. Albert Camus famously saw it as a parable of the human condition: Life is meaningless, and consciousness of this meaninglessness is torture. This is how I'd remembered Camus' essay The Myth of Sisyphus, which describes an afterlife as devastating as that of Prometheus having his liver pecked out by an eagle anew every day. But when I reread it recently, I was reminded that for Camus, the king isn't entirely tragic; he has some power over his existential predicament. Once he grasps his fate--"the wild and limited universe of man"--Sisyphus discovers a certain freedom; he gets to determine whether to face the futility of it all with joy or sorrow. "Each atom of that stone, each mineral flake of that night-filled mountain, in itself forms a world," Camus writes. "The struggle itself toward the heights is enough to fill a man's heart. One must imagine Sisyphus happy."

This is a bleak model for those in lamentation over our current moment. But Camus' brand of pessimism is apt, simultaneously acknowledging that sense of being cosmically screwed while knowing that finding purpose, and even some kind of hopefulness, is possible in a world that promises nothing.

Hopeful Pessimism, the title of the philosopher Mara van der Lugt's new book, perfectly captures this oxymoronic attitude. It is an attempt to redeem pessimism's Debbie Downer reputation. For starters, van der Lugt writes, pessimism is not the same as fatalism. Just because you believe that the sky is likely to fall does not mean that you think it necessarily will. Pessimism is simply "a refusal to believe that progress is a given."

Van der Lugt's main concern is arguably both more farsighted and more immediately pressing than any particular fire or election. As the world comes off the hottest year on record, weeks into a new one already marked by cataclysmic fires, she hopes to articulate a philosophical outlook for climate-change activists--a cohort with seemingly every reason to despair. On this topic especially, she sees the danger, and even "cruelty," in optimism. She imagines how a pessimist and an optimist might approach the problem. As she puts it, the optimist would say, "There is every reason to believe we can turn the tide and prevent the worst impact from climate change. Our efforts to prevent climate catastrophe are likely to succeed." The pessimist would say, "There is every reason to believe we cannot turn the tide and prevent the worst impact from climate change. Our efforts to prevent climate catastrophe are likely to fail."

Read: How to find joy in your Sisyphean existence

Which attitude will lead to action? Van der Lugt thinks the pessimist's is more motivating and sees a danger in the optimist's, because if things look so generally bright, why should anyone get off the couch? The climate activist driven by pessimism has a sense of direness, of panic. They can't assume the arrival of an imagined savior, such as some utopian technology or a conversion among all of the world's leaders. Disaster, and grief about that disaster, is with them always, and so they feel that they have no choice but to act.  Moreover, the presumption that individuals have supreme control over the direction of the world--when they very much do not--sets one up for perpetual disillusionment and pain. As Voltaire called it almost 300 years ago, optimism is "a cruel philosophy hiding under a reassuring name."

So what about the hopeful part of hopeful pessimism?

I called van der Lugt, who teaches philosophy at the University of St Andrews, last week to ask her. Pessimism, after all, is not that hard to come by; just open the newspaper on any given day. Hope is another thing. But she insisted that a certain kind of hope is compatible with pessimism--so long as it obeys two ground rules. First, it should be built not on an expectation of what will happen in the future but instead on uncertainty, based on the fact--and it is a fact--that we just don't know how things will turn out. "Things might get pretty bad, but there's no telling if things could at some point get better again," ven der Lugt told me. "Similarly, things might be pretty good; they could also get pretty bad again. So it's never ever a closed story. The open-endedness of the future means that there's always ground to stick with things that are worth fighting for and worth being committed to."

This leads to her second condition: If hope can't emerge from any concrete belief that you will actually achieve your hoped-for outcomes, then what can sustain it? Values, van der Lugt said. The simplest way to put this is to ask whether the cause or the change you are fighting for would still feel worth fighting for if you knew you'd never see it realized. Your hope is "value-oriented," she said, when it is driven by principles such as justice, duty, solidarity with your fellow human, and just your sense of goodness. You act because you feel you must.

This formulation of hope immediately made me think of Vaclav Havel, the Czech dissident who would become the president of his country (and a thinker who has come to mind for me a lot lately). Havel was interviewed in 1985 precisely on this question of hope. He insisted that it was not a "prognostication" but rather "an orientation of the spirit": Hope is "not the same as joy that things are going well, or willingness to invest in enterprises that are obviously headed for early success, but rather an ability to work for something because it is good, not just because it stands a chance to succeed."

Read: A mindset for the Trump era

This is also the kind of hope--what van der Lugt refers to as "radical hope"-- birthed in the most desperate of situations, a moment when all is truly lost, when even death seems certain, and people still find a reason to fight back. I think of the men whom Chris Heath wrote about in his recent book, No Road Leading Back. These were Jews and Russian prisoners of war who were forced by Nazi SS officers to do something unimaginably grotesque and inhumane: exhume the more than 70,000 corpses buried in mass graves in a forest named Ponar outside Vilnius, Lithuania. The Nazis wanted to conceal the crime by burning the bodies on mass pyres. The prisoners were shackled with chains and lived in a deep hole in the ground. Some of them discovered their families among the dead. And they had total certainty that once their job was done, they too would be killed. Yet at night, as Heath meticulously details, they began to dig a tunnel through a wall of their subterranean prison, using only their bare hands and spoons. On the night of April 15, 1944, after months of digging, they made their escape.

What could possibly motivate someone in these hellish circumstances to keep digging, night after night, hoping against hope? Heath combed through the testimonies left behind by the dozen escapees who made it out. Their mindset, if I can summarize it, was that they were going to be murdered, one way or another, and that it was better to die while making an attempt to undermine their captors. At the very least, they were exercising their own agency, their own remaining humanness, and in the very, very unlikely event that one of them could tell the story of what had happened in Ponar, they could sabotage the Nazis' efforts to incinerate history.

Americans are not in the world of Sisyphus or in the world of those who face imminent death because of who they are. But these stories do tell us something about the way despair can clarify, producing a purer kind of hope shaped not by expediency but by a sense of what really matters. This is what Byung-Chul Han, a South Korean-born philosopher, calls a "dialectic of hope" in a new meditation on the subject, The Spirit of Hope, in which he sees despair as hope's abysmal twin. "The higher hope soars, the deeper its roots," Han writes.  Just as despair can feel like stumbling through a pitch-black cave without an idea of where it ends, hopeful pessimism has the quality of being stranded on a deserted island yet bolstered by the ocean's infinite blue.

For those who feel dread about America and the world, hopeful pessimism might seem like a thin string to grab on to, but it offers, I think, what might otherwise be called realism without requiring that one abandon the beauty of possibility. I like, too, that hopeful pessimism demands action, because there are no promises; it banishes wishful thinking. It's the attitude of the philosopher Terry Eagleton, who began his 2015 book, Hope Without Optimism, by admitting that he saw himself as "one for whom the proverbial glass is not only half empty but almost certain to contain some foul-tasting, potentially lethal liquid." And yet, he had to conclude, "there is hope as long as history lacks closure. If the past was different from the present, so may the future be."
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Will Trump Keep the Cease-Fire on Track?

A conversation with Yair Rosenberg about Trump's approach to Israel, Gaza, and the Middle East so far

by Isabel Fattal




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


For weeks, Donald Trump has been exerting influence on events in the Middle East. After winning the 2024 election, he dispatched his Middle East envoy, Steve Witkoff, to the region to help the Biden administration get the Israel-Hamas cease-fire and hostage-release deal over the finish line. Now, a little more than 24 hours into his presidency, Trump has already begun to undo much of President Joe Biden's decision making from the past four years, including on foreign affairs. I spoke with my colleague Yair Rosenberg, who covers both Trump and the Middle East, about the new president's goals and approach to the region.



Isabel Fattal: What moves has Trump made on the Israeli-Palestinian front since taking office yesterday?

Yair Rosenberg: Shortly after inauguration, Trump rescinded Joe Biden's February executive order that erected an entire sanctions regime against extremist Israeli settlers. This order allowed the administration to impose stiff penalties on violent settlers in the West Bank and anybody who supported them, and--as I reported in March--could have eventually applied not just to individual actors and organizations on the ground but also to members of Benjamin Netanyahu's government and the Israeli army.

Biden's executive order was seen as a sword of Damocles hanging over the settler movement. It effectively cut off some important people on the Israeli hard right from the international financial system, because if you're under U.S. sanctions, a lot of institutions cannot touch you. The settler movement was so concerned about this that they pressed Netanyahu to lobby against the sanctions in Washington, and some members even took the Biden administration to court in the United States. All of that now goes away: not just the sanctions, but the executive order that created the entire regime. Trump is also reportedly expected to end the U.S. freeze on 2,000-pound bombs that Biden put in place during the war in Gaza, and impose sanctions on the International Criminal Court over its attempted prosecution of Israeli officials--something Biden resisted.

Isabel: Trump told reporters last night that he is "not confident" that the Gaza cease-fire will last, adding that "it's not our war; it's their war." How durable is the cease-fire deal right now?

Yair: Trump is right to be skeptical. It's not at all clear whether this is actually going to hold. The first of the agreement's three phases, which we are in right now, is 42 days long. Israel is releasing nearly 2,000 Palestinian prisoners, including convicted mass murderers, in exchange for 33 women, children, and elderly hostages in Gaza held by Hamas, some of them living, some of them dead. That part of the deal seems likely to continue according to plan.

But partway through this period, the two parties are supposed to negotiate for the release of the remaining male hostages, for whom Hamas is demanding a much steeper ransom than this already steep price. And if those negotiations don't bear fruit, it's entirely possible the war will resume, especially because hard-right politicians in Netanyahu's government have already vowed to press on until Hamas is eliminated.

The question becomes: How committed are Israel and Hamas to actually getting this done? And how committed is Trump to keeping the cease-fire on the rails? From his comments, it doesn't seem like he knows. He's speaking like a spectator instead of an actor. So we have no idea what he intends to do.

Isabel: What would it look like for Trump to truly commit to keeping the cease-fire on track?

Yair: It would require his administration to make it more worthwhile for both sides to compromise and stick to the deal rather than capsize it. Most Israelis support the current deal, but the accord's most bitter opponents are the hard-right politicians in the current Netanyahu government, making the cease-fire harder to sustain as time goes on. But the Israeli far right is also hoping to get many items on their wish list over the next four years, much like they did during Trump's previous term. Among other things, they seek U.S. support for Israeli annexation of the West Bank, the removal of the sanctions we discussed, and backing for Israel in its ongoing war with Iran and its proxies. If Trump is committed to the continuation of the cease-fire--an open question--he could make clear that some of these benefits come with a price, which is calm in Gaza. And Trump, both in his previous term and in recent weeks, has shown that he is willing to offer incentives that Biden would not.

Hamas is even harder to influence, because they're a messianic terrorist group. Fundamentally, they don't seem to care about not just how many of their own fighters they've lost but also how many Gazan civilians have been killed in this war. For them, every casualty is either immaterial or an asset in a gruesome PR war against Israel. But they do have sponsors abroad--like Qatar, which hosts some of the group's political leaders. The Qataris want to be on the right side of the next Trump administration, like any other state in the Middle East. And so Trump has the ability to put pressure on the Qataris, who can then push Hamas to compromise on what they're willing to accept in the next hostage exchange.

These methods aren't guaranteed to work. It's true that the U.S. has some sway over events, but these countries and actors have their own national interests and make decisions based on their own internal politics. Americans on both the right and the left tend to overestimate the U.S.'s role in world developments. Frankly, if there were a magic button here, Biden would have pushed it already.

Isabel: What can we learn about Trump's second term from how he has handled this cease-fire situation thus far? What does it tell us about how he might relate to the region?

Yair: The thing to understand about Trump's approach to politics, as I've written, is that he has few if any core beliefs, which means that he is both incredibly flexible and easily influenced. Both domestic and international actors know that if they can give Trump something he wants, he might give them something they want. It doesn't matter if they are a traditional U.S. ally or not. It doesn't matter if they're a democracy or not. It's entirely about whether you are in his good books. So everybody is now scrambling to get on Trump's good side, to make down payments on the things they hope the most powerful person in the world will then pay them back for. In a real sense, that's what this cease-fire is--for Israel, for Qatar, for Egypt, it's all jockeying for advantage by trying to give Trump a win now so he'll give them a win later.

Expect the next four years to look a lot like this, with international actors such as Saudi Arabia and Israel and domestic actors such as American evangelicals and Republican neo-isolationists all playing this game of thrones, hoping to curry favor with the ruler now holding court.

Related:

	How Trump made Biden's Gaza peace plan happen
 	Trump doesn't believe anything. That's why he wins.
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	Attorneys general from 22 states sued to block Donald Trump's executive order attempting to ban birthright citizenship.
 	The former leader of the Proud Boys and the founder of the Oath Keepers have been released from prison after Trump signed an executive order yesterday that pardoned or commuted the sentences of more than 1,500 January 6 defendants.
 	Former President Joe Biden issued numerous preemptive pardons yesterday, including for members of his family, General Mark Milley, Anthony Fauci, and members of the January 6 House select committee.
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Please Don't Make Me Say My Boyfriend's Name

By Shayla Love

Dale Carnegie, the self-made titan of self-help, swore by the social power of names. Saying someone's name, he wrote in How to Win Friends and Influence People, was like a magic spell, the key to closing deals, amassing political favors, and generally being likable ... "If you don't do this," Dale Carnegie warned his readers, "you are headed for trouble."
 By Carnegie's measure, plenty of people are in serious jeopardy. It's not that they don't remember what their friends and acquaintances are called; rather, saying names makes them feel anxious, nauseated, or simply awkward. In 2023, a group of psychologists dubbed this phenomenon alexinomia.


Read the full article.
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Watch. The comedian Dave Chappelle took a break from punching down to deliver a timely and sincere message on Saturday Night Live (streaming on Peacock), Hannah Giorgis writes.

Scroll. TikTok went dark in the U.S. on Saturday night, only to be resurrected on Sunday. Steffi Cao details the chaotic moment for the most controversial app in America.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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What Everyone Gets Wrong About Tulsi Gabbard

Other than raw ambition, only one through line is perceptible in a switchbacking political career.

by Elaine Godfrey




Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.

Long before Donald Trump rewarded Tulsi Gabbard's loyalty with a nomination to be the next director of national intelligence, before her friendliness with Tucker Carlson, and before her association with the Syrian dictator Bashar al-Assad, she was loyal to another charismatic leader. A man who remains mostly unknown outside Hawaii but is reputed to have a powerful hold over his followers.

That leader is Chris Butler, the founder of an offshoot of the Hare Krishna movement in Hinduism, called the Science of Identity Foundation. Butler's followers know him as Jagad Guru Siddhaswarupananda Paramahamsa, and Gabbard, who identifies as Hindu, has called him her "guru-dev," or spiritual master. According to its website, the foundation promotes yoga meditation to achieve spiritual and physical enlightenment, but Butler, well known for his fervent and graphic sermons about the evils of gay sex, does not appear to tolerate dissent from his followers. Some former devotees have called the secretive group a cult.

Other than raw ambition, Gabbard's adherence to Butler's foundation has been the only perceptible through line in her switchbacking, two-decade political career. First there was an astonishingly quick leap from enigmatic state lawmaker to national Democratic Party leader; then came Gabbard's almost-as-quick falling-out with the party establishment; there followed an inscrutable congressional record, including a seemingly inexplicable visit with a Middle East dictator; after that was Gabbard's stint as a Fox News media darling, and finally her rebirth as a MAGA Republican, nominated to be America's next spymaster.

While Gabbard awaits a confirmation hearing, even senators in Trump's party seem concerned about her suitability. Maybe they should be: Democrats figured out the hard way that they couldn't rely on Gabbard; Republicans may soon learn the same.

To understand how Gabbard ended up in the middle of such a strange ideological Venn diagram, it helps to know about her early years. Born in American Samoa, Gabbard grew up in Hawaii, where she was homeschooled and spent time surfing in the blue waves off Oahu. Her father, Mike, is now a Democratic state senator, but he's done a bit of his own party-flipping; during Gabbard's childhood, Mike was an independent, and later switched to the Republican Party, after leading Hawaii's movement against same-sex marriage. He launched a group called Stop Promoting Homosexuality Hawaii and hosted a radio show titled Let's Talk Straight Hawaii. In 1998, Mike Gabbard put out a TV ad featuring a teenage Tulsi and her siblings that likened marrying someone of the same sex to marrying your dog.

The Gabbard family was--and, according to several Hawaii residents and people familiar with the group, still is--devoted to Butler and his foundation. "The belief system was [Butler's] interpretation of the Hare Krishna belief system, plus Buddhism, Christianity, and whatever else," Lalita Mann, a former disciple of Butler's, told me. Fraternizing with outsiders was frowned upon, Mann said; complete obedience was expected: "To offend him would be offending God." Gabbard's own aunt once described the group as "the alt-right of the Hare Krishna movement."

Butler had an appetite for temporal as well as spiritual power. Gabbard, a smart, good-looking girl from a political family, always appealed to him, Mann and Anita Van Duyn, another defector from the group, told me. Butler described Gabbard as a stellar pupil of his teaching. In her teens, Gabbard reportedly attended a school run by Butler's followers in the Philippines. "He always wanted someone to be high up in the federal government" to direct the culture toward godliness, Van Duyn told me. Trump's team rejected this characterization. "This is a targeted hit on her faith, fomenting Hinduphobia," Alexa Henning, a spokesperson for the Trump transition, told me. "The repeated attacks that she has sustained from the media and Democrats about her faith and her loyalty to our country are not only false smears; they are bigoted as well." (Gabbard herself did not respond to requests for comment for this story.)

The Science of Identity Foundation leader was not the only person to see Gabbard's appeal. The people I interviewed described the surfer cum mixed-martial-arts aficionado as shy but warm. She has a rich, low voice, and always greets people with a friendly "Aloha." Her demeanor helps explain how quickly she rocketed to political success from a young age. She chooses her words carefully, and listens intently, often seeming like the most mature person in a room, even when she is one of the youngest. "She cocks her head, and she pulls you in" to the "Tulsi hug," one Hawaii Democrat told me. "It's very mesmerizing." Gabbard, in other words, has charisma. And she has always made it count.

In 2002, soon after she married her first husband, Gabbard dropped out of community college and ran for a seat in the Hawaii state House. In that race, and in others that followed, a swarm of volunteers associated with Butler's group would descend on the district to knock on doors and pass out yard signs, according to someone who worked with Gabbard's campaign in those early days, and who asked for anonymity to speak candidly. Back then, Gabbard shared her father's views on same-sex marriage and opposed abortion rights, two positions that were--particularly in recent years--politically risky in solid-blue Hawaii. But she was clearly struggling to form her ideology, the former campaign colleague said, and determine a political identity of her own.

After one term in office, Gabbard joined the Hawaii Army National Guard, and went to Iraq as part of a medical unit, the first of two Middle East deployments. After her return, she and her husband divorced. In 2010, she ran successfully for a seat on the Honolulu city council. "She was as ambitious as you could possibly be," Gabbard's campaign colleague told me. And she was respected. Gabbard was racking up experiences, fleshing out her political resume. Congress was next for Gabbard, and everybody knew it.

In the fall of 2011, something happened that shocked politicians in Hawaii. EMILY's List, the national organization whose goal is to elect pro-abortion-rights women to Congress, announced that it was backing Gabbard. To political observers, it didn't make sense. Gabbard had a D behind her name, but was she really a Democrat? Behind the scenes, EMILY's List was wondering the same thing. Although her position on abortion had evolved in ways acceptable to the organization, Gabbard was still iffy on same-sex marriage. Her answers on the EMILY's List application had made its leaders uneasy, one former staffer told me, and that staffer was asked to call Gabbard for clarification. During their conversation, Gabbard said she didn't want the government involved in marriage. The staffer pointed out that the government was already involved in heterosexual marriage, so it wouldn't be fair to deny the same access to gay couples. Gabbard seemed not to have considered this, the staffer told me, and after only a few minutes on the phone, Gabbard declared that her position had changed. Politicians typically do some finagling to secure the support of special-interest groups, but this was different.

"I've never had another conversation like that," said the staffer, who still works in Democratic politics but asked to remain anonymous in order to speak candidly. "She was willing to do or say whatever. It was like she had absolutely no moral compass." I heard the same sentiment from numerous people who have worked with Gabbard, both in Hawaii and at the federal level.

Gabbard's leftward journey was well under way. Her second Middle East deployment, to Kuwait, had inspired a "gradual metamorphosis" on social issues, she told Honolulu Civil Beat in 2012, adding, "I'm not my dad. I'm me." By the time she got to Congress, in 2013, Democrats had embraced her like a long-lost friend. Gabbard was celebrated as the first Hindu member of Congress and was eagerly welcomed in the Congressional Asian Pacific American Caucus. Nancy Pelosi called her an "emerging star," and House leaders gave her a seat on the prominent Armed Forces Committee. She was, to use a more contemporary comparison, AOC before Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez.

"There was this initial huge fascination with Gabbard" inside the party, a former Democratic House staffer, who requested anonymity to speak about his time working closely with Gabbard, told me. President Barack Obama himself lobbied for Gabbard to get a vice chairmanship on the Democratic National Committee, its former chair Debbie Wasserman Schultz told me. The Florida lawmaker hesitated at first. "I was warned early on that she was close to extremists in Hawaii," Wasserman Schultz told me, referring to anti-gay activists. Still, she gave Gabbard the benefit of the doubt.

Gabbard proved popular among the other freshmen. "She was funny, she was engaging," a former House colleague and friend of Gabbard's, who requested anonymity to speak candidly, told me. She ran around with a small, bipartisan group of lawmakers, including Representatives Beto O'Rourke of Texas, Kyrsten Sinema of Arizona, and Markwayne Mullin of Oklahoma; some of them met for CrossFit in the mornings.

But the congressional crush on Gabbard fizzled almost as quickly as it began. Wasserman Schultz told me that the DNC had a hard time getting Gabbard to show up for meetings or conference calls. When a House vote against employment discrimination came up, Gabbard was difficult to pin down, Wasserman Schultz said--even though, as a DNC vice chair, she should have been "the easiest 'yes' in the caucus."

Read: The thing that binds Gabbard, Gaetz, and Hegseth to Trump

Gabbard seemed eager to stand out in a different way. She took to sitting on the Republican side of the House chamber. Despite her DNC perch, she voted with Republicans to condemn the Obama administration for not alerting Congress about a prisoner exchange with the Taliban in 2014, and the next year criticized the Democratic president's reluctance to refer to Islamic State terrorists as "Islamic extremists."

The representative from Hawaii was not facing a tough reelection, so none of these positions made sense to her fellow Democrats. Some suggested that she was a rare independent thinker in Congress; others identified in her a less virtuous strain of opportunism. Gabbard had "masked herself as a progressive to gain power," Wasserman Schultz told me. After all, voters in Hawaii almost never elect Republicans to Congress.

Others pointed to deeper forces. "I think something happened around 2013," Gabbard's campaign colleague from Hawaii told me, pointing out that, at the time, several of her original congressional staffers resigned, and Gabbard replaced them with people affiliated with the Science of Identity Foundation. In 2015, Gabbard married Abraham Williams, the son of her office manager, both of whom, the colleague told me, were involved in the group. The couple's Oahu wedding was attended by several members of Congress, including then-House Whip Steny Hoyer, as well as a representative from Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi's Hindu-nationalist party. It seemed as though Butler's group had reeled her back in, the campaign colleague said. He remembers thinking, "I don't know who the hell you are anymore."

During the 2016 Democratic primary, Gabbard resigned from the DNC and endorsed Senator Bernie Sanders's campaign for president because, she said, Hillary Clinton was too hawkish. Sanders-aligned progressives appreciated her support, especially because the Vermont senator had just been shellacked in South Carolina. On the trail, Gabbard spoke confidently about anti-interventionism, climate change, and Medicare for All. "I couldn't think of an issue then where we had any degree of separation," Larry Cohen, a union leader and the chair of the pro-Sanders progressive group Our Revolution, told me.


Senator Bernie Sanders with Gabbard at his campaign rally in Gettysburg ahead of the Democratic primary election in Pennsylvania, April 2016 (Mark Wilson / Getty)



But, in 2017, Gabbard made a move that stumped her new progressive friends, as well as most everyone else: She flew to Syria, in the middle of its civil war, and twice met with the now-deposed dictator Bashar al-Assad, who had by then already killed hundreds of his own people using chemical weapons, and who clung to power thanks to aid from Vladimir Putin. The original plan, according to a former staffer for Gabbard, had been to meet with everyday Syrians and "bear witness." But as The Washington Post reported today, the trip's actual itinerary deviated dramatically from the one that had been approved by the House Ethics Committee. The meetings with Assad had not been in the plan, and even Gabbard's staffer, like others on her team, did not know about them until after they'd happened. "You fucked us," the staffer, who also asked for anonymity to speak about confidential matters, remembers telling Gabbard later. "The reason you told us you were going on this trip will never come up again. It will only ever be about you meeting with Assad."

For D.C. institutionalists, Gabbard's conversations with Assad broke a long-standing convention that members of Congress do not conduct freelance foreign policy. But many also saw the trip as an unforgivable swerve toward autocracy.

Outside the Washington scene, Gabbard's independence and charisma still counted. When Gabbard ran in the Democratic presidential primary in 2019, she could still muster an enthusiastic if motley alliance of progressives, libertarians, and conservative Hindus. She also did well among the kind of people who are fond of saying that all politicians are corrupt and neither political party is good for America. "I'm voting for her. I decided. I like her. I met her in person. Fuck it," Joe Rogan said on his podcast that year.

Despite that glowing endorsement, Gabbard never scored above single digits in the contest, and dropped out of the race in March 2020. In the years that followed, she would pop up now and again with new and surprising takes. In December 2020, Gabbard introduced a bill to ban trans women and girls from playing women's sports, plus two pieces of anti-abortion legislation. In 2021, she left Congress altogether. The next year, when Russia invaded Ukraine, she blamed President Joe Biden and NATO for ignoring "Russia's legitimate security concerns." Then she turned up as a featured speaker at the annual Conservative Political Action Conference.

At a late-summer conference in Michigan last year, Gabbard announced that she was supporting Donald Trump for president. She completed her political migration in October at a MAGA rally in North Carolina, when she said that she was joining the Republican Party. She praised Trump for transforming the GOP into "the party of the people and the party of peace." Her message was that she hadn't left the Democrats; they had left her. "People evolve on politics all the time," the former House colleague and friend told me. "But that's a long way from saying Hey, the party went too far to embracing Donald Trump."

Gabbard's instincts are those of a "moth to a flame of power," Wasserman Schultz told me. And Trump's flame is burning brightly again. But in Gabbard's dogged pursuit of power, or at least of proximity to power, others see the influence not of a new guru, but of the old one: Butler. "She's his loyal servant," Van Duyn, the Science of Identity Foundation defector, said, and Gabbard regards him as "possessing infallible authority." Van Duyn also told me that she has sent letters to several Democratic lawmakers, asking them to vote against Gabbard's confirmation as DNI because she fears that sensitive intelligence "can and will be communicated to her guru."

Each of the current and former Democratic lawmakers I spoke with for this story had concerns about the Gabbard-Butler relationship. "There are some very tough questions that need to be asked," Representative Jill Tokuda, Democrat of Hawaii, told me. "Who's really calling the shots when it comes to what Tulsi Gabbard believes?"


Gabbard at the Trump campaign rally at Madison Square Garden in New York City, on October 27, 2024 (Michael M. Santiago / Getty)



Butler, who is now in his late 70s and reportedly living in a beachfront home in Kailua, did not respond to a request for comment. But in a statement, Jeannie Bishop, the foundation's president, disputed the accounts of people whom the group considers to be "propagating misconceptions," and accused the media of "fomenting" Hinduphobia. (Butler's foundation, along with a collection of 50 Hindu groups, sent out a press release last week blasting recent media coverage as "Hinduphobic.")

Tom Nichols: Tulsi Gabbard's nomination is a national-security risk

Regardless of whom her opportunism ultimately serves, political opportunity has come again for Gabbard. After she hitched her wagon to Trump, he chose her to be his spymaster in chief--a position for which she does not seem remotely qualified. The current director, Avril Haines, was confirmed after previously serving as deputy national security adviser, deputy director of the Central Intelligence Agency, and deputy counsel to the president for national-security affairs in the Office of White House Counsel. Gabbard has no similar background in intelligence or agency leadership. Henning, the Trump spokesperson, pointed to Gabbard's endorsement from former CIA Director of Counterterrorism Bernard Hudson, who has commended Gabbard's "independent thinking."

Gabbard's Assad visit and her pro-Russian views also remain fresh in the minds of many in Congress. Nothing proves that Gabbard is a "Russian asset," as Hillary Clinton once famously put it, but Moscow seems gleeful about her selection to lead the intelligence agency: "The C.I.A. and the F.B.I. are trembling," the newspaper Komsomolskaya Pravda crowed after her nomination was announced. Another Russian state outlet called Gabbard a "comrade."

Judging by the congressional hearings so far, traditional expertise and credentials may not matter much to the GOP lawmakers charged with confirming Trump's picks. But the incoherence of Gabbard's ideological evolution may yet count against her: Reliability could be the sticking point. Republicans should know, as well as Democrats, that "she's ruthless in her pursuit of personal power," the Hawaii campaign colleague told me. "Even if that means disappointing MAGA folks or Trump, it's clear she'd do it in a heartbeat."

During her eight years in Congress, Gabbard was a fierce defender of privacy rights, something her supporters on both the right and the left long admired. In particular, she had opposed the reauthorization of Section 702 of the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act, legislation that permits some warrantless surveillance of American citizens. But after meeting with senators last week, Gabbard announced that the act's surveillance capability "must be safeguarded." The would-be director of national intelligence had had a change of heart.
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Trump's Pardons Are Sending a Crystal-Clear Message

After the January 6 attacks, right-wing militias went underground. Now they have permission to come out of hiding.

by Ali Breland




Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.

In the hours after Donald Trump returned to power, Jacob Chansley, already in a celebrating mood, became exuberant. Chansley, who is also known as the QAnon Shaman, a nickname he earned for the horned costume he wore during the attack on the U.S. Capitol in 2021, did what any red-blooded MAGA American might have done in his situation. "I GOT A PARDON BABY!" Chansley posted on X last night. "NOW I AM GONNA BUY SOME MOTHA FU*KIN GUNS!!!"



In the lead-up to Inauguration Day, Trump had spent a lot of time talking about getting revenge on his political enemies. But in one of his first moves as president, Trump decided to treat his supporters to some forgiveness. Last night, he pardoned all of the nearly 1,600 people who had been convicted for their involvement in the Capitol riots. He commuted the sentences of 14 insurrectionists who remained in prison, allowing them to go free. Paired with his order for the attorney general to dismiss "all pending indictments," Trump has effectively let everyone convicted for their actions in the January 6 attack off the hook.



In Trump's telling, the people he pardoned were viciously and unfairly punished for what happened at the Capitol. Yesterday, he called the rioters "hostages." Some of those pardoned included goofy characters, such as Chansley, who seemingly did not arrive at the Capitol intending to overthrow the government but got swept up in the moment. Chansley wasn't exactly going out of his way to avoid the chaos of the day, however: He left a note on then-Vice President Mike Pence's desk that said, "It's only a matter of time, justice is coming." Among those pardoned was Adam Christian Johnson, otherwise known as "lectern guy": On January 6, he carried then-House Speaker Nancy Pelosi's podium around the Capitol, smiling and waving in a now-viral photo. "I'm ashamed to have been a part of it," he said to a judge in February 2022, before he was ordered to pay a $5,000 fine and sentenced to 75 days in jail. "Got a pardon ... now ... about my lectern," Johnson wrote on X before later asking Trump to free the men imprisoned for plotting to kidnap Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer.



Among the rioters granted clemency by President Trump there are also longtime militia leaders who planned carefully for the riot. They have been implicated in actively conspiring to violently overtake the Capitol and attack police officers. Stewart Rhodes, the founder of the Oath Keepers militia group, and Kelly Meggs, who led its Florida chapter, were among the 14 people whose sentences were commuted. Meggs allegedly participated with his wife in weapons training to prepare for the attack. Before the president intervened, both were slated to spend more than a decade in prison after being convicted of seditious conspiracy. According to the Department of Justice, Rhodes and Meggs had organized "teams that were prepared and willing to use force and to transport firearms and ammunition into Washington, D.C.," and tried "to oppose, by force, the lawful transfer of presidential power."



Of the 14 people whose remaining prison sentences were commuted by Trump, nine were affiliated with the Oath Keepers and five with the Proud Boys, another violent far-right group. At least one other militia leader was outright pardoned: Enrique Tarrio, a former head of the Proud Boys, is now free long before the end of his 22-year sentence. Though he wasn't in Washington during the insurrection, Tarrio egged on Proud Boys who entered the Capitol, posting on social media that he was "proud of my boys and my country" and telling his supporters, "Don't fucking leave" moments after rioters entered the Capitol. In private messages, he took credit for the attack: "Make no mistake," he wrote, "we did this." Some of the Proud Boys, including top members Joe Biggs and Zachary Rehl, went inside the Capitol, where they "overwhelmed officers," according to the Department of Justice. Biggs was sentenced to 17 years in prison and Rehl to 15.



Of course, it wasn't just militia members who seemingly arrived at the Capitol with violence in mind. Also among those pardoned was Eric Munchel, who was sentenced to nearly five years in prison after entering the Capitol clad in a tactical vest and carrying zip ties, with which he intended to "take senators hostage," according to the judge who heard his case. The most important part of the pardons isn't specifically who is released from prison, but the meaning of Trump's gesture: Radical militias are free to act with impunity--as long as they're loyal to Trump. Should an extremist on the right break the law, he can reasonably hope for Trump to pluck him out of the justice system. This is one of the key ingredients to the perpetuation of political violence across society--a belief among those who might carry it out that they can do so, and that they'll get away with it.



In that sense, the pardons mark what's to come. The insurrection was the culmination of increased militia activity during the first Trump administration. But after the riot, as law-enforcement agencies began to prosecute those involved, the militias went underground. Groups such as the Oath Keepers and Proud Boys continued to operate while many of their leaders and members were in prison, but in a less publicly visible way than before. Even without militia groups operating at their peak levels, political violence, particularly by the right, has been ascendant over the past several years. Now, after the pardons, right-wing extremists no longer have to hide.



*Lead-image credit: Illustration by Allison Zaucha / The Atlantic. Sources: Mark Peterson / Redux; Anna Moneymaker / Getty; Evan Vucci / AP; Getty.
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My Sad, Sad Friend Talks Only About Herself

I want to be there for her. But it's exhausting.

by James Parker




Editor's Note: Is anything ailing, torturing, or nagging at you? Are you beset by existential worries? Every Tuesday, James Parker tackles readers' questions. Tell him about your lifelong or in-the-moment problems at dearjames@theatlantic.com.

Don't want to miss a single column? Sign up to get "Dear James" in your inbox.



Dear James,

I have a longtime friend who has recently been going through a string of hard times: Work, relationships, family, friends, you name it--it's been a bunch of tough episodes stacked one after the other. I've always wanted to be there for my friends, especially when they're struggling, and it's no different with this person. I've been seeing her frequently, talking her through a lot. Over the past few months, however, she wants to talk only about herself. Every conversation comes back to her, and she manages to turn even the most pleasant interaction into something grim, cynical, and self-pitying. It's getting to the point where I don't want to be around her, even though I'm sympathetic to what she's going through. How can I be there for her while being honest when I think she's feeling too sorry for herself--and trying to protect my own mental health?



Dear Reader,

It sounds like your friend is depressed. And one of the truly terrible things about depression is its power to turn you into a bore. I'm speaking from experience here. When I was depressed, I was an unbelievable bore. I bored the pants off plenty of people, including myself. I bored the universe, and it turned away in search of better company. So painfully confined was I in my own misfiring subjectivity that I had trouble feeling--had trouble imagining--the reality of anybody else. Me and my dilemma, that was all I could think about--and, consequently, all I could talk about. Not a condition in which much courtesy is extended to the listener.

However: It takes two not to tango. You have both created this thing, this faintly noxious dynamic whereby she moans and groans and curses, and you sit there inhaling secondhand depression. So what can you do to shake it up?

I think some wild gestures might be in order. Surprise her with a gift. Take her somewhere unexpected. Make things interesting. Crank up the gallantry, crank up the generosity: Send a spark of love and novelty into the black cloud. Don't expect gratitude, or at least not immediately. And don't give up. What you're after is a micro-shift in the mood, an opening through which she can see, however narrowly or briefly, the world outside--which of course includes you. Do that for her, and you'll be an amazing friend.

Through ruptured patterns,

James




By submitting a letter, you are agreeing to let The Atlantic use it in part or in full, and we may edit it for length and/or clarity.
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It's Already Different

Trump's first-day executive orders would have prompted mass outrage had he attempted them in 2017. Today, the response is more muted.

by David A. Graham




Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.

Updated at 10:00 a.m. ET on January 22, 2025

During Donald Trump's first term as president, critics used to ask, Can you imagine the outcry if a Democrat had done this? As Trump begins his second, the relevant question is Can you imagine the outcry if Trump had done this eight years ago? 

Barely 24 hours into this new presidency, Trump has already taken a series of steps that would have caused widespread outrage and mass demonstrations if he had taken them during his first day, week, or year as president, in 2017. Most appallingly, he pardoned more than 1,500 January 6 rioters, including some involved in violence. (Of course, back then, who could have imagined that a president would attempt to stay in power despite losing, or that he would later return to the White House having won the next election?) In addition, he purported to end birthright citizenship, exited the World Health Organization, attempted to turn large portions of the civil service into patronage jobs, and issued an executive order defining gender as a binary.

Although it is early, these steps have, for the most part, been met with muted response, including from a dazed left and press corps. That's a big shift from eight years ago, when hundreds of thousands of demonstrators gathered in Washington, and Americans flocked to airports at midnight to try to thwart Trump's travel ban.

David A. Graham: Trump isn't bluffing

The difference arises from three big factors. First, Trump has worked hard to desensitize the population to his most outrageous statements. As I wrote a year ago, forecasting how a second Trump presidency might unfold, the first time he says something, people are shocked. The second time, people notice that Trump is at it again. By the third time, it's background noise.

Second, Trump has figured out the value of a shock-and-awe strategy. By signing so many controversial executive orders at once, he's made it difficult for anyone to grasp the scale of the changes he's made, and he's splintered a coalition of interests that might otherwise be allied against whatever single thing he had done most recently. Third, American society has changed. People aren't just less outraged by things Trump is doing; almost a decade of the Trump era has shifted some aspects of American culture far to the right.

Even Trump's inaugural address yesterday demonstrates the pattern. Audiences were perplexed by his "American carnage" speech eight years ago. George W. Bush reportedly deemed it "weird shit," earthily and accurately. His second inaugural seemed only slightly less bleak--or have we all just become accustomed to this sort of stuff from a president?

Read: The coming assault on birthright citizenship

One test of that question is Trump's executive order on birthright citizenship, which attempts to shift an interpretation of the Constitution that has been in place for more than 150 years. Now "the privilege of United States citizenship does not automatically extend to persons born in the United States," Trump stated in an order signed yesterday. Lawyers are ready; the order was immediately challenged in court, and may not stand. In any case, the shift that Trump is trying to effect would have a far greater impact than his 2017 effort to bar certain foreign citizens from entering the United States. Birthright citizenship is not just a policy but a theoretical idea of who is American. But Trump has been threatening to do this for years now, so it came as no surprise when he followed through.

In another way, he is also trying to shift what is seen as American. Four years ago, almost the entire nation was appalled by the January 6 riot. As my colleagues Annie Joy Williams and Gisela Salim-Peyer note, United Nations Ambassador-Designate Elise Stefanik called it "un-American"; Secretary of State Marco Rubio called it "anti-American." Yesterday, Republicans applauded as Trump freed members of that mob whom he has called "hostages." That included not just people who'd broken into the Capitol but also many who'd engaged in violence. Just this month, Vice President J. D. Vance declared, "If you committed violence on that day, obviously you shouldn't be pardoned." Even Vance has become desensitized to Trump. (Heavy users become numb to strong narcotics.)

Read: Republican leaders once thought January 6 was "tragic"

But the percentage of Americans who say they disapprove of January 6 has also gone down as distance from the events has grown and propaganda has taken hold. Support for immigration has decreased as well. The WHO exit might have raised more of a fuss before the coronavirus pandemic; now the failures of public-health authorities and insistent attacks on them from politicians including Trump have convinced many people not just that these bodies need reform but that they aren't needed at all. It's not just Silicon Valley titans who have acquiesced to Trump and taken up his ideas. Although many people still oppose the president's agenda, the 2024 election was the first time in three tries that he was able to win a plurality of the popular vote.

In recent weeks, Trump has embarked on a baffling crusade against Panama's ownership of the Panama Canal. He claimed (incorrectly) that the canal is under Chinese control and suggested the U.S. should go back on the treaty that gave Panama control over the canal zone. Initially, this produced confusion. People were even more surprised when he refused to rule out military action (caveat lector). Still, one couldn't be sure whether Trump was messing around or serious. Then he brought it up again during yesterday's inaugural address. By the time Trump sends an expeditionary force to seize the canal, will anyone even raise an eyebrow?



This article originally misstated how many years ago Trump's "American carnage" speech was.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/01/executive-orders-absent-anger/681393/?utm_source=feed
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        America Is Divided. It Makes for Tremendous Content.
        Spencer Kornhaber

        Photographs by John Francis PetersAmid the madness and tension of the most recent presidential-election campaign, a wild form of clickbait video started flying around the political internet. The titles described debates with preposterous numerical twists, such as "Can 1 Woke Teen Survive 20 Trump Supporters?" and "60 Republicans vs Democrats Debate the 2024 Election." Fiery tidbits went viral: a trans man yelling at the conservative pundit Ben Shapiro for a full four minutes; Pete Buttigieg tryin...

      

      
        Why Trump Defrocked 50 National-Security Officials
        Graeme Wood

        On Monday, in one of his first acts as president, Donald Trump defrocked 50 high priests of U.S. national security. Now deprived of their clearances, if they want to know what's happening in the world, they are reduced, like the rest of us, to reading the newspaper, and waiting for the president to blurt out nuclear codes over brunch at Mar-a-Lago. Once out of government, these former officials usually keep their clearances so they can return to government, or to civilian contracting work that in...

      

      
        Of Course Donald Trump Didn't Enjoy Hearing a Truly Christian Message
        Elizabeth Bruenig

        When Donald Trump sat down Tuesday beneath the exquisite stained-glass windows of the National Cathedral, he likely expected a sermon that would reflect his earthly glory back to him: something about unity in America, perhaps, or a meditation on fading American Christianity and the possibility of a Christian future, both of which would have flattered the president's stated priorities. But the sermon Trump heard from Episcopal Bishop Mariann Edgar Budde instead resulted in the president demanding ...

      

      
        Philosophy Can Save Your Life
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Anicius Manlius Severinus Boethius was born in Rome around the year 475 C.E. A learned man, he served his nation faithfully as a senator and consul. But the early sixth century was a period of perilous political instability, and Boethius was wrongly accused of treason by Ostrogoth King Theodoric. Imprisoned and sentenced to death, Boethius kept a prison diary chronicling his despair and inability...

      

      
        Emperor Trump's New Map
        Franklin Foer

        When Vladimir Putin daydreams, he imagines himself saluting a phalanx as it goose-steps across central Kyiv. In Donald Trump's version of the fantasy, he is triumphantly floating through the Panama Canal on a battleship. Both men see themselves recovering lost empires, asserting their place in history by reversing it.During his first term, Trump set about dismantling the architecture of postwar internationalism by trash-talking and bullying the institutional implements of global cooperation, the ...

      

      
        How America's Fire Wall Against Disease Starts to Fail
        Katherine J. Wu

        For more than 60 years, vaccination in the United States has been largely shaped by an obscure committee tasked with advising the federal government. In almost every case, the nation's leaders have accepted in full the group's advice on who should get vaccines and when. Experts I asked could recall only two exceptions. Following 9/11, the Bush administration expanded the group who'd be given smallpox vaccinations in preparation for the possibility of a bioterrorism attack, and at the height of th...

      

      
        Sam Altman Doesn't Actually Need Trump
        Matteo Wong

        Late yesterday afternoon, the president of the United States transformed, very briefly, into the comms guy for a new tech company. At a press conference capping his first full day back in the White House, Donald Trump stood beside three of the most influential executives in the world--Sam Altman of OpenAI, Larry Ellison of Oracle, and Masayoshi Son of SoftBank--and announced the Stargate Project, "the largest AI infrastructure project, by far, in history."Although Trump's rhetoric may seem to sugge...

      

      
        Even Some J6ers Don't Agree With Trump's Blanket Pardon
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsThis week, House Republicans created a select subcommittee to investigate the January 6, 2021, attack on the Capitol and uncover the "full truth that is owed to the American people," Speaker Mike Johnson said. Presumably this is a "truth" that somehow fell outside the frames of the thousands of videos taken that day that showed rioters storming the building and beating police officers with whatever weapons were at hand. D...

      

      
        Please Don't Make Me Say My Boyfriend's Name
        Shayla Love

        Dale Carnegie, the self-made titan of self-help, swore by the social power of names. Saying someone's name, he wrote in How to Win Friends and Influence People, was like a magic spell, the key to closing deals, amassing political favors, and generally being likable. According to Carnegie, Franklin D. Roosevelt won the presidency partly because his campaign manager addressed voters by their names. The Steel King, Andrew Carnegie (no relation), reportedly secured business deals by naming companies ...

      

      
        The Attack on Birthright Citizenship Is a Big Test for the Constitution
        Adam Serwer

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.The purpose of the Fourteenth Amendment was to settle once and for all the question of racial citizenship, forever preventing the subjugation of one class of people by another. Donald Trump's executive order purporting to end birthright citizenship is an attempt to reverse one outcome of the Civil War, by creating a permanent underclass of stateless people who have no rights they can invoke in their defense...

      

      
        My Sad, Sad Friend Talks Only About Herself
        James Parker

        Editor's Note: Is anything ailing, torturing, or nagging at you? Are you beset by existential worries? Every Tuesday, James Parker tackles readers' questions. Tell him about your lifelong or in-the-moment problems at dearjames@theatlantic.com.Don't want to miss a single column? Sign up to get "Dear James" in your inbox.Dear James,I have a longtime friend who has recently been going through a string of hard times: Work, relationships, family, friends, you name it--it's been a bunch of tough episode...

      

      
        David Lynch, My Neighbor
        Will Bahr

        When David Lynch died last week, it was almost hard to know whom exactly to mourn. He was a Renaissance man: musician, painter, meditation instructor, YouTube personality. Most, of course, mourn him as a filmmaker, the medium in which he left his most indelible mark. But I mourn him as a neighbor.I grew up down the street from David. Three doors down, to be precise. My parents owned a big blue wooden house in the Hollywood Hills, a stark contrast to David's pink, brutalist box just up the lane. T...

      

      
        The Animal Story That RFK Jr. Should Know
        David Axelrod

        Just outside New York City's Central Park Zoo, not far from where Robert F. Kennedy Jr. once stealthily deposited a dead bear cub, stands a bronze statue to another animal: Balto, the husky that, 100 years ago this month, played a leading role in a daring and perilous rescue that captured the world's attention.Nome, a small town in the northwestern reaches of the Alaskan territories, had been hit with an outbreak of diphtheria, a highly contagious and cruel respiratory infection that can be parti...

      

      
        A New Abortion Drug?
        Patrick Adams

        Over the past several years, a medication called mifepristone has been at the center of intense moral and legal fights in the United States. The pill is the only drug approved by the FDA specifically for ending pregnancies; combined with misoprostol, it makes up the country's most common regimen for medication abortions, which accounted for more than 60 percent of terminations in the U.S. in 2023, according to the Guttmacher Institute, a research group that supports abortion rights. And yet, mife...

      

      
        Trump Targets His Own Government
        Lora Kelley

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Within hours of taking office on Monday, Donald Trump released a raft of executive orders addressing targets he'd gone after throughout his campaign, such as immigration, government spending, and DEI. He issued full pardons for 1,500 January 6 rioters, and signed the first eight executive orders--of doze...

      

      
        David Lynch Captured the Appeal of the Unknown
        Emma Stefansky

        David Lynch famously abhorred explaining himself. "Believe it or not, Eraserhead is my most spiritual film," the director once said of his esoteric debut feature, during a 2007 interview. When asked to elaborate, he replied, smiling: "No, I won't." The clip, which tends to make the rounds on the internet every few months, demonstrates--without actually stating--everything that anyone ought to know about the late auteur's oblique body of work: The viewing experience itself matters much more than whe...

      

      
        Trump's Second Term Might Have Already Peaked
        Jonathan Chait

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.Ever since Donald Trump emerged as a credible threat to return to the White House, the guardrails that seemed to restrain him in his first term--political, legal, psychic--have collapsed with astonishing speed. His nominees are sailing through their confirmation hearings, including some who are underqualified and ideologically extreme. Titans of business and media are throwing themselves at his feet as suppli...

      

      
        Griff Witte Joining <em>The Atlantic</em> as a Managing Editor
        The Atlantic

        The Atlantic has hired Griff Witte as a managing editor to lead its growing politics and accountability team. Editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg writes in an announcement, shared below, that Witte's "experience on the democracy beat, in particular, will help us in our coverage of the various challenges to the American way of governance."Witte is currently the senior politics and democracy editor for The Washington Post, and in his 23 years at the paper has reported from across the United States and...

      

      
        The 'Dark Prophet' of L.A. Wasn't Dark Enough
        Carolina A. Miranda

        A curious social-media ritual repeats every time a major fire explodes in Southern California, and this month's catastrophe was no exception. Between dispatches about evacuations and the hot takes and conspiracy posts that followed, the armchair urbanists got busy citing literature. First came the Joan Didion quotes about the fire-stoking Santa Ana winds ("I recall being told, when I first moved to Los Angeles and was living on an isolated beach, that the Indians would throw themselves into the s...

      

      
        Watch Out for Mechanical Nightingales
        Jacob Howland

        Our fractured age's greatest heroes are a far cry from Achilles. They fight not for glory but freedom, with weapons forged of pure moral steel. Consider the fatalistic courage of the late Russian opposition leader Alexei Navalny. By the time he was poisoned in 2020 with a neurotoxin secretly applied to his underpants by Vladimir Putin's agents, he'd suffered at least one previous chemical attack and been jailed by the regime more than 10 times. After five months of convalescence in Germany, Naval...
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America Is Divided. It Makes for Tremendous Content.

Jubilee Media mines the nation's deepest disagreements for rowdy viral videos. But is all the arguing changing anyone's mind?

by Spencer Kornhaber




Amid the madness and tension of the most recent presidential-election campaign, a wild form of clickbait video started flying around the political internet. The titles described debates with preposterous numerical twists, such as "Can 1 Woke Teen Survive 20 Trump Supporters?" and "60 Republicans vs Democrats Debate the 2024 Election." Fiery tidbits went viral: a trans man yelling at the conservative pundit Ben Shapiro for a full four minutes; Pete Buttigieg trying to calm an undecided voter seething with rage at the Democrats. These weren't typical TV-news shouting matches, with commentators in suits mugging to cameras. People were staring into each other's eyes, speaking spontaneously, litigating national divisions in a manner that looked like a support group and felt like The Jerry Springer Show.

The clips were created by Jubilee Media, a booming entertainment company that has built a huge young following by turning difficult discussions into shareable content. Launched in 2017, it has produced videos with titles including "Flat Earthers vs Scientists: Can We Trust Science?" (29 million views), "6 Vegans vs 1 Secret Meat Eater" (17 million views), along with hundreds of others in which delicate subjects--Middle East politics, parenting strategies, penis size--are explored by strangers in gamelike scenarios. During an era of ideological chaos, when all consensus seems in flux, Jubilee has become a phenomenon by insisting that it's okay, even fun, to clash. In doing so, it represents a challenge to traditional media: Jubilee's founder, Jason Y. Lee, told me he's hopeful that the company can host one of the presidential debates in 2028.


Jason Y. Lee (left) watches a taping of Surrounded. He relaunched Jubilee in 2017 as an effort to bridge national divisions revealed by Donald Trump's election. (Photographs by John Francis Peters)



That idea shouldn't sound far-fetched. The 2024 election demonstrated the influence of YouTube, TikTok, podcasts, and other online forums in fostering discussion that's less regulated than what journalistic norms allow. Gen Z's rightward swing since 2020, combined with its high rate of independent party identification, suggests a remarkable openness to persuasion from across the political spectrum. Basic policy shibboleths, such as the efficacy of vaccines, are being questioned by all sorts of constituencies; once-predictable public-opinion trend lines--regarding feminism, LGBTQ rights, democracy itself--are going wobbly. As Jubilee's former creative director John Regalado told me, the internet is "updating our tolerance for disagreement--and disagreement on a lot of things that we thought were in the can."

Jubilee has proved adept at mining this new paradigm for views. Its video with Shapiro was the fifth-most-watched bit of election-related content on YouTube, just a few spots down from Joe Rogan's interview with Donald Trump; that "1 Woke Teen," the fledgling TikTok commentator Dean Withers, was invited to the White House after his performance. The company's offerings also include dating shows, a forthcoming dating app, and a card game to provoke interesting interactions with friends. Students at high schools and colleges have held Jubilee-inspired events to mimic the debates they see on-screen. Lee said he's trying to build "the Disney of empathy": a media empire that teaches people how to connect, listen, and healthily disagree--an ambitious, even fanciful-sounding notion in a time of cultural fracturing and political polarization.

Pursuing that goal has meant emphasizing seemingly old-fashioned media ideals--neutrality, fidelity, hearing from all sides--in ways that can seem extreme. Moderators, when they're involved at all, take only the lightest touch in steering conversations, which can mean letting misinformation and misdirection fly. (Fact-checks happen after filming and are provided by another start-up, Straight Arrow News, which pitches itself as "Unbiased. Straight Facts.") Cast members tend to seem like regular, if colorful, folks who speak off-the-cuff. The point isn't to change participants' minds--full-on ideological conversions almost never happen in the videos. Rather, Regalado said, Jubilee thinks of its efforts as a "practice" or a "ritual." The awkward or upsetting moments that inevitably arise are part of the product. "That rawness and that authenticity is what young people desperately are seeking," Lee told me.

Jubilee's critics, however, contend that the company is simply manufacturing ragebait and platforming dangerous ideas in order to pull eyeballs. Regalado noted that angry viewers often leave comments joking that Jubilee might do "Holocaust Survivors vs. Holocaust Deniers" next--but in the company's logic, that's really not an outrageous idea. "Internally, Jubilee has argued about whether or not we would do that episode," Regalado said, adding that he himself would "want to see that dialogue happen" so long as the Holocaust survivors understood what they were getting into. "I don't think it's good for society to deny an opportunity for discourse."



Jubilee's headquarters have the rumpled, run-and-gun energy of a newspaper office. The ceiling panels are scuffed, the walls are decorated with movie posters, and the desks are dotted with equipment, knickknacks, and struggling houseplants. I visited on a Friday, when most of the staff was working from home, save for a casting director making calls from a private booth. Lee explained that, because Jubilee makes around 200 videos a year, finding participants is a constant chore. "One day we'll be like, 'Hey, we need to get nuns,'" he said. "The next day we'll be like, 'We need 50 gang members.'"

Lee took me into a corner office with a sweeping view of the Los Angeles International Airport's tarmac. Using a dry-erase marker to write on the glass tabletop we were sitting at, he drew a graph. One axis was labeled "value" (as in social value) and the other "savvy" (as in business savvy). He wants most of Jubilee's content to fall in the top-right quadrant, meaning it's highly benevolent--informative, uplifting, helpful--but also highly entertaining and, therefore, profitable. He pointed to a sign on one wall that said Provoke Understanding and Create Human Connection. That's Jubilee's mission statement, whose acronym, PUCHC, is pronounced puke, so people "actually remember it," he said.


Participants crash into one another while rushing to the debate chair. (Photograph by John Francis Peters)



Sporting a tastefully mussed mullet and canvas pants, Lee sounded like a start-up founder who has delivered countless pitches about his company's significance. Clearly, however, his desire for impact is deeply rooted. Raised in Kansas by Korean-immigrant parents, Lee is a devout Christian. His resume bears the hallmarks of can-do Millennial idealism: an internship on Barack Obama's 2007 primary campaign; five months in Zambia working for the Clinton Health Access Initiative. In a 2017 TEDx Talk, Lee said that he grew up wanting to be a police officer in order to help people.

On Lee's 22nd birthday, in 2010, he saw news reports about an earthquake devastating Haiti and felt a need to contribute in some way. He went to a New York City subway station and started busking for donations to relief efforts while filming himself. He came up short of his $100 goal for the day. But when he posted the video of his busking online with a pledge to donate a penny each time the video was viewed, something strange happened: He went viral, or at least more viral than any random guy warbling Coldplay on shaky footage could have expected. He then founded the Jubilee Project, a nonprofit to create socially conscious videos; two years later, he quit his six-figure consulting job at Bain & Company to run the project full-time.

The early version of Jubilee was very much a product of its time--a moment when the internet was widely assumed to be a force for progress. The Arab Spring, Kony 2012, the Ice Bucket Challenge: All were early-2010s mass mobilization efforts for a better world, fostered by Facebook, YouTube, and Twitter. Peppy infotainment start-ups--BuzzFeed, Upworthy, Vox--were proliferating, and legacy brands were "pivoting to video," believing that traditional journalistic values could persist in new shapes.

Really, though, those values were being tested. The dynamics of the internet in those days encouraged newsgatherers to communicate with a clear point of view; the ability to drive traffic by targeting specific audiences, who could in turn orchestrate social-media backlash to coverage, helped make so-called both-sidesism distinctly unfashionable. The rise of Donald Trump, campaigning on what would be later called "alternative facts," added to the widespread sense that media organizations would play a more active role in refereeing democracy. Traffic boomed, but cultural fracturing worsened as MAGA created its own information ecosystem via independent outlets and forums like Facebook.

After the 2016 election, Lee was disturbed by the divisions he noticed among his acquaintances. Back home in Kansas, people couldn't fathom why anyone voted for Hillary Clinton; in L.A., they couldn't do so for Trump. He felt pained to realize that the Jubilee Project's PSA-like content--about topics including school bullying and global poverty--mostly seemed to be preaching to people who already thought as he did. He relaunched Jubilee as a for-profit company, pitching it as an effort to bridge ideological silos.

Lee and his team devised a set of "shows": repeatable formats that could liven up discussions about any topic. Middle Ground asks two seemingly opposed factions--minimum-wage workers and millionaires, sex workers and clergy--to try to come to some sense of agreement through discussion. In Odd One Out, a group of similar people tries to root out a mole, thereby examining individual stereotypes (for example, a group of straight guys tries to identify the secretly gay one). Jubilee's dating videos force people to "swipe" through potential mates in real life, which highlights biases, preferences, and the general inhumanity of apps such as Tinder. Surrounded, which encircles one expert debater with 20 to 25 rivals, is intended to showcase "the many versus a mighty," Regalado said.

At best, the videos are eyeball-scorching documents of human behavior. The 2024-election hit "Can 25 Liberal College Students Outsmart 1 Conservative? (Feat. Charlie Kirk)" had a carnivalesque feel, showcasing all sorts of people trying out all sorts of rhetorical strategies--nitpicking; filibustering; even, from time to time, building logically sound arguments. Conversations got cut maddeningly short and insults flew to and fro, but that made it all the more satisfying when, for example, a nose-ringed student named Naima incisively landed a complex point about structural racism. Over 90 minutes, an odd kinship seemed to develop between Kirk--a slick and buttoned-up pundit who's made a career out of "owning" liberals--and his opponents, almost like they were all in on a joke.

Sometimes the chemistry among Jubilee participants becomes poisonous. Last year, the company posted one of its most controversial installments, "Is Being Fat a Choice? Fit Men vs Fat Men." It featured Myron Gaines, a manosphere podcaster, who repeatedly referred to overweight people--four of whom were in the room with him--as "fat asses" who should be put in a fitness "concentration camp." Social media lit up with outrage directed toward Jubilee for giving voice to a vicious troll. Lee told me he felt that criticism was fair: Strong voices are good, but voices that hijack the conversation with an agenda and dehumanize other participants are not. "Every year, we put over 2,000 people in our videos," he said. "I'm not gonna lie; there have been certain videos [where] I'm like, Oh, we might have gotten this balance off."


Participants in Surrounded can raise red flags, signaling a vote to replace the current debater with someone else from their side. (Photographs by John Francis Peters)



Balance is a word that comes up often in the many, many takedowns that have been aimed at Jubilee over the years. Every issue may have two sides, but not all sides are equally valid, and some are even dangerous. Lee told me that Jubilee has a "harm clause" against featuring groups that openly want to hurt other groups. Harm, of course, is a relative--and ever-expanding--term. Jubilee's team mostly resolves contentious programming decisions through internal discussion and debate, which seems fitting. For example: Lee told me he disagrees with Regalado about potentially doing a "Holocaust Survivors vs. Deniers" video. Certain topics are just "beyond the realm where people will give us any benefit of the doubt."

Yet Jubilee's success suggests why deplatforming--the strategy of blocking bigots and liars from public stages--has proved ineffective. Audiences can always follow provocateurs to alternative platforms; a billionaire can buy the old platform and raise up once-canceled voices. "An anti-vaxxer is about to be part of the Trump administration, and that's not because of a Jubilee video," Regalado said. "That's because information is accessible to people in a new way, and ideas are being resurrected because of our relationship to the internet." (He was referring to Robert F. Kennedy Jr., whom Trump selected to lead the Department of Health and Human Services.)

Lee declined to comment on his own political beliefs, but he said that his staff generally leans left; Regalado, who exited his full-time role at the company in 2023 but still contributes as a consultant and podcaster, told me he's "a little bit more liberal than conservative." Both men suggested to me that progressive critics of Jubilee, who believe that political debates on the platform tend to end up favoring the conservative side, may be reacting to an imbalance in the wider political culture. In the pugilistic, digressive arena of a YouTube debate, advocates for the right are just more experienced at getting their point across.

"Something that people will ask us quite a bit is like: You featured Ben Shapiro and you featured Charlie Kirk. Why aren't you featuring those people on the left?" Lee said. "And usually the question I ask is, Who are you talking about?" The only establishment Democrat to sit down for a Jubilee video this past cycle was Buttigieg; other liberal Surrounded anchors were a TikToker (Withers) and a video-game streamer (Destiny). Of course plenty of other camera-tested Democrats exist, but they tend to be native to mainstream TV news, which hasn't been a forum for robust, sustained argument since Jon Stewart shamed Crossfire off the air 20 years ago. Regalado characterized liberals as suffering from "a reluctance to meet the moment that we have." He added, "Their ideas have suffered for it."



The day after I visited Jubilee's offices, I arrived at an industrial building in South L.A. for a taping of Surrounded that would pit 25 Christians against one atheist. In a circle of folding chairs sat youthful theologians with tattoos, a midwestern pastor in a fleece vest, and one blond-bearded Mormon in a suit. At the center was a blue-blazered 25-year-old named Alex O'Connor, who had come to argue that God probably wasn't real and that Jesus probably didn't rise from the dead.

At first, the mood was tense. O'Connor would state an assertion, and Christians would sprint up to debate him, sometimes crashing into one another on the way. A large countdown clock enforced 20-minute time limits on each round; as the conversations went on, the other participants started to raise red flags, signaling a vote to kick out the current champion of their faith and install a new one.

And yet, despite the gladiatorial trappings, the discussions turned out to be heady and technical--largely focused on disputes over interpreting specific biblical passages. At one point, the shoot's director, Sunce Franicevic, tried to create some sparks by urging participants to not be afraid to share personal experiences. Lee, watching the shoot alongside me, referenced the graph he'd drawn at Jubilee's headquarters. This episode was shaping up to land high on the do-good side of the spectrum but possibly lower on entertainment value. "The question is," he asked, "do you think people will watch it?"


Surrounded, which encircles one expert debater with 20 to 25 rivals, is intended to showcase "the many versus a mighty," Regalado says. (Photograph by John Francis Peters)



As civil as the debate was, I felt the same thing I always feel while watching Jubilee content: squirming discomfort with confrontation but also amazement at the eagerness of the young participants to dive into thorny subjects. I've long thought that what Stewart said on Crossfire was correct--that bickering on camera just feeds division and sows confusion. But I'm also of a generation whose worldviews about religion and politics and so much else were, for many of us, set long ago, in the TV-news era. We then gorged on the internet's wealth of sharp and smart commentary designed to tell us what we already thought. Jubilee, however, is largely being consumed by people who came up in the fractured aftermath, scanning comment-section flame wars and social-media controversies, trying to figure out where they fit.

I spoke with O'Connor afterward. He's a rising YouTube star and podcaster who has participated in rollicking discussions with the likes of Piers Morgan, Jordan Peterson, and Richard Dawkins. Many of the Christians at the shoot recognized him from the internet and said they were, in spite of his atheism, big fans. He started his influencer career as a teenager ranting at the camera, but over the years, he told me, he's learned to tone down the vitriol and show more humility. Commenters on his channel sometimes grouse that he's gone soft, but his viewership numbers keep going up: He just hit 1 million subscribers on YouTube.

O'Connor's trajectory made me think of something Lee had told me. In the time since the company was founded, online discourse has hardly become more empathetic, and America's divisions haven't healed. But Lee has faith that Jubilee's influence will be felt in years to come, in the words and deeds of people who grew up watching the company's videos, honing their sense for what productive--and not-so-productive--conversation looks like. "I am confident that we are nudging us towards better," he said.

I asked O'Connor whether he bought into the idea that Jubilee really was teaching people how to become better thinkers and speakers. "I don't know," he said, choosing his words with the same care and precision that he had during the taping. "I think that kind of is an empirical question."

The only evidence that he could offer was this: He'd been an atheist arguing with a room full of Christians, "and afterwards, we all went out to the pub--and we had a wonderful conversation."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/archive/2025/01/jubilee-media-profile/681411/?utm_source=feed
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Why Trump Defrocked 50 National-Security Officials

Removing security clearances is petty and personal. But it is the president's decision to make, and in a week of wacky and unexpected executive orders, it is one of the easier to defend.

by Graeme Wood




On Monday, in one of his first acts as president, Donald Trump defrocked 50 high priests of U.S. national security. Now deprived of their clearances, if they want to know what's happening in the world, they are reduced, like the rest of us, to reading the newspaper, and waiting for the president to blurt out nuclear codes over brunch at Mar-a-Lago. Once out of government, these former officials usually keep their clearances so they can return to government, or to civilian contracting work that involves government secrets, without friction, and so they can learn secrets and give advice informally. Removing these clearances is petty and personal. But it is Trump's decision to make, and in a week of wacky and unexpected executive orders, it is one of the easier to defend.

The order singled out former Trump National Security Adviser John Bolton for special dishonor. Trump accused Bolton of making money by publishing a memoir "for monetary gain" before the intelligence community could scrub his text of classified material. In a separate and remarkably spiteful action, Trump rescinded Secret Service protection for Bolton, former Trump State department official Brian Hook, and former Secretary of State and CIA director, Michael Pompeo. The FBI has accused Iran of trying to kill all three men. Trump often expresses his distaste for those who tried to give direction and discipline to his first term. It is nonetheless shocking to see him come to power and, as one of his first acts, ensure that if Iranian assassins wish to take out his former advisers, they'll soon have a cleaner shot. Americans who work in national security assume that the government will protect them against vengeance from terrorists, no matter what. They now have reason to believe that this protection is a conditional perk, like a nice parking space, that can be taken away for talking smack on CNN.

Bolton bemoans the removal of his protection detail. Because he is not a dummy or a hypocrite, however, he has not questioned Trump's ability to take away his clearance. A clearance, unlike the ability to live without fear of assassination, really is the president's to grant or withdraw at will. The first conversation I ever had with Bolton (whom I profiled for this magazine in 2019) was 18 years ago, about the awesome power of the president to classify, declassify, and determine who can read classified material. This power is almost without limit, Bolton said. (The president cannot declassify certain information about nuclear weapons. Other than that, the power is his.) The president then was George W. Bush, and Bolton, fresh from service as Bush's ambassador to the United Nations, vigorously defended the expansiveness of his old boss's powers.

Read: John Bolton will hold this grudge

Trump is miffed at Bolton for going on cable news to call Trump an idiot. The suggestion that Bolton's memoir is, as Trump claims, "rife with sensitive information" is both hypocritical, given Trump's own irresponsible information-security practices, and hard to believe, given the fact that in the four years since it was published, no one has suggested that any specific revelations have compromised national security. The real victim was Trump's ego. Bolton did, however, publish before getting permission to do so, and anyone who has had a security clearance knows that dodging the review is a violation not just of the letter of one's clearance conditions but also of the norms and instincts inculcated by the culture of national security. If Bolton expected to keep his clearance after that, then maybe he is a dummy after all.

The other 49 laicized national-security officials had signed an open letter (always a bad idea) that declared in 2020, right before the presidential election, that the now mostly confirmed story of Hunter Biden's laptop had "all the classic earmarks of a Russian information operation." A computer technician in Delaware said that Hunter had dropped off the laptop for repair at his computer shop in 2019. Hunter never retrieved it. It contained images of him in states of undress, apparently doped up, and in acts of sexual congress. The contents were so sleazy that even if the laptop were a Russian hoax, which it was not, the hard drives should have been power-washed, submerged in isopropyl alcohol, and thrown into an active volcano purely as a sanitary measure. The former president's son also appeared in emails to be seeking to profit off his father's office. The evidence for corruption never amounted to enough for a charge to stick. But because no one could figure out any other reason a Ukrainian oil company would want Hunter on their board, the suggestion of influence peddling seemed plausible.

The intelligence professionals who signed the letter (which was drafted by former CIA Acting Director Michael Morrell) warned readers that they did not know whether the laptop's contents were "genuine or not," and said they had no "evidence of Russian involvement," only suspicions. The signatories included former directors of the NSA, CIA, and the Office of National Intelligence, and many others with long and distinguished service to the United States. These figures provided intelligence and analysis to presidents, generals, congressmen, and others. The core of their job--the reason anyone listens to them--is devotion to an almost priestly ethos of analytical rigor. They speak only after marshaling all available resources to find all the facts that can be known; they deliver briefings based on everything they know--not just the facts they like--and without political tilt or opinion. The public never gets classified briefings. Those who have clearance to get them are meant to be confident that when the briefers speak, they speak with authority, clarity, and dispassion. The experience should be like listening to a great trial lawyer. You should wonder why anyone would bother disagreeing.

Read: Why Hunter Biden's laptop will never go away

Why these titans of intelligence were willing to risk their hard-won credibility on the possibility that Hunter Biden might not be a slimeball is deeply mysterious. Even considering their caveats, somehow they signed and published their letter without due diligence and without the slightest consideration that Hunter was, in fact, prone to shady behavior. No doubt they felt that the laptop story was urgent, because it could affect the election in a few weeks. But their job was to seek facts and judge them with restraint. In this case, minimal fact-seeking would entail asking the Bidens if the sordid laptop was real, and restraint would entail not venturing wild accusations. The letter does not suggest that the authors asked the Bidens--although they certainly could have, since (according to a 2023 House Intelligence report) the letter originated with a call to them from Antony Blinken, then a Biden-campaign official and later secretary of state. Did the Biden team lie about the laptop, or claim Hunter had no memory of it? Or did the authors never even bother to inquire if it belonged to Hunter? In either case, the letter exhibited extremely shoddy analytic craftsmanship. Some signers of the letter had access to classified briefings, and could have asked their old colleagues in the intelligence community whether the laptop was a Russian hoax. In 2023, House investigators asked James Clapper, the former director of national intelligence and one of the drafters of the letter, why he did not ask for a briefing. "Because I didn't want to be tainted by access to classified information," he told them.

That won't be a problem anymore. Because they were excessively generous to one candidate over the other, the letter signers left the impression that they were on the Democratic team--and, moreover, that they would lower their standards in order to influence an American election. Connoisseurs of irony will note that the CIA has, historically, had few scruples about influencing foreign elections, and will ask why they would hesitate to influence an American one. But to influence even a foreign election takes approval from the White House, and to influence a domestic one is flagrantly illegal. Like Bolton, these signers should have known that they were violating a deeply ingrained taboo. If they did not know that Trump, a man too petty and unrestrained to realize that vindictiveness is a sign of weakness, would punish them as soon as he could, then they too are not as intelligent as I thought.
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Of Course Donald Trump Didn't Enjoy Hearing a Truly Christian Message

Exhortations for mercy are never easy for the powerful to accept.

by Elizabeth Bruenig




When Donald Trump sat down Tuesday beneath the exquisite stained-glass windows of the National Cathedral, he likely expected a sermon that would reflect his earthly glory back to him: something about unity in America, perhaps, or a meditation on fading American Christianity and the possibility of a Christian future, both of which would have flattered the president's stated priorities. But the sermon Trump heard from Episcopal Bishop Mariann Edgar Budde instead resulted in the president demanding an apology from Budde and the Episcopal Church, calling her "a Radical Left hard line Trump hater" and fuming that she "is not very good at her job!"

Budde earned Trump's ire by imploring the leader of the free world to show mercy on the weak during a post-inaugural prayer service: "Let me make one final plea, Mr. President. Millions have put their trust in you and, as you told the nation yesterday, you have felt the providential hand of a loving God. In the name of our God, I ask you to have mercy upon the people in our country who are scared now." Budde specifically listed LGBTQ people and migrants--"the people who pick our crops and clean our office buildings; who labor in poultry farms and meatpacking plants; who wash the dishes after we eat in restaurants and work the night shifts in hospitals." These members of our society may be undocumented, Budde submitted, but "the vast majority of immigrants are not criminals. They pay taxes and are good neighbors ... I ask you to have mercy, Mr. President, on those in our communities whose children fear that their parents will be taken away."

Trump was outraged by Budde's remarks, and predictably so: Those vested with an abundance of worldly power should find the radical Christian message of mercy hard to hear, because it demands mildness and leniency of the mighty rather than strength and bombast. As the Book of Wisdom in Catholic and Orthodox Bibles reads: "For the lowliest may be pardoned in mercy, but the mighty will be mightily tested. For the Lord of all will not stand in awe of anyone, or show deference to greatness."

Elizabeth Bruenig: If only people actually believed these Trump-as-Jesus memes

Christian priests and pastors have thus exhorted leaders to mercy for many centuries--in fact, this style of communication with power could constitute its own genre. In the fourth century, Ambrose, the Catholic bishop of Milan, wrote a letter to Roman Emperor Theodosius after a massacre to implore that Theodosius repent of the killings and turn instead to peace: "I urge, I beg, I exhort, I warn, for it is a grief to me, that you who were an example of unusual piety, who were conspicuous for clemency, who would not suffer single offenders to be put in peril, should not mourn that so many have perished ... Do not add another sin to your sin by a course of action which has injured many." Likewise, the 16th-century Dutch Catholic priest Desiderius Erasmus wrote a book titled The Education of a Christian Prince, which seeks to advise Christians who have found themselves in power; his prescription is typically Christian--a turn toward peace, leniency, clemency, and forgiveness.

Trump complained that Budde "brought her church into the World of politics in a very ungracious way." Such a distinction between religion and politics is something of a farce, as the two categories are not easily disentangled. What can Christian clergy members say when brought before a politician without mentioning the demands placed upon crowned heads by the tenets of Christian morality? There are not two worlds, but rather only one. Budde couldn't have delivered a truly Christian sermon without addressing the moral obligations that Trump's stated religion imposes upon believers.

The Christian faith is careful to exhort the powerful to mercy because mercy is so opposed to the exercise of power; in fact, mercy requires that a leader restrain themselves from the harshest of decrees and punishments, and the Christian tradition proudly recommends as much. For having mercy protects not only mercy's recipients, but also the merciful themselves. What Trump despises in Budde's plea for mercy may be the key to saving his own soul--if only he would listen.
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Philosophy Can Save Your Life

Here's how.

by Arthur C. Brooks




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

Anicius Manlius Severinus Boethius was born in Rome around the year 475 C.E. A learned man, he served his nation faithfully as a senator and consul. But the early sixth century was a period of perilous political instability, and Boethius was wrongly accused of treason by Ostrogoth King Theodoric. Imprisoned and sentenced to death, Boethius kept a prison diary chronicling his despair and inability to understand how such an unjust fate could make sense in a well-ordered universe.

Then help came--in the form, as Boethius tells it, of a mysterious and divine visitor to his cell: Lady Philosophy. A being of superhuman dignity and beauty, she engages Boethius in a series of philosophical discourses that raise his consciousness to a better perception of the true nature of good and the vanity of his misery. So morally elevated by his new understanding of philosophy, he could face his predicament--including his ultimate execution--with courage, peace, even joy.

What Boethius described was no symptom of carceral derangement; the lady was his metaphor for the power of philosophy to breathe life back into a deadened soul. With luck, you are not reading this column from prison; no doubt, however, you still have plenty of problems you would like to solve. Perhaps you need to invite Lady Philosophy into your own life. Here's how.

Arthur C. Brooks: When you can't change the world, change your feelings

We all know that, in general, studying and learning improve quality of life. Indeed, adopting a lifelong learning habit is one of the practices that leads to being happy and healthy in old age. And those who study philosophy enjoy particular benefits. In a large-sample 2024 survey of more than 100,000 individuals over their college years, the scholars Michael Prinzing and Michael Vazquez compared undergraduates of philosophy with peers studying other fields and found that the budding philosophers showed more enhanced "habits of mind" (curiosity, intellectual rigor, humility) and "pluralistic orientation" (tolerance, open-mindedness) than the students of other subjects. (In case you're wondering, business majors scored the most poorly in habits of mind, and students of agriculture manifested the least pluralistic orientation.)

Neuroscientists have taken an interest in the cognitive benefits of philosophy. One theory offered by Georg Northoff in his book Neuro-Philosophy and the Healthy Mind is that we become more cognitively flexible--finding it easier to accept and employ alternative ways of thinking--when presented with different philosophical frameworks. This, in turn, improves the connection between the default mode network (which is central to self-reflection and pondering life's meaning) and the brain's executive network. In short, wrestling with philosophical questions makes your brain work better.

Engaging with a variety of philosophies is not the same as applying a particular one to your life. If you're going to adopt a specific philosophical approach, some seem clearly more likely to be beneficial than others. For example, it's hard to imagine that becoming a full-blown existential nihilist--life is meaningless and then you die--will aid much in your happiness. (You might think that posing as one, with a Gauloise cigarette in hand, might make you look more fascinating, but neither of those things is very good for your well-being.)

Evidence suggests that people who strongly embrace hedonism as a philosophy of life--the classical version of this is known as epicureanism--tend to be unhappier than people who don't or do so moderately. In contrast, Stoicism--which focuses on the concept of a good life based on inner strength in the face of problems--is quite beneficial as a worldview: Researchers reported in 2022 that when two dozen medical students received psychotherapy that used the principles of Stoic philosophy, they became more empathic and resilient.

Certain attitudes and experiences predict which philosophy one will find most congenial. For example, researchers have shown that people who use recreational drugs are more likely than others to believe that morality is subjective; people who have had a transcendental experience are most likely to believe in God. Meanwhile, hard determinists (who believe that free will is an illusion and that all events are beyond our individual control) tend to register lower in well-being and higher in mental illness.

From the November 1985 issue: The venerable Will

Whether or not you decide to fully adopt a particular philosophy, simply studying different ones is good for both your intellectual prowess and your humility. Such study is also good for society insofar as it can make people less rigid and dogmatic in their beliefs. In my case, I am trained as a behavioral scientist and was educated with very little philosophy. But that changed about five years ago, after I saw evidence in research about philosophical education of its personal and social benefits. So I took to studying the great thinkers myself, from Aristotle to Zeno--and contemporary philosophers as well. Here are the rules I've followed for doing so.

1. Start with a lay of the land.
 Rather than beginning at a random point, create your own version of an undergraduate survey course. There are many wonderful books that give you a broad sweep of philosophy, such as Nigel Warburton's A Little History of Philosophy. For a classic that is slightly denser and more demanding, try Will Durant's 1926 work, The Story of Philosophy. Or buy an introductory textbook and do your own Philosophy 101.

2. Take big ideas in small doses.
 As you turn to the original texts, you'll find that they're not binge-reading material. You won't get much from the Nicomachean Ethics if you try to read it over a weekend. Like most philosophical texts, Aristotle's seminal work requires keen attention and a lot of thought. Set a time aside each day to read for 10 to 15 minutes, taking notes as you go. This will become a treasured habit and get you through a lot of deep thought in a satisfying way as the months pass.

3. Do rely on teachers.
 If you didn't need secondary sources and annotated versions of the works of philosophy, that would be great. But I do and so, probably, will you. Right now, I am struggling with Ludwig Wittgenstein's Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus. All I can say is, thank God others got their doctorates in this stuff and can machete through this intellectual thicket with their commentary.

4. This really is what YouTube is for.
 When you decide to scroll videos to pass the time, whether at night in bed or on the treadmill at the gym, do you come away feeling empty and slightly depressed because you just blew an hour of watching utterly vacuous stuff? Don't rely on the junk that the algorithm feeds you; search for videos made by scholars talking about their favorite philosophers. The quality is mixed, but your time will rarely be wasted.

5. Try applying what you learn.
 If you really want to achieve a bone-deep understanding of a philosophical idea, try living according to its prescription for a few days, or a week, if you can. I remember being profoundly affected by Immanuel Kant's claim that "By a lie a man throws away and, as it were, annihilates his dignity as a man" in his 1797 treatise, The Metaphysics of Morals. Yes! cried my soul. So I tried living with his brand of radical honesty for a week. The experience was valuable, but I learned that I am not a Kantian--because I actually like being married and employed.

Arthur C. Brooks: Are you a Platonist or an Aristotelian?

My little autodidact's routine for learning some philosophy is no substitute for a formal education, and I realize that I am still hopelessly ignorant and capable of gross errors. I know this because professional philosophers are never shy about pointing out my missteps among the correspondence I receive for these columns.

Still, my visits from Lady Philosophy have made an immense positive difference in the perspective I have on life. This pursuit of the mind is endlessly fascinating and--I would say, borrowing from the title of Boethius's prison diary--even consoling. In The Consolation of Philosophy, he summarized what the lady had taught him about how to practice the good life as: "Withstand vice, practice virtue, lift up your souls to right hopes, offer humble prayers to Heaven." As valuable advice today as it was in 524.
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Emperor Trump's New Map

The president who built his fan base on isolationism is pivoting to a kind of imperialism that the U.S. hasn't seen in decades.

by Franklin Foer




When Vladimir Putin daydreams, he imagines himself saluting a phalanx as it goose-steps across central Kyiv. In Donald Trump's version of the fantasy, he is triumphantly floating through the Panama Canal on a battleship. Both men see themselves recovering lost empires, asserting their place in history by reversing it.

During his first term, Trump set about dismantling the architecture of postwar internationalism by trash-talking and bullying the institutional implements of global cooperation, the likes of NATO and the World Health Organization. This assault on the old order was waged in the name of populism, an attack on elites in foreign capitals who siphoned off taxpayers' dollars. But what Trump hoped to achieve with these rhetorical fusillades was sometimes unclear, other than pleasing his political base, which adored them.

As Trump enters his second term, those attacks now seem more purposeful. In retrospect, he may have been laying tracks for a more ambitious plan, weakening those institutions so that he could eventually exploit their weakness.

Over the past weeks, he's declared himself the tribune of a new era of American imperialism, which abandons any pretext of promoting liberal values to the world. In Trump's newly hatched vision of empire, America stands poised to expand--not just into Panama but into Greenland and outer space--simply because its raw power entitles it to expand. To use the phrase he invoked in his inaugural address, a callback to the 19th-century vision of American imperialism, it is his "manifest destiny."

This new policy represents a twist in his evolution that makes some of his most ardent supporters look like suckers. MAGA intellectuals and mouthpieces--Tucker Carlson is the paragon--portrayed Trump as a devoted isolationist, a fierce critic of militarism, a leader who would never indulge in foreign adventures. (Writing in Compact, the journalist Christian Parenti exclaimed that Trump "has done more to restrain the US imperium than any politician in 75 years.") It turns out that Trump isn't really a member of the peace party after all.

Helen Lewis: Carlson and Vance--two smart guys who play dumb for power

At a glance, Panama is an odd centerpiece for this vision. Before Trump started wailing about it, there wasn't any apparent issue with American access to the canal. But Trump has focused on it because of its historic resonance. Reclaiming the Panama Canal is an old obsession of the American right.

In its nostalgic quest to return to a prelapsarian era of the America past, the right used to incessantly harp on the canal. It was, by any ideological measure, a defining symbol of national prowess. In The Path Between the Seas, David McCullough's epic history of its construction, the author called it "the first grandiose and assertive show of American power at the dawn of the new century ... the resolution of a dream as old as the voyages of Columbus."

But, as McCullough also documents, that triumph came at an immense human cost. By dredging a notch in the earth, many laborers were digging their own grave; they perished in landslides, of rampant heatstroke and malaria and yellow fever. The death toll stoked enduring hatred of the yanqui.

Beginning with Lyndon B. Johnson, American presidents of both parties understood the strategic necessity of handing the canal back. Johnson appreciated this lesson only after dispatching troops to quell anti-American riots in 1964. Presidents knew that if the canal remained an American possession, they would have to repeat Johnson's intervention; the anger over America's presence would never subside.

Henry Kissinger poured himself into negotiating an agreement relinquishing the waterway. But only Jimmy Carter had the political courage to push a pair of treaties through the U.S. Senate. In classic Carter fashion, his painstaking efforts brought little domestic political benefit. Indeed, by mobilizing moderate Republicans to support the treaties, he helped doom their careers.

Read: The political logic of Trump's international threats

That's because the insurgent New Right, the faction of the Republican Party that evolved into the modern conservative establishment, appreciated the political upside of demagoguing the issue. As Richard Viguerie, an architect of the right's emerging infrastructure, put it, "We're going to ride this hard. It's a sexy issue. It's a populist issue." Running for president in 1976, Ronald Reagan bellowed, "We built it; we paid for it; and we're going to keep it." This was a lament for what George Will called America's "vanished mastery."

These attacks were highly effective. The New Right bludgeoned the 68 senators who voted to ratify the Panama Canal treaties, which helped unseat 20 of them in 1978 and 1980. Paul Weyrich, one of the founders of the Heritage Foundation, crowed, "The Panama Canal treaties put us on the map."

For Ronald Reagan, however, the treaties were merely a campaign talking point. As president, he never sought to reverse Carter's course. He backed away from the raw nostalgia for empire that he had espoused in the campaign and joined a bipartisan foreign-policy consensus, which tended to distance itself from America's imperial history.

During the Cold War and the era that followed, American presidents justified intervention in foreign conflicts as a means toward the end of defending liberal values, the promotion of democracy, the squelching of communism, and the prevention of genocide. Sometimes this was hypocrisy. Sometimes it was dangerously misguided. But it was also a genuine evolution in values. America no longer used its military might to acquire territories or to blatantly protect its corporations or to acquire precious resources. Interventions were justified in the moral vocabulary of international law.

Donald Trump is abandoning this tradition by describing a Hobbesian world in which the most powerful are given free reign to dominate. If the U.S. wants Greenland's resources, it has a divine right to them. If it wants to rename the Gulf of Mexico, to suggest the subservience of a neighbor, it can. This type of imperial spirit rarely restricts itself to the rhetorical. Martial threats manifest themselves in martial action. After demolishing the global order, Trump intends to plant his flag on the rubble.
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How America's Fire Wall Against Disease Starts to Fail

Changing the membership of an obscure advisory committee could have an outsize effect on Americans' protection against disease.&nbsp;&nbsp;

by Katherine J. Wu




For more than 60 years, vaccination in the United States has been largely shaped by an obscure committee tasked with advising the federal government. In almost every case, the nation's leaders have accepted in full the group's advice on who should get vaccines and when. Experts I asked could recall only two exceptions. Following 9/11, the Bush administration expanded the group who'd be given smallpox vaccinations in preparation for the possibility of a bioterrorism attack, and at the height of the coronavirus pandemic, in 2021, the Biden administration added high-risk workers to the groups urged to receive a booster shot. Otherwise, what the Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices (ACIP) has recommended has effectively become the country's unified vaccination policy.



This might soon change. Robert F. Kennedy Jr., one of the nation's most prominent anti-vaccine activists and the likely next secretary of Health and Human Services, has said that he would not "take away" any vaccines. But Kennedy, if confirmed, would have the power to entirely remake ACIP, and he has made clear that he wants to reshape how America approaches immunity. Gregory Poland, the president of the Atria Academy of Science and Medicine and a former ACIP member, told me that if he were out to do just that, one of the first things he'd do is "get rid of or substantially change" the committee.



Over the years, the anti-vaccine movement has vehemently criticized ACIP's recommendations and accused its members of conflicts of interest. NBC News has reported that, in a 2017 address, Kennedy himself said, "The people who are on ACIP are not public-health advocates ... They work for the vaccine industry." Kennedy has not publicly laid out explicit plans to reshuffle the makeup or charter of ACIP, and his press team did not return a request for comment. But should he repopulate ACIP with members whose views hew closer to his own, those alterations will be a bellwether for this country's future preparedness--or lack thereof--against the world's greatest infectious threats.



Read: 'Make America Healthy Again' sounds good until you start asking questions



Before ACIP existed, the task of urging the public to get vaccinated was largely left to professional organizations, such as the American Academy of Pediatrics, or ad hoc groups that evaluated one immunization at a time. By the 1960s, though, so many new vaccines had become available that the federal government saw the benefit of establishing a permanent advisory group. Today, the committee includes up to 19 voting members who are experts drawn from fields such as vaccinology, pediatrics, virology, and public health, serving four-year terms. The CDC solicits nominations for new members, but the HHS secretary, who oversees the CDC and numerous other health-related agencies, ultimately selects the committee; the secretary can also remove members at their discretion. The committee "is intended to be a scientific body, not a political body," Grace Lee, who chaired ACIP through the end of 2023, told me. ACIP's charter explicitly states that committee members cannot be employed by vaccine manufacturers, and must disclose real and perceived conflicts of interest.



HHS Secretaries typically do not meddle extensively with ACIP membership or its necessarily nerdy deliberations, Jason Schwartz, a vaccine-policy expert at Yale, told me. The committee's job is to rigorously evaluate vaccine performance and safety, in public view, then use that information to help the CDC make recommendations for how those immunizations should be used. Functionally, that means meeting for hours at a time to pore over bar graphs and pie charts and debate the minutiae of immunization efficacy. Those decisions, though, have major implications for the country's defense against disease. ACIP is the primary reason the United States has, since the 1990s, had an immunization schedule that physicians across the country treat as a playbook for maintaining the health of both adults and kids, and that states use to guide school vaccine mandates.



The committee's decisions have, over the years, turned the tide against a slew of diseases. ACIP steered the U.S. toward giving a second dose of the MMR vaccine to children before elementary school, rather than delaying it until early adolescence, in order to optimally protect kids from a trifecta of debilitating viruses. (Measles was declared eliminated in the U.S. in 2000.) The committee spurred the CDC's recommendation for a Tdap booster during the third trimester of pregnancy, which has guarded newborn babies against whooping cough. It pushed the country to switch to an inactivated polio vaccine at the turn of the millennium, helping to prevent the virus from reestablishing itself in the country.



Read: We're about to find out how much Americans like vaccines



I reached out to both current ACIP members and the Department of Health and Human Services to ask about Kenndy's pending influence over the committee. ACIP Chair Helen K. Talbot and other current ACIP members emphasized the group's importance to keeping the U.S. vaccinated, but declined to comment about politically motivated changes to its membership. The Department of Health and Human Services did not return a request for comment.



Should ACIP end up stacked with experts whose views mirror Kennedy's, "it's hard not to imagine our vaccination schedules looking different over the next few years," Schwartz told me. Altered recommendations might make health-care providers more willing to administer shots to children on a delayed schedule, or hesitate to offer certain shots to families at all. Changes to ACIP could also have consequences for vaccine availability. Pharmaceutical companies might be less motivated to manufacture new shots for diseases that jurisdictions or health-care providers are no longer as eager to vaccinate against. Children on Medicaid receive free vaccines based on an ACIP-generated list, and taking a particular shot off that roster might mean that those kids will no longer receive that immunization at all.



At one extreme, the new administration could, in theory, simply disband the committee altogether, Schwartz told me, and have the government unilaterally lay down the country's vaccination policies. At another, the CDC director, who has never been beholden to the committee's advice, could begin ignoring it more often. (Trump's choice to lead the CDC, the physician and former Florida congressman Dave Weldon, has been a critic of the agency and its vaccine program.) Most likely, though, the nation's new health leaders will choose to reshape the committee into one whose viewpoints would seem to legitimize their own. The effects of these choices might not be obvious at first, but a committee that has less academic expertise, spends less time digging into scientific data, and is less inclined to recommend any vaccines could, over time, erode America's defenses--inviting more disease, and more death, all of it preventable.
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Sam Altman Doesn't Actually Need Trump

Donald Trump says his big new AI initiative is a victory for America. Guess who the real winner is.

by Matteo Wong




Late yesterday afternoon, the president of the United States transformed, very briefly, into the comms guy for a new tech company. At a press conference capping his first full day back in the White House, Donald Trump stood beside three of the most influential executives in the world--Sam Altman of OpenAI, Larry Ellison of Oracle, and Masayoshi Son of SoftBank--and announced the Stargate Project, "the largest AI infrastructure project, by far, in history."



Although Trump's rhetoric may seem to suggest otherwise, Stargate is not a new federal program but rather a private venture uniting these three companies with other leaders in the AI race, such as Microsoft and Nvidia. The new company--for which Son will serve as chairman and OpenAI will be in charge of operations--will spend a planned $500 billion over the next four years to build data centers, power plants, and other such digital infrastructure in the United States, all in hopes of developing ever more advanced AI models. Trump presented Stargate as a victory for his "America First" agenda, saying that it may "lead to something that could be the biggest of all"--an apparent reference to superintelligent machines. The executives concurred, speaking of AI's potential to generate cures for cancer and heart disease. "It's all taking place right here in America," Trump said.



Although the project will likely produce many jobs and generate some value for the companies involved, it is hard to ignore the feeling that Trump needs this more than any of the men he was standing beside. "It's an honor that they want to come to our country" for their AI-infrastructure build-out, Trump said of these "three great people, great CEOs, and great geniuses." Over the course of roughly 45 minutes, he said seven separate times that it was an honor to host them, adding, "For Larry to be here and do this is very unusual, because he doesn't do this stuff; he doesn't need it."



He may be correct, and not just about Ellison. Altman has reportedly proposed similarly massive AI-infrastructure projects to investors in the Middle East and computer-chip makers in Asia. Just this week, Jensen Huang, the CEO of the computer-chip giant Nvidia, visited China--America's biggest geopolitical foe--apparently thanking local staff and lauding his company's contributions to "one of the greatest markets, the greatest countries in the world." SoftBank is a Japanese corporation. Oracle has substantial investments and AI infrastructure in the Middle East. A United Arab Emirates firm, MGX, is Stargate's fourth initial financial backer, and the British chip manufacturer Arm is a technical partner alongside Nvidia. In other words, AI development is proceeding within, but also outside of, the U.S., Stargate or not. (The Atlantic recently entered into a corporate partnership with OpenAI.)



As such, the project may be less a vote of confidence in Trump's vision for America so much as the latest sign of the country's capitulation to the AI industry, which has repeatedly pushed for lenient regulations and invoked the specter of China to clear a path for rapid development. (Although, to be clear, tech giants have done plenty of capitulating to Trump too.) Trump emphasized that his role is to welcome these companies and get out of the way: "We're going to make it as easy as it can be," he said. He also referenced China more than once. "China is a competitor; others are competitors. We want [AI] to be in this country," he said, later adding, "This is money that normally would have gone to China."



Read: A virtual cell is a 'holy grail' of science. It's getting closer.



AI may well change the world, but the announcement provided little in terms of specifics of how it would get there. Despite promises of AI-enabled cancer vaccines and personalized medicine, exactly how the technology will revolutionize the military, biology, or any other industry is unclear, and the path to "superintelligence" is hazier still. Even if generative AI yields productivity gains and speeds up medical research, there will be trade-offs: The technology and its infrastructure are as likely to displace millions of jobs, require massive natural-gas and nuclear power plants to meet tremendous electricity demands, raise consumer energy prices, and take up substantial public land. Even some AI enthusiasts expressed skepticism: Elon Musk broke with Trump by publicly bashing the announcement, posting on X that SoftBank doesn't "actually have the money" to support Stargate. (Altman called this characterization "wrong" in a post of his own.)



To hear these companies tell it, however, the path forward is all but inevitable. Put together, major American tech companies are already spending perhaps hundreds of billions of dollars a year developing their technology with a questionable path to profit. Instead of acting as a deterrent, those costs have been spun into a selling point. Executives at OpenAI, Anthropic, Microsoft, Nvidia, and their competitors are fond of touting the lucrative sums--$100 billion, or perhaps $7 trillion--their technology will require, as if to say: This will be big. Don't miss out. They have seemingly willed demand into existence.



In an interview after the press conference, Altman said that Stargate "means we can create AI and AGI in the USA. It wouldn't have been obvious this was possible--I think with a different president, it might not have been possible--but we are thrilled to get to do this. I think it will be great for Americans." Now the White House is fully embracing tech executives' messaging. But all of this started well before Trump's inauguration. Ellison himself said that Stargate had been in the works for "a long time," and the nationwide build-out of data centers, power plants, and transmission lines is well under way. Days before his term ended, Joe Biden signed an executive order for "advancing United States leadership in artificial intelligence infrastructure," which would open up federal lands for data-center construction. (Trump, when asked if he would rescind the order, responded, "No, I wouldn't do that. That sounds to me like something I would like.")



Read: Microsoft's hypocrisy on AI



Winning the generative-AI race would, in Trump's telling, be a display of his geopolitical and economic might. But only a day into his presidency, Stargate showed Trump taking cues from China, Microsoft, OpenAI, and Biden all at once--from a foreign adversary, the tech giants he vilified in 2020, and a political rival he has ruthlessly vilified. During yesterday's briefing, Trump read a statement that the tech executives had apparently prepared. "This monumental undertaking is a resounding declaration of confidence in America's potential under a new president," he said, looking up from the dais and grinning at the final two words. "New president. I didn't say it; they did. So I appreciate that, fellas." Altman and the others knew exactly how to play this. Trump--and the rest of the nation--is merely tagging along.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2025/01/donald-trump-stargate/681412/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Even Some J6ers Don't Agree With Trump's Blanket Pardon

Some of those who have fought for their family members to be released have mixed feelings about the sweeping nature of the president's action.

by Hanna Rosin




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

This week, House Republicans created a select subcommittee to investigate the January 6, 2021, attack on the Capitol and uncover the "full truth that is owed to the American people," Speaker Mike Johnson said. Presumably this is a "truth" that somehow fell outside the frames of the thousands of videos taken that day that showed rioters storming the building and beating police officers with whatever weapons were at hand. Despite January 6 being an extraordinarily well-documented crime, many Republicans seem intent on whitewashing what many federal judges, jurors, and really any average American citizen can see with their own eyes.

In the past year, I've gotten to know many J6ers well. My partner, Lauren Ober, and I made the podcast We Live Here Now. The thing they had all been waiting for are the pardons that President Donald Trump delivered as promised "on day one." Trump kept his promise. Hours after being sworn in, he gave clemency to more than 1,500 people convicted of involvement at the Capitol that day. Among them were some longtime militia leaders who carefully planned the riot. Now they're free. For some, this is order restored; for so many other Americans, this is lawless abandon. And not everyone is reacting to the pardons the way you might expect.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Marie Johnatakis: Hello?
 Hanna Rosin: Hey, this is actually Hanna Rosin. I'm calling on my son's phone for various reasons.
 Johnatakis: Hanna! How are you?
 Rosin: You sound happy.
 Johnatakis: I am. I just got done bawling.


Rosin: Bawling. As in crying. Hard.

Johnatakis:  I think everything just came out. I was just holding it in for the last how many years?


Rosin: That was Marie Johnatakis, whose husband, Taylor, was just pardoned by President Donald Trump. He'd been sentenced to over seven years for what he did at the Capitol on January 6. Now he's coming home.

This is Radio Atlantic. I'm Hanna Rosin.

A few hours into his second term, Trump pardoned more than 1,500 people charged in connection with the attack on the Capitol on January 6, 2021. Some had been charged with serious felonies, like assaulting police officers and seditious conspiracy. Others were charged with misdemeanors, like trespassing and disorderly conduct.

I've gotten to know a lot of January 6ers over the last couple of years, so I know how these prosecutions have upended their lives. And I know that for a lot of them, the pardons have restored their sense of justice. For them, this week feels like the world is set right again.

And as I checked in with them this week, and hung out outside the D.C. jail, mostly I just saw the chasm more clearly: how one person's order restored is another person's lawless abandon.

Johnatakis: I know this is going to sound crazy, but I have just really felt like Trump will do what he says he's gonna do. And so, ever since that, I was like, "Well, if Taylor gets pardoned, it will be the first day."


Rosin: Three weeks ago, when her world was still in chaos, Marie Johnatakis bought a one-way ticket home for Taylor. Trump had mentioned that he might pardon all the January 6ers, but you could never be sure. Politicians don't usually do what they say, her daughter told her. And for a family whose only working parent had been in jail for more than a year, an airline ticket is a luxury.

But Marie had watched the video over and over of Trump telling an NBC reporter that he would pardon the J6ers on day one of taking office.

Donald Trump: We're gonna look at everything. We're gonna look at individual cases--
 Kristen Welker: Everyone?
 Trump: Yeah.
 Welker: Okay.
 Trump: But I'm going to be acting very quickly.
 Welker: Within your first 100 days? First day?
 Trump: First day.
 Welker: First day?
 Trump: Yeah. I'm looking first day.
 
 Welker: You'll issue these pardons.


Rosin: And then on day one, the world flipped.

Man: First we have a list of pardons and commutations relating to the events that occurred on January 6, 2021.
 
 Trump: Okay. And how many people is this?
 
 Man: I think this order will apply to approximately 1,500 people, sir.
 
 Trump: So this is January 6. And these are the hostages, approximately 1,500 for a pardon. Full pardon.


Rosin: On Monday night, just before midnight, Marie finally picked Taylor up from prison, and she sent me a picture. They sat side by side, smiling, like a late Christmas-card photo. Marie hasn't sat side by side with her husband since he was taken into custody just before Christmas 2023.

I asked her if she thought his transition home would be rocky, and she said no--it'll be seamless. Taylor has written each of their five children a letter a week from prison, and he sometimes reads them books over the phone. In her mind, family harmony will be quickly restored, and so will the rightness of all things.

Johnatakis: I mean, this started with January 6, four years ago, and we were the scum of the Earth. We were domestic terrorists. We were people that you were supposed to be afraid of. Every time Trump had anything with criminal charges or anything like that, he has really been our hope for anything that would ever mean a pardon for us. And so a lot of us feel like it was one miracle after another.
 And people don't look to Trump--people in the movement on the chats that I'm on and stuff like that don't look to him like a savior. But I think a lot of the people--almost everyone has faith, like a faith in God, a faith in Jesus. And I do hear a lot of like, for us, it's a miracle.


Rosin: There is a whole other way that these pardons could have rolled out.

A little more than a week before inauguration, Vice President J. D. Vance made it clear to Fox News that he wasn't expecting blanket pardons.

J. D. Vance: If you committed violence on that day, obviously you shouldn't be pardoned. And there's a little bit of a gray area there, but we're very much committed to seeing the equal administration of law.


Rosin: During the transition, I spoke with Republican lawyers who imagined there might be some kind of review board, like maybe a Justice Department committee that would evaluate cases such as Taylor's.

Taylor was not among the several hundred convicted solely of misdemeanors, such as trespassing or disorderly conduct. But also, he was not among the small handful convicted of seditious conspiracy. His assault charge hung on the fact that he was yelling into his bullhorn, urging a crowd to push a barricade into a row of cops. All captured on video.

Taylor Johnatakis: One foot! One, two, three, go!


Rosin: And under the J. D. Vance scenario, there would have been qualified lawyers debating in a room about degrees of "assault" and what length of sentence they merit. But instead, Trump chose to go with a blanket pardon, which sounds uncomplicated but actually brings maximum chaos.

Tuesday night, I was walking down my own street past a house that I know well. It's a kind of safe house for January 6ers. Micki Witthoeft lives there. She's the mother of Ashli Babbitt, who was killed at the Capitol that day. So does Nicole Reffitt, whose husband, Guy, was sentenced to over seven years for bringing a gun to the Capitol. Occasionally, a young January 6er named Brandon Fellows stays there too.

My partner, Lauren Ober, and I got to know the people in that house last year when we made an Atlantic podcast about it called We Live Here Now. I've walked by their house hundreds of times. But when I walked the dogs past the house on Tuesday in freezing weather, I saw Brandon outside, wearing an ICE jacket--as in Immigration and Customs Enforcement. This is his version of a sartorial troll.

Rosin: So what's going on? I guess I don't even know the basics of what's going on.
 Fellows: Last I heard was from Jen. We were at lunch with Stewart Rhodes--breakfast with Stewart Rhodes today.
 Rosin: He's here?
 Fellows: Yes. But we've all been up, and he's taking a nap real quick. So we just got back, but--
 Rosin: Is he staying here?


Rosin: I froze--and not from the cold. Stewart Rhodes, the guy with the eye patch, who founded the Oathkeepers. He for years recruited and cultivated an armed militia to resist government tyranny. His estranged ex-wife recently said she fears that she and their kids are on his quote "kill list." Rhodes's attorneys have said that the idea that his family's in danger is unfounded.

Before Trump's commutation he was serving an 18-year sentence for seditious conspiracy, one of the longest of all the January 6ers. Now Stewart Rhodes was taking a nap down the block from my house.

[Music]

More on that after the break.

[Break]

Rosin: While Rhodes was napping in her house, Nicole Reffitt, was outside, being interviewed by a Dutch news crew. Her family is notorious, because her son, Jackson, turned in his father to the FBI. Someone adapted the trial transcript into an excellent play called Fatherland. Anyway, this week her husband, Guy, was about to get out of prison. But unlike Marie Johnatakis, she seemed unsettled about the pardons.

Rosin:  How do you guys feel about the blanket pardon?
 Reffitt: You know, I was never a fan of that. I guess he thought it was the quickest way--pull the Band-Aid off. I was more in favor of commutations and then let's look at everything, because not only did people do bad things that day, but there were some charges that were absolutely wielded like a weapon against people. And those things also need to be looked at because, you know, I don't want anyone to have to go through this. And that's my biggest concern.
 Rosin: What do you mean "concern"? Like, I don't know how to think about the blanket pardon either, Nicole. I'm trying to think what's the difference between this and if it had gone a different way--what does it mean that it's a blanket? Have you guys talked about that?
 Reffitt: Well, because now all charges are gone.
 Rosin: Yeah.
 Reffitt: You know, and, uh, I'm a law-and-order gal, really. And so not all charges should be gone there. People did really bad things that day.


Rosin: In many people's minds, Nicole's husband, Guy, was one of the people who did really bad things that day, and he did get a fair sentence. Guy brought a gun to the Capitol, although he didn't enter the building or use it.

Reffitt: Yeah, I never expected him not to have something, you know, like, I figured he'd be charged with something, because it was so significant, but it was just so over-the-top to me, all of the charges and that has always been my biggest issue.


[Crowd chanting]

Rosin: As of Wednesday only eight of the 22 people held at the D.C. jail had been released. But outside the jail had turned into a gathering place for people released from all over the country. Camera crews stood around from Sweden, Japan, Norway broadcasting interviews with the newly freed. And when Bob Marley's "Redemption Song" came on the speakers, the crowd belted it out together.

[Sound of "Redemption Song" by Bob Marley]

Rosin: On Tuesday night, I caught a glimpse of Stewart Rhodes at the edge of the crowd. He's hard to miss, with the eye patch. He was giving an interview to a right-wing YouTuber.

Stewart Rhodes: It's a day of celebration. I mean, yesterday it was too. When President Trump was inaugurated, it was awesome. You know, like he said himself, you know, God saved him to save America, and I believe that's true. And then he turned around and saved us last night, I mean, and restored us to our freedom. I mean, I'm not 100 percent restored yet. I'm still waiting for a pardon, but it's so, so wonderful to be out, be out of these bars.


Rosin: That's Rhodes's one big complaint--that he'd been given a commutation instead of a pardon. A commutation can erase a sentence, but it does not restore all your rights, such as the right to buy guns. He told the interviewer he was applying for a pardon. He said, " I think everyone deserves a pardon, without any exception."

Rhodes: No one got a fair trial. It's impossible to get a fair trial here if you're a Trump supporter. And so you don't have an unbiased jury, an impartial jury; you don't have an impartial judge; you don't have a jury that's going to hold the government to its standard beyond reasonable doubt.
 It's not going to happen. So if you have no chance of a fair trial, then you should be presumed innocent. That's put back in your natural state, which is an innocent and free human being.


Rosin: So that's Rhodes's version of history. They were sham trials. It was actually a day of peace. It's a revision of history that Trump and his allies are likely to try to push and push for the next four years. House Speaker Mike Johnson has already formed a select subcommittee on January 6, to quote "continue our efforts to uncover the full truth that is owed to the American people"

But for a whole crew of other people involved in January 6, these pardons represent a reversal of justice.

January 6 did not require delicate forensics. It has to be one of the most well-documented crimes in modern history. There are tens of thousands of hours of video showing rioters beating up police with whatever tools are at hand.

At least five people died for reasons that are in some way related to the insurrection. Some 140 police officers were injured, and many could never work again. On Wednesday, retired officer Michael Fanone had choice words for Rhodes that he expressed live on CNN.

Michael Fanone: This is what I would say to Stewart Rhodes: Go f-- yourself. You're a liar.
 Anchor: We didn't obviously to beep that word out ...


Rosin: Fanone said he's worried for his safety and that of his family.

The judge who sentenced Taylor Johnatakis, Judge Royce Lamberth, wrote a letter in connection with the sentencing. He wrote: "Political violence rots republics. Therefore, January 6 must not become a precedent for further violence against political opponents or governmental institutions." Lamberth is 81. His wife died a few months ago. He had a handful of new January 6 cases on his docket, but of course they've disappeared. In that sentencing letter, he continued, "This is not normal."

We tried to reach him to talk about the pardons, by the way, but he wasn't ready to talk about them yet.

 Reffitt: My husband's being processed out of Oklahoma right now. Can't wait to see that man. He will be here in D.C. tomorrow. And you know what? We're getting freedom, baby! That's right. We're getting freedom! We are getting freedom. And that's absolutely right.


Rosin: At the Tuesday-night rally, Nicole got a call from Guy. He was out. On the road. Headed towards the airport.

Reffitt: He's in the car. He's in a car! In a car!


Rosin: Stewart Rhodes told the crowd that he was headed back to California this week. As for Marie and Taylor, they fly home on Thursday. Marie told me the kids are gonna make dinner.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Jinae West and Kevin Townsend and edited by Claudine Ebeid. It was engineered by Rob Smierciak and fact-checked by Stef Hayes. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.
 
 I'm Hanna Rosin. Thanks for listening.
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Please Don't Make Me Say My Boyfriend's Name

Why calling loved ones by their name is strangely awkward

by Shayla Love




Dale Carnegie, the self-made titan of self-help, swore by the social power of names. Saying someone's name, he wrote in How to Win Friends and Influence People, was like a magic spell, the key to closing deals, amassing political favors, and generally being likable. According to Carnegie, Franklin D. Roosevelt won the presidency partly because his campaign manager addressed voters by their names. The Steel King, Andrew Carnegie (no relation), reportedly secured business deals by naming companies after at least one competitor and a would-be buyer, and maintained employee morale by calling his factory workers by their first name. "If you don't do this," Dale Carnegie warned his readers, "you are headed for trouble."

By Carnegie's measure, plenty of people are in serious jeopardy. It's not that they don't remember what their friends and acquaintances are called; rather, saying names makes them feel anxious, nauseated, or simply awkward. In 2023, a group of psychologists dubbed this phenomenon alexinomia. People who feel it most severely might avoid addressing anyone by their name under any circumstance. For others, alexinomia is strongest around those they are closest to. For example, I don't have trouble with most names, but when my sister and I are alone together, saying her name can feel odd and embarrassing, as if I'm spilling a secret, even though I've been saying her name for nearly 25 years. Some people can't bring themselves to say the name of their wife or boyfriend or best friend--it can feel too vulnerable, too formal, or too plain awkward. Dale Carnegie was onto something: Names have a kind of power. How we use or avoid them can be a surprising window into the nature of our relationships and how we try to shape them.

The social function of names in Western society is, in many ways, an outlier. In many cultures, saying someone else's given name is disrespectful, especially if they have higher status than you. Even your siblings, parents, and spouse might never utter your name to you. Opting for relationship terms (auntie) or unrelated nicknames (little cabbage) is the default. Meanwhile, American salespeople are trained to say customers' names over and over again. It's also a common tactic for building rapport in business pitches, during telemarketing calls, and on first dates.

Western norms can make sidestepping names a source of distress. For years, Thomas Ditye, a psychologist at Sigmund Freud Private University, in Vienna, and his colleague Lisa Welleschik listened as their clients described their struggles to say others' names. In the 2023 study that coined the term alexinomia, Ditye and his colleagues interviewed 13 German-speaking women who found the phenomenon relatable. One woman told him that she couldn't say her classmates' names when she was younger, and after she met her husband, the issue became more pronounced. "Even to this day, it's still difficult for me to address him by name; I always say 'you' or 'hey,' things like that," she said. In a study published last year, Ditye and his colleagues searched online English-language discussion forums and found hundreds of posts in which men and women from around the world described how saying names made them feel weird. The team has also created an alexinomia questionnaire, with prompts that include "Saying the name of someone I like makes me feel exposed" and "I prefer using nicknames with my friends and family in order to avoid using names."

From the April 2023 issue: An ode to nicknames

Names are a special feature of conversation in part because they're almost always optional. When an element of a conversation isn't grammatically necessary, its use is likely socially meaningful, Steven Clayman, a sociology professor at UCLA, told me. Clayman has studied broadcast-news journalists' use of names in interviews, and found that saying someone's name could signal--without saying so directly--that you're speaking from the heart. But the implications of name-saying can shift depending on what's happening at the moment someone says a name and who's saying it; we all know that if your mom uses your name, it usually means you're in trouble. Even changing where in the sentence the name falls can emphasize disagreement or make a statement more adversarial. "Shayla, you need to take a look at this" can sound much friendlier than "You need to take a look at this, Shayla." And, of course, when someone says your name excessively, they sound like an alien pretending to be a human. "It may be that folks with alexinomia have this gut intuition, which is correct, that to use a name is to take a stand, to do something--and maybe something you didn't intend," Clayman said. Another person could misinterpret you saying their name as a sign of closeness or hostility. Why not just avoid the issue?

In his case studies and review of internet forums, Ditye noticed that many people mentioned tripping up on the names of those they were most intimate with--like me, with my sister. This might sound counterintuitive, but saying the names of people already close to us can feel "too personal, too emotional, to a degree that it's unpleasant," Ditye told me, even more so than saying the name of a stranger. Perhaps the stakes are higher with those we love, or the intimacy is exaggerated. People on the forums agreed that avoiding loved ones' names was a way to manage closeness, but sometimes in the opposite way. "I think this is pretty common among close couples," one person wrote. "It's a good thing." Using a name with your nearest and dearest can feel impersonal, like you're a used car salesman trying to close a deal. If I say my boyfriend's name, it does seem both too formal and too revealing. But if I use his nickname--Squint--I feel less awkward.

Read: Why we speak more weirdly at home

Alexinomia is a mostly harmless quirk of the human experience. (It can cause problems in rare cases, Ditye told me, if, say, you can't call out a loved one's name when they're walking into traffic.) Still, if you avoid saying the names of those closest to you, it can skew their perception of how you feel about them. One of Ditye's study participants shared that her husband was upset by her inability to say his name. It made him feel unloved.

As Dale Carnegie wrote, "a person's name is to that person the sweetest and most important sound in any language." Pushing through the discomfort and simply saying their name every now and then can remind your loved ones that you care. By saying someone else's name, even when it's awkward, you'll be offering a bit of yourself at the same time.
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The Attack on Birthright Citizenship Is a Big Test for the Constitution

Does the text mean what it plainly says?

by Adam Serwer




Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.

The purpose of the Fourteenth Amendment was to settle once and for all the question of racial citizenship, forever preventing the subjugation of one class of people by another. Donald Trump's executive order purporting to end birthright citizenship is an attempt to reverse one outcome of the Civil War, by creating a permanent underclass of stateless people who have no rights they can invoke in their defense.

In 1856, in the infamous Dred Scott decision that declared that Black people could not be American citizens, Chief Justice Roger Taney wrote that as "a subordinate and inferior class of beings," Black people had "no rights which the white man was bound to respect." Yes, the Declaration of Independence had stated that "all men are created equal," but "the enslaved African race were not intended to be included."

Frederick Douglass, who argued that the Constitution did not sanction slavery, responded to the Taney decision by saying that one could find a defense of slavery in the Constitution only "by discrediting and casting away as worthless the most beneficent rules of legal interpretation; by disregarding the plain and common sense reading of the instrument itself; by showing that the Constitution does not mean what it says, and says what it does not mean, by assuming that the written Constitution is to be interpreted in the light of a secret and unwritten understanding of its framers, which understanding is declared to be in favor of slavery." Sounds familiar.

David A. Graham: It's already different

Trump's executive order similarly rewrites the Constitution by fiat, something the president simply does not have the authority to do. The order, which purports to exclude the U.S.-born children of unauthorized immigrants from citizenship, states that such children are not "subject to the jurisdiction" of the U.S. and therefore not included in the amendment's language extending citizenship to "all persons born or naturalized in the United States." This makes no sense on its own terms--as the legal scholar Amanda Frost wrote earlier this month, "Undocumented immigrants must follow all federal and state laws. When they violate criminal laws, they are jailed. If they park illegally, they are ticketed." The ultraconservative Federal Judge James C. Ho observed in 2006 that "Text, history, judicial precedent, and Executive Branch interpretation confirm that the Citizenship Clause reaches most U.S.-born children of aliens, including illegal aliens."

As such, Trump's executive order on birthright citizenship is an early test of the federal judiciary, and of the extent to which Republican-appointed judges and justices are willing to amend the Constitution from the bench just to give Trump what he wants. They have done so at least twice before, the first time by writing the Fourteenth Amendment's ban on insurrectionists running for office out of the Constitution, and the second time by seeking to protect Trump from prosecution by inventing an imperial presidential immunity out of whole cloth. But accepting Trump's attempt to abolish birthright citizenship would have more direct consequences for millions of people, by nullifying the principle that almost anyone born here is American.

In the aftermath of the Civil War, white southerners tried to restore, at gunpoint, the slave society that had existed prior to the war, notwithstanding the Thirteenth Amendment's abolition of slavery. Republicans in Congress passed the Fourteenth Amendment to secure equal citizenship and the Fifteenth Amendment to protect the right to vote regardless of race, amendments that guaranteed political and civil equality. The Civil War amendments, the work of the Republican Party, are the cornerstone of multiracial democracy in the United States. Despite this historic accomplishment, for the past 80 years or so, the party of Lincoln has aimed its efforts at repealing or nullifying them.

"Adopted as part of the effort to purge the United States of the legacy of slavery, birthright citizenship, with which the Fourteenth Amendment begins, remains an eloquent statement about the nature of American society, a powerful force for assimilation of the children of immigrants, and a repudiation of a long history of racism," the historian Eric Foner writes in The Second Founding, a history of the Civil War amendments, though he is cautious to note that these principles were not always respected by the government--Jim Crow and Japanese internment being obvious examples. Birthright citizenship was "a dramatic repudiation of the powerful tradition of equating citizenship with whiteness, a doctrine built into the naturalization process from the outset and constitutionalized by the Supreme Court in Dred Scott."

This detachment of American citizenship from whiteness was one of the parts of the Fourteenth Amendment that Democrats, at the time the party of white supremacy, hated the most. "Democratic members of Congress repeatedly identified American nationality with 'the Caucasian race,' insisted that the government 'was made for white men,' and objected to extending the 'advantages' of American citizenship to 'the Negroes, the coolies, and the Indians,'" Foner writes.

Trump's immigration braintrust sees things similarly. In emails with conservative reporters, Trump's point man on immigration, Stephen Miller, praised articles attacking the 1965 repeal of racist restrictions on immigration that had been passed in 1921 and were intended to keep out nonwhite people, Southern and Eastern Europeans, and Jews. These laws again redefined American citizenship in racist terms, and helped inspire the Nazis. The end of those restrictions meant that more nonwhite immigrants were able to gain citizenship in the United States, a phenomenon conservatives have dubbed a "Great Replacement," borrowing a concept from white-supremacist sources. That the Trump coalition now includes people who would have been shut out by Miller's preferred immigration policies does not change the fact that Trump's immigration advisers view the decline of the white share of the population as an apocalyptic occurrence that must be reversed. It is no accident that this project begins with the nullification of constitutional language guaranteeing citizenship regardless of race or country of origin.

Martha S. Jones: The real origins of birthright citizenship

Republicans have made significant inroads among nonwhite voters in the past few years. Their reasons for supporting Trump change neither the intent of his entourage nor the effects of his policies. A successful repeal of birthright citizenship would mean the so-called pro-life party creates a class of stateless infants, a shadow caste mostly unprotected by law. It would require Americans to prove their citizenship time and time again, and leave them vulnerable to administrative errors that could endanger proof of their status. These burdens would likely fall disproportionately on those nonwhite people Trumpists see as their "replacers," no matter how enthusiastic about Trump they might be.

Since the rise of Trump, the once-fringe idea that the Fourteenth Amendment does not confer citizenship on the children of undocumented immigrants has gained traction among ambitious conservatives whose malleable principles allow them to shape themselves to Trump's whims. By November of 2024 the aforementioned Ho, who had previously written a detailed law-review article rejecting such theories, had become a bombastic, partisan Trumpist judge; he carefully retraced his steps and insisted that the birthright-citizenship clause doesn't apply in the case of immigrant "invasion," substituting Fox News talking points for legal reasoning.

This is the level of respect for the Constitution one can expect from conservative jurists in the Trump era. Whatever Trump says is correct. What the original framers of the Fourteenth Amendment understood was that the necessities of multiracial democracy demand more than bowing and scraping before this sort of lawlessness. For now, neither party's political leadership seems up to the task.
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My Sad, Sad Friend Talks Only About Herself

I want to be there for her. But it's exhausting.

by James Parker




Editor's Note: Is anything ailing, torturing, or nagging at you? Are you beset by existential worries? Every Tuesday, James Parker tackles readers' questions. Tell him about your lifelong or in-the-moment problems at dearjames@theatlantic.com.

Don't want to miss a single column? Sign up to get "Dear James" in your inbox.



Dear James,

I have a longtime friend who has recently been going through a string of hard times: Work, relationships, family, friends, you name it--it's been a bunch of tough episodes stacked one after the other. I've always wanted to be there for my friends, especially when they're struggling, and it's no different with this person. I've been seeing her frequently, talking her through a lot. Over the past few months, however, she wants to talk only about herself. Every conversation comes back to her, and she manages to turn even the most pleasant interaction into something grim, cynical, and self-pitying. It's getting to the point where I don't want to be around her, even though I'm sympathetic to what she's going through. How can I be there for her while being honest when I think she's feeling too sorry for herself--and trying to protect my own mental health?



Dear Reader,

It sounds like your friend is depressed. And one of the truly terrible things about depression is its power to turn you into a bore. I'm speaking from experience here. When I was depressed, I was an unbelievable bore. I bored the pants off plenty of people, including myself. I bored the universe, and it turned away in search of better company. So painfully confined was I in my own misfiring subjectivity that I had trouble feeling--had trouble imagining--the reality of anybody else. Me and my dilemma, that was all I could think about--and, consequently, all I could talk about. Not a condition in which much courtesy is extended to the listener.

However: It takes two not to tango. You have both created this thing, this faintly noxious dynamic whereby she moans and groans and curses, and you sit there inhaling secondhand depression. So what can you do to shake it up?

I think some wild gestures might be in order. Surprise her with a gift. Take her somewhere unexpected. Make things interesting. Crank up the gallantry, crank up the generosity: Send a spark of love and novelty into the black cloud. Don't expect gratitude, or at least not immediately. And don't give up. What you're after is a micro-shift in the mood, an opening through which she can see, however narrowly or briefly, the world outside--which of course includes you. Do that for her, and you'll be an amazing friend.

Through ruptured patterns,

James




By submitting a letter, you are agreeing to let The Atlantic use it in part or in full, and we may edit it for length and/or clarity.
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David Lynch, My Neighbor

The late director made beguiling movies about Los Angeles; he also loved his Scion xB.

by Will Bahr




When David Lynch died last week, it was almost hard to know whom exactly to mourn. He was a Renaissance man: musician, painter, meditation instructor, YouTube personality. Most, of course, mourn him as a filmmaker, the medium in which he left his most indelible mark. But I mourn him as a neighbor.

I grew up down the street from David. Three doors down, to be precise. My parents owned a big blue wooden house in the Hollywood Hills, a stark contrast to David's pink, brutalist box just up the lane. The neighborhood offered me a relatively normal childhood. There were kids to play with right around the corner. I learned to ride my bike in the street; I trick-or-treated. But I was also raised in a place organized by celebrity: by palatial homes, by immense creative success, by privacy as a hallowed virtue. After two decades in the big blue house, there were still neighbors within eyesight of my bedroom window whom I'd never met.

David wasn't one of them. Though he ranked among the bigger names on the block, and his hermitry was legendary, he let us in. Our lives overlapped a good bit: His son Riley was in my sister Anna's elementary-school class (they were good friends), his granddaughter Syd in mine (sworn nemeses, though we grew out of it). We went to David's for the occasional pool party, where we kids were warned to steer clear of his workshop: the so-called Gray House, where the mad scientist conducted his experiments. He introduced my parents to transcendental meditation, a practice they maintain to this day. We attended his Christmas parties annually; he came to ours a grand total of once (in his defense, we required caroling). I knew David like I knew others in L.A.'s upper crust, as separate from his work--though, granted, I'm unsure how you introduce a child to his resume in good conscience. To the extent that I knew him, I knew him as a neighbor.

It being Los Angeles, I mostly knew him in the car. David drove me to school a handful of times, along with Riley and Anna. Though he was more dad than director to us, David did carry a certain air--he was a tallish guy with a weird voice and weird hair and a weird house, and we were certainly quieter when he was on carpool duty. He once commented as much, pulling up to school after we had spent the ride in a cramped, adolescent silence: "You kids are so quiet, I can barely think." For all his idiosyncrasy behind the camera, David could be disarmingly plain in conversation. Another morning, he quizzed us on the rules of the road with utter sincerity: "So ... if I'm putting on my right turn signal ... which way do you think I'm turning?" (Anna, in perfect deadpan: "Right.")

Once, David appeared at my family's front door after hours, excited to share a new toy: a Scion xB, a truly hideous vehicle of which he was particularly, oddly proud. He whisked me and my parents through the neighborhood, showing off the wheeled toaster oven as though it was a Model T. Every time we hit a dead end--and there were many in our neighborhood--David would throw the thing into reverse and exclaim with delight: "Scion backing up! Scion backing up!"

As the years passed and we children learned to drive ourselves, I saw less of my neighborhood and far, far less of David. Only after leaving his orbit did I get to know his work. I didn't become a die-hard fan, but certain creations seized my heart with a pitbull's grip. I'll never forget my petrifying first viewing of Mulholland Drive, during which, in a truly Lynchian turn, my friend's little brother sleepwalked into the room and started speaking to me. My dad, also a filmmaker, was thrilled to screen Eraserhead for me one night, cackling through the baby scenes.

And then there was Twin Peaks. During my last few months living at home, my whole family gathered weekly for a profoundly un-family-friendly viewing of the third season revival, dubbed The Return. I was so infuriated after the final episode that I stalked up the hill in the dead of night and urinated on David's retaining wall. Though I have warmed to it since, at the time I raged that The Return often felt more like a raised middle finger than a story. But part of my reaction may have also been a childish denial of the point David delivered so effectively in that finale, as Dale Cooper knocks on the door of what he's sure must be the Palmer residence: Try though you might, you can't go home again.

Read: How Twin Peaks invented modern television

A few years ago, my parents sold the big blue house. They had their reasons: Without kids to fill it, the space was too big; after 30 years in Los Angeles, they wanted to finally live by the beach. But beneath this was a much more practical motivation. Climate change had become undeniable, and they couldn't shake visions of our neighborhood in flames.

It was a prescient move. Mulholland Drive--the actual street--abuts the back of David's property and threads through the hills that bisect Los Angeles. It snakes past the entrance to Runyon Canyon, which recently caught fire about a mile away from my old house and David's. The blaze was contained relatively quickly, thanks in part to the oasis of the Hollywood Reservoir. David evacuated, though neither his house nor the big blue one burned. Not this time, anyway.

Months before the rest of the city sealed its windows and fought to catch its breath, David was doing the same. Last year, he publicly disclosed his emphysema diagnosis. I had hoped to interview him: I reached out to Riley, asking whether David might be up for a chat on the record, neighbor to neighbor. It wasn't to be. David's weakened lungs made even crossing the room exhausting and COVID a grave risk, further isolating him from the outside world. I can't remember the last time I saw David--it would have been many years ago now--but before my parents sold their place, I would visit home and picture him above me somewhere on that dark hill, shuffling through the Gray House, still tinkering.



I have always struggled with Los Angeles. Every time I go back, I confront a cocktail of familiar feelings: nostalgia, frustration at the city's bad reputation, a sense that Hollywood's long-dangled, covetous promise of "making it" is alive and well in me. In a lifelong attempt to make peace with one's home, who better to turn to than a neighbor? Perhaps more than any other director, David rendered Los Angeles fairly: the glittering sprawl of the flats and the freeways, the canyons' serpentine darkness. He understood the city's hellish side. His films may have never depicted the place in flames, exactly, but more than one framed Hollywood as a surreal and monstrous syndicate.

Yet his love for L.A. still shone through. In Mulholland Drive's most arresting scene, the protagonists find themselves at an otherworldly club in the middle of the night. As haunting music emanates from behind a red curtain, an emcee emerges and announces that all the sounds are prerecorded; the entire show is an illusion. But then an entrancing singer takes the stage, lip-syncing so convincingly that the audience's disbelief is suspended all over again. It's a tribute to my hometown as critical and unsparing as only true love can be. The whole city, this vast, thirsty project sprouting from the desert, is contrived--and no less beautiful for it.

Like all neighborhoods, mine used to be a lot wilder. When David and my parents first bought their property, about a decade apart, there were still vacant lots in the canyon, and the streets were a patchwork of homes and chaparral scrub where deer and coyotes roamed free. (One of my parents' favorite stories from my childhood, for whatever reason, involves me nearly getting trampled by a wild buck tearing through our yard.) Years later, my dad found himself catching up with David at a graduation party for Riley and Anna's class. One of the neighborhood's last wild tracts had just sold, a fact Dad was bemoaning.

David was unsentimental. He was far more impressed with the element of human craftsmanship than conservation, marveling that anything, with enough ingenuity, could be sculpted from the sandstone. "Oh, yeah," he replied with his signature squawk and an unmistakable pride, "it doesn't matter how steep it is. They'll figure out a way to build on it."
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The Animal Story That RFK Jr. Should Know

A vaccine history lesson for the would-be health secretary

by David Axelrod




Just outside New York City's Central Park Zoo, not far from where Robert F. Kennedy Jr. once stealthily deposited a dead bear cub, stands a bronze statue to another animal: Balto, the husky that, 100 years ago this month, played a leading role in a daring and perilous rescue that captured the world's attention.

Nome, a small town in the northwestern reaches of the Alaskan territories, had been hit with an outbreak of diphtheria, a highly contagious and cruel respiratory infection that can be particularly deadly to the young. As the children of Nome and surrounding communities fell ill, and some died, the town's one doctor sent a desperate plea to state and national officials for a fresh supply of the antitoxin serum needed to treat the infected and stem a larger epidemic.

But Nome, with its subarctic climate, was icebound in winter and nearly unreachable. With little time to waste, locals organized a relay of dogsleds to transport the needed doses across 674 treacherous miles of Alaskan wilderness in temperatures as low as 50 degrees below zero. In all, 20 heroic men and 150 dogs braved the unsparing elements to deliver the lifesaving serum. Balto anchored the final lap.

The centennial of this heroic expedition is particularly timely, coming as the United States Senate considers President Donald Trump's nomination of Kennedy, a serial purveyor of dangerous disinformation about vaccines, to lead the Department of Health and Human Services.

Read: We're about to find out how much Americans like vaccines

It is not too obvious, in 2025, to state that vaccines work. In 1921, before the scientific breakthrough that led to the Tdap vaccine, approximately 200,000 Americans were infected with diphtheria, and 15,000 died. By the turn of the century, thanks to compulsory vaccination of schoolchildren, the number of cases dwindled to almost nothing. From 1996 to 2018, America experienced an average of fewer than one case a year. Polio, measles, and many other potentially deadly diseases also were virtually eradicated by vaccines.

Yet a rising anti-vax movement, fueled by click-hungry demagogues and a growing populist revolt against experts, institutions, and mandates, threatens to drag America backwards. The movement was turbocharged by political resistance to the COVID vaccines, whose development Trump helped speed and deservedly heralded. Near-universal vaccination rates among America's schoolchildren are dropping. Even slight declines threaten the herd immunity that protects entire communities from the spread of disease. Predictably, potentially deadly childhood diseases are becoming more common again.

For two decades, RFK Jr. has stood at the forefront of this anti-vaccine movement. In books, speeches, and social-media posts, he has championed a widely discredited theory that certain vaccines promote autism and suggested that life under America's COVID-vaccine mandates was worse than under Hitler's fascist regime (he apologized for the latter remark).

In 2021, The New York Times recently reported, Kennedy's Children Health Defense organization petitioned the FDA to withdraw its authorization of the COVID vaccines, which already had saved hundreds of thousands of people and would allow Americans to resume their normal lives. In the petition, Kennedy's organization argued that the vaccines were not only harmful but unnecessary, and embraced disproven and dangerous theories about alternative treatments.

Read: What going 'wild on health' looks like

In 2022, the attorney Aaron Siri, a top Kennedy adviser, filed a petition asking the FDA to rescind its approval of the polio vaccine, which, since its inception in the 1950s, has been used by billions of people and has helped subdue that dreaded scourge. For a time, Siri reportedly helped Kennedy screen candidates for future HHS positions and was thought to be in line for one himself, but a transition spokesperson told The Wall Street Journal last week that he was no longer involved.

Kennedy presents the Senate with an interesting dilemma. He bears the name, if not the outlook or gravitas, of his famous father. His emphasis on healthy eating and physical fitness to combat obesity is as sensible now as it was when First Lady Michelle Obama championed those causes in the previous decade, to the scorn of many Republicans. His environmentalism is so pronounced that Trump has publicly assured the "drill, baby, drill" crowd that Kennedy won't "touch the oil and gas." His anti-corporate bent and deep suspicion of government bureaucracy appeal to populists on the left and right. And government bureaucracies, which are particularly prone to inertia and special-interest influence, should be challenged.

But their renewal must be guided by facts, not exotic, debunked claims. If confirmed, Kennedy will oversee the FDA, which approves vaccines. He will have authority over the National Institutes of Health, which funds and underwrites essential research that leads to vaccines and cures, and the CDC, which plays a central role in quelling public-health threats. It is an awesome responsibility and a crucial platform, dangerous in the hands of a charlatan who places conspiracy theories over science.

Read: RFK Jr. is in the wrong agency

Vaccines and medications should be rigorously tested and scrutinized for their efficacy and side effects, free of pressure and lobbying from the firms that develop them. The public needs and deserves that confidence. But those tests and standards should be based on proven science and not quackery.

Kennedy will face intense questioning about all of this, as well as his stability and judgment, at his confirmation hearing, which is slated for Wednesday. If he is confirmed, his promotion of junk science and vaccine hesitancy could prove as threatening to American public health as the barriers posed by an unforgiving, frozen Alaskan wilderness were to the desperate children and parents of Nome a century ago.

At the foot of Balto's memorial in Central Park are three words: Endurance, Fidelity, Intelligence. Can enough United States senators overcome political pressure and demonstrate those same qualities in the coming days?
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A New Abortion Drug?

A double dose of an emergency-contraception pill may open a back door for Americans seeking abortions in restrictive states.

by Patrick Adams




Over the past several years, a medication called mifepristone has been at the center of intense moral and legal fights in the United States. The pill is the only drug approved by the FDA specifically for ending pregnancies; combined with misoprostol, it makes up the country's most common regimen for medication abortions, which accounted for more than 60 percent of terminations in the U.S. in 2023, according to the Guttmacher Institute, a research group that supports abortion rights. And yet, mifepristone is difficult or impossible to acquire legally in about half of states. Since Roe v. Wade was overturned in 2022, multiple federal lawsuits have threatened access to the pill at the national level.

Now a preliminary study suggests that using another drug in place of mifepristone may be just as effective for terminating an early pregnancy. The drug, called ulipristal acetate and sold as a 30-milligram pill under the brand name Ella, was approved by the FDA in 2010 as prescription-only emergency contraception. In a paper published today in the journal NEJM Evidence, researchers from the reproductive-rights nonprofit Gynuity Health Projects, along with partners in Mexico, reported the results of a trial in Mexico City that included more than 100 women with pregnancies up to nine weeks' gestation. They found that medication abortion using 60 milligrams of ulipristal acetate (the equivalent of two doses of Ella) followed by misoprostol ended 97 percent of patients' pregnancies without any additional follow-up care. (The FDA-approved regimen of mifepristone followed by misoprostol is about 95 percent effective, but because the new study did not directly compare the ulipristal acetate-misoprostol regimen to any other, researchers can't yet say whether it's superior or inferior to the standard regimen of mifepristone and misoprostol or misoprostol alone.)

The new study is small and did not include a control group. But the findings raise the provocative possibility that a drug already marketed as a contraceptive could also serve, at a higher dose, as a medication for abortion--a potential substitute for mifepristone, subject to fewer restrictions, wherever the latter is banned or difficult to get. The American abortion landscape, already fragmented, just got even more complicated.

Ulipristal acetate is a chemical relative of mifepristone and the most effective emergency-contraceptive pill available in the United States. When taken within five days of unprotected sex, it delays ovulation, which in turn prevents fertilization of an egg. Studies show that Ella works better than morning-after pills containing levonorgestrel, such as Plan B One-Step, and is more effective for a longer period of time after sex. Ella may also be more effective than other morning-after pills in people with a BMI above 26, which includes most American women over the age of 20. Although Ella's 30-milligram dose is enough to prevent pregnancy, previous studies have suggested that the amount is highly unlikely to help end pregnancy as mifepristone does, by blocking a fertilized egg from implanting in the womb or disrupting the uterine lining.

Some experts have long suspected that a higher dose of ulipristal acetate could yield a different result. But the field has been generally reluctant to pursue research on the drug as a possible abortifacient out of concern for its role as an emergency contraceptive. Studies have repeatedly shown that a lower dose of mifepristone can act as an effective emergency contraceptive when taken soon after unprotected sex, with few side effects. It's sold that way in a handful of countries where abortion is legal and widely available--but in the U.S., it was never approved for emergency contraception, and reproductive-rights advocates have not pushed for it. "Our idea, when we developed ulipristal acetate, was precisely to get away from abortion," says Andre Ulmann, the founder and former chair of HRA Pharma, the drug's original manufacturer. He and his colleagues worried, he told me, that any association with abortion would endanger their ability to market the drug for emergency contraception.

Read: The other abortion pill

The new study may very well validate Ulmann's old fears. If further research confirms its findings, Americans seeking abortions may soon have a safe and effective workaround in places where mifepristone is restricted--and American abortion opponents will have a big new target. In an NEJM Evidence editorial accompanying the Gynuity study, Daniel Grossman, a professor of obstetrics, gynecology, and reproductive sciences at UC San Francisco, argued as much, writing, "There is a risk that the findings of this study could be misapplied and used by politicians to try to restrict ulipristal for emergency contraception." Beverly Winikoff, the president and founder of Gynuity Health Projects and a co-author of the study, told me that she knew the stakes when she and her colleagues began their research. But part of Gynuity's mission is to safeguard abortion care. In Winikoff's view, another potential option for medication abortion in the U.S. was too important to ignore.

In 2022, a coalition of groups that oppose abortion sued the FDA in an effort to pull mifepristone off the market. In June, the Supreme Court unanimously struck down the challenge, ruling that the anti-abortion groups lacked standing. But in October, three states filed an updated version of the same suit in federal court; last week, a federal judge ruled that the case can proceed. Currently, 14 states have a near-total ban on medication abortion, and more than a dozen others limit how the drugs can be distributed, with requirements such as an in-person visit, an ultrasound examination, and a 24-hour waiting period. More restrictions may be on the way: Project 2025, the conservative-policy plan developed by the Heritage Foundation for an incoming GOP administration, calls for the FDA to entirely withdraw the drug's approval. President Donald Trump, however, has been inconsistent, saying that he doesn't plan to block access to the abortion pills while simultaneously refusing to rule out the possibility.

In light of the new study, it's hard to imagine that anti-abortion groups won't seek similar restrictions on Ella, threatening its availability as an emergency contraceptive. Anti-abortion activists and Republican lawmakers have repeatedly sought to blur the line between abortion and contraception by reasoning that pregnancy begins not, as federal law states, after a fertilized egg has implanted in the uterus, but at the moment when egg and sperm meet. Students for Life of America claims, for example, that all forms of hormonal birth control are abortifacients. "Abortion advocates have long denied Ella's potential to end an embryo's life, but this study contradicts that narrative," Donna Harrison, the director of research for the American Association of Pro-Life Obstetricians and Gynecologists--which was a plaintiff in last year's Supreme Court case--told me in a statement. "Women deserve to be fully informed about how this drug works, as well as its risks." (Until now, no evidence had indicated the drug's abortifacient potential; at the dose approved for emergency contraception, there is still no evidence that Ella can disrupt an established pregnancy.)

Read: Abortion pills have changed the post-Roe calculus

The Gynuity study points to a possible role for ulipristal acetate as part of an abortion regimen, Kelly Cleland, the executive director of the American Society for Emergency Contraception, told me. But it doesn't change what we know about its use for emergency contraception. For now, Ella remains on the market as just that.
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Trump Targets His Own Government

A new executive order could enable Trump's promise of revenge.

by Lora Kelley




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


Within hours of taking office on Monday, Donald Trump released a raft of executive orders addressing targets he'd gone after throughout his campaign, such as immigration, government spending, and DEI. He issued full pardons for 1,500 January 6 rioters, and signed the first eight executive orders--of dozens so far--in front of a cheering crowd in a sports arena. But amid the deluge of actions, Trump also signed an executive order that takes aim at his own federal bureaucracy--and allows his perceived enemies within the government to be investigated and punished.

The executive order, titled "Ending the Weaponization of the Federal Government," opens by stating as fact that the Biden administration and its allies used the government to take action against political opponents. Democrats, it says, "engaged in an unprecedented, third-world weaponization of prosecutorial power to upend the democratic process." Its stated purpose, to establish "a process to ensure accountability for the previous administration's weaponization of the Federal Government against the American people," reads like a threat. The order calls out particular targets, including the Department of Justice and the Federal Trade Commission--agencies that Trump and his supporters allege betrayed them under President Joe Biden. Trump's team, led by whoever is appointed attorney general and director of national intelligence, will be sniffing out what it determines to be signs of political bias. These officials will be responsible for preparing reports to be submitted to the president, with recommendations for "appropriate remedial actions."

What exactly those remedial actions would look like is not clear. The vagueness of the order could result in a "long-running, desultory 'investigation,'" Quinta Jurecic, a fellow in governance studies at the Brookings Institution and a contributing writer to The Atlantic, told me in an email.

But the information gathered in such investigations could lead to some federal employees being publicly criticized or otherwise punished by Trump. And beyond theatrics, this order could open the door to the "prosecutions that Trump has threatened against his political opponents," Jurecic noted. Put another way: In an executive order suggesting that Biden's administration weaponized the government, Trump is laying out how his administration could do the same.

Trump's Cabinet is still taking shape, and whoever ends up in the top legal and intelligence roles will influence how this order is executed. Pam Bondi, Trump's attorney-general pick, is an established loyalist with long-standing ties to Trump (he reportedly considered her for the role in his first term, but worried that her past scandals would impede her confirmation). Bondi, in her first Senate confirmation hearing last week, attempted to downplay Trump's persistent rhetoric on retribution, and avoided directly answering questions about how she, as head of the Justice Department, would engage with his plans to punish enemies. She said that she wouldn't entertain hypotheticals about the president, though she did claim that "there will never be an enemies list within the Department of Justice." Tulsi Gabbard, Trump's nominee for director of national intelligence, has a history of political shape-shifting, though she has lately shown fealty to MAGA world.

Well before Trump took office, his allies were signaling their interest in turning federal bureaucracy, which they deride as "the deep state," into a system driven by unquestioning loyalty to the president. As my colleague Russell Berman wrote in 2023, some conservatives have argued, without even cloaking "their aims in euphemisms about making government more effective and efficient," that bureaucrats should be loyal to Trump. Russ Vought, the nominee for director of the Office of Management and Budget (an unflashy but powerful federal position), who today appeared before Congress for the second time, has previously written that the executive branch should use "boldness to bend or break the bureaucracy to the presidential will."

The executive order on weaponizing the federal government is consistent with the goals of retribution that Trump expressed on the campaign trail. And accusing rivals of using the government for personal ends has been a favored Republican tactic in recent years. Still, this order confirms that, now that he is back in office, Trump will have no qualms toggling the levers of executive power to follow through on his promises of revenge. Many of Trump's executive actions this week are sending a clear message: If you are loyal, you are protected. If not, you may be under attack.

Related: 

	Trump's pardons are sending a crystal-clear message.
 	Why 2025 is different from 2017






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump's second term might have already peaked.
 	The attack on birthright citizenship is a big test for the Constitution.
 	You're being alienated from your own attention, Chris Hayes writes.




Today's News

	A shooter killed at least one student and injured another before killing himself at Antioch High School in Nashville.
 	Donald Trump said last night that by February 1, he would place a 10 percent tariff on Chinese products. He has also pledged to put a 25 percent tariff on products from Canada and Mexico by the same date.
 	An Israeli military assault in the occupied West Bank began yesterday, killing at least 10 people and injuring 40 others, according to the Palestinian Health Ministry.
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Be Like Sisyphus

By Gal Beckerman

This anxious century has not given people much to feel optimistic about--yet most of us resist pessimism. Things must improve. They will get better. They have to. But when it comes to the big goals--global stability, a fair economy, a solution for the climate crisis--it can feel as if you've been pushing a boulder up a hill only to see it come rolling back down, over and over: all that distance lost, all that huffing and puffing wasted. The return trek to the bottom of the hill is long, and the boulder just sits there, daring you to start all over--if you're not too tired.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The online porn free-for-all is coming to an end.
 	The quiet way RFK Jr. could curtail vaccinations
 	The "dark prophet" of L.A. wasn't dark enough.
 	On Donald Trump and the inscrutability of God




Culture Break


Sony Pictures Classics



Watch. I'm Still Here (out now in select theaters) tempts viewers into a comforting lull before pulling the rug out from under them, David Sims writes.

Examine. In an age of ideological conformity and technological brain-suck, the world needs more disobedient artists and thinkers, Jacob Howland writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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David Lynch Captured the Appeal of the Unknown

The late director's most successful work kept viewers in the dark.

by Emma Stefansky




David Lynch famously abhorred explaining himself. "Believe it or not, Eraserhead is my most spiritual film," the director once said of his esoteric debut feature, during a 2007 interview. When asked to elaborate, he replied, smiling: "No, I won't." The clip, which tends to make the rounds on the internet every few months, demonstrates--without actually stating--everything that anyone ought to know about the late auteur's oblique body of work: The viewing experience itself matters much more than where the story is going, let alone what it's "about."

Twin Peaks was perhaps Lynch's most robust example of this general philosophy--and revisiting the series after the director's death last week reinforces just how effective his approach continues to be. The show, which premiered in 1990 and has since grown a cult audience, embraced many of linear television's conventions while simultaneously defying them as often as possible. Part murder mystery, part soap opera with an urban-legend flair, Twin Peaks begins with a resident of the titular fictional Washington town discovering the dead body of a local high-school student, Laura Palmer. From there, it deliberately layers on the kitsch while gradually revealing the cosmic nightmare lurking at the small town's center.

But Twin Peaks' many aficionados know that this synopsis belies its true genius. Lynch and his co-creator, Mark Frost, drew on the director's affection for both the eldritch and the ordinary to conceive this singular affair, making great use of Lynch's ability to balance these two discordant modes. Over the course of his career, it could sometimes seem easy to take his knack for stylistic cacophony for granted--but even now, Twin Peaks' unknowability feels appealingly distinct.

The show's arc follows an otherworldly battle between good and evil, ostensibly a familiar setup. But every character involved has a charmingly eccentric quirk--an eye patch, an obsession with drapes, an ever-present log, an affinity for doughnuts and cherry pie. The town sheriff shares a name with a former U.S. president. The local psychiatrist displays his collection of cocktail umbrellas. The FBI agent assigned to the Laura Palmer case, Dale Cooper (played by Kyle MacLachlan), is as eager to solve the puzzle of her death as he is to learn what kind of lovely trees mark the entrance to the town. (They're Douglas firs.) These characters contribute to the overall peculiar tone, emphasizing that viewers shouldn't expect anything to be straightforward or easy to predict.

Read: David Lynch was America's cinematic poet

Audiences flocked to the show in its first season, attracted to its central premise. They were captivated by what they assumed were promised answers to the question that became Twin Peaks' unofficial catchphrase: "Who killed Laura Palmer?" But that reveal came less than halfway into the second season--much earlier than intended, because of network pressure, according to Frost. What should have been a climactic moment instead felt, to many fans, disappointingly abrupt, as if Lynch and Frost had tossed out the truth about the teenager's murder as an afterthought. The ratings started to decline, and viewers considered whether to keep watching Twin Peaks: Now that the show had wrapped up its biggest subplot, what was the point in watching the rest of its strange, seemingly disjointed storylines unfold over the remainder of the season?

The answer to that--and what actually made Twin Peaks so compelling, beyond its core mystery--lay in Lynch's rejection of cut-and-dried solutions. Like all of the director's most memorable settings, the show's world abided by something closer to dream logic than any earthly science, obfuscating even the most integral developments. Viewers learned that what happened to Laura was a brutal act of violence, one that lacked an easy explanation; the series instead offered both a mundane and a supernatural reason for her murder. Yet after Agent Cooper named Laura's killer and illuminated the dark forces converging on the town, viewers unfamiliar with the director's work may have found it hard to imagine where else the show could go. What followed the presumed conclusion of Laura's thread were 15 more episodes that tracked the affairs and schemes of everyone else in the town--instead of investigating, more linearly, the remaining secrets surrounding the murder. Mainstream audiences may not have always been ready for the task of keeping up with him, but Lynch's desire to make these swerves is essential to the continued potency of his art.

Read: What David Lynch knew about the weather

Twin Peaks expresses the key duality to Lynch's work many times over. The director enjoyed having it both ways when it came to narrative comprehension: He would break down some secrets while keeping others, giving his viewers just enough to make sense of what was happening while still leaving room to ponder the deeper meanings. Lynch was a transcendentalist who saw the innate power in the goodness of people, and a surrealist who endeavored to depict both the horror of violence and the electrifying fear of the unfamiliar. In Twin Peaks, he'd play up the Pacific Northwest community's folksy allure in one instant, then transfix viewers by showing a demonic serial killer inching toward the camera in the next. The director refused to commit to any one truth or mood, allowing for--and encouraging--myriad understandings. He knew that within ambiguity often lay excitement.

After ending on a startlingly inconclusive note in 1991, Twin Peaks returned in 2017 to extend the story for one more season. Yet audiences who'd hoped for a traditional ending were again denied one. Again, Lynch seemed to be imploring them to stop seeking clarity and embrace the moments whose overarching connections are far less obvious. What mattered to him, it appears, was the experience itself: the feelings they evoked, the uncanny images whose significance were difficult to parse yet impossible to forget. David Lynch didn't want to leave his viewers with an interpretation, but with something more visceral--like the taste of cherry pie and a cup of hot coffee, black as midnight on a moonless night.
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Trump's Second Term Might Have Already Peaked

As far as policy accomplishments are concerned, it could very well turn out to be as underwhelming as the first.

by Jonathan Chait




Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.

Ever since Donald Trump emerged as a credible threat to return to the White House, the guardrails that seemed to restrain him in his first term--political, legal, psychic--have collapsed with astonishing speed. His nominees are sailing through their confirmation hearings, including some who are underqualified and ideologically extreme. Titans of business and media are throwing themselves at his feet as supplicants. He has obliterated long-standing norms, unashamedly soliciting payoffs from corporations with business before the government. (The Wall Street Journal reports that Paramount, whose parent company needs Trump's approval for a merger, is mulling a settlement of one of his groundless lawsuits.) Steps that even his allies once dismissed as unthinkable, such as freeing the most violent, cop-beating January 6 insurrectionists, have again reset the bar of normalcy.

These displays of dominance have convinced many of Trump's critics and supporters alike that his second term will operate in a categorically different fashion from the first. Where once he was constrained by the "deep state"--or, depending on your political priors, by the efforts of conscientious public servants--Trump will now have a fully subdued government at his disposal, along with a newly compliant business and media elite. He will therefore be able to carry out the sorts of wild policy objectives that failed to materialize during his first term.

The earliest indications, however, suggest that this might prove only half true. Trump has clearly claimed some territory in the culture wars: He is now dancing with Village People in the flesh, not merely to a recording of the group's most famous track. And when it comes to getting away with self-dealing and abuses of power, he has mastered the system. But a politician and a party that are built for propaganda and quashing dissent generally lack the tools for effective governance. As far as policy accomplishments are concerned, the second Trump term could very well turn out to be as underwhelming as the first.

Trump has promised a grand revolution. At a pre-inaugural rally, he announced, "The American people have given us their trust, and in return, we're going to give them the best first day, the biggest first week, and the most extraordinary first 100 days of any presidency in American history." He branded his inauguration "Liberation Day," labeled his incoming agenda a "revolution of common sense," and boasted, "Nothing will stand in our way." After being sworn in on Monday, he signed a slew of executive orders in a move that has been termed "shock and awe."

David A. Graham: The Gilded Age of Trump begins now

Those orders fall into a few different categories. Some are genuinely dangerous--above all, the mass pardon of about 1,500 January 6 defendants, which unambiguously signals that lawbreaking in the service of subverting elections in Trump's favor will be tolerated. Others, including withdrawing from the World Health Organization and freezing offshore wind energy, will be consequential but perhaps not enduring--that which can be done by executive order can be undone by it.

What's really striking is how many fall into the category of symbolic culture-war measures or vague declarations of intent. Trump declared a series of "emergencies" concerning his favorite issues, just as Joe Biden had. His order declaring an end to birthright citizenship seems likely to be struck down on constitutional grounds, although the Supreme Court can always interpret the Fourteenth Amendment's apparently plain text as it desires. He is re-renaming a mountain in Alaska--which, in four years' time, could be renamed yet again, perhaps after one of the police officers who fought off Trump's insurrection attempt. He has ordered the federal government to officially recognize only two genders, male and female. "You are no longer going to have robust and long drop-down menus when asking about sex," an incoming White House official said. Ooooh, the federal intake forms will be shorter!

Meanwhile, Trump has already scaled back many of his most grandiose day-one promises from the campaign. Broker an end to the Ukraine war before taking office? He has "made no known serious effort to resolve the war since his election," The New York Times reports. Ask again in a few months. Bring down grocery prices? Never mind.

Trump's supporters probably realized that some of his campaign pledges were hyperbolic. Even by realistic standards, however, Trump seems unprepared to deliver on some of his biggest stated goals. Take his signature domestic policy. Trump loudly promised throughout the presidential campaign to impose massive global tariffs once he took office. And yet, even that proposal remains theoretical. Trump's executive order on trade instructs, "The Secretary of Commerce, in consultation with the Secretary of the Treasury and the United States Trade Representative, shall investigate the causes of our country's large and persistent annual trade deficits in goods, as well as the economic and national security implications and risks resulting from such deficits, and recommend appropriate measures," and then proceeds to issue more solemn calls for study of the matter.

Presidents don't always come into office with fully formed plans, but Trump doesn't even have concepts of a plan, or any way to resolve fundamental tension between his belief that foreign countries should pay tariffs and the reality that tariffs raise prices for Americans. Another White House document announces, "All agencies will take emergency measures to reduce the cost of living." What measures? We can be fairly sure that there is no secret plan waiting to be unveiled.

None of this is to say that Trump will accomplish nothing. At a minimum, he will restrict immigration and sign a regressive tax cut. But even his policy successes will likely sow the seeds of a thermostatic backlash in public opinion. Americans favor mass deportation in the abstract, but their support dwindles when they contemplate specifics. An Axios poll found that strong majorities oppose separating families, employing active-duty military to locate undocumented immigrants, and using military funds to carry out immigration policy. Even some high-level Trump allies have warned that mass deportations will cause immediate economic disruption.

Trump's fiscal agenda is where the desires of his wealthy benefactors, the preferences of his voters, and economic conditions will clash most violently. The previous two Republican presidents to take office--George W. Bush in 2001, and Trump in 2017--inherited low inflation and low or falling interest rates. Both were able to cut taxes and raise spending without facing any near-term economic costs. In his second term, Trump faces an economy that, while growing smartly, is still plagued with high interest rates relative to the pre-COVID norm. If Trump revises the old playbook of cutting taxes now and worrying about the cost later, he may discover that "later" happens right away.

One answer to the dilemma would be to pay for tax cuts with deep cuts to social spending on the poor, a staple of past Republican budgets. Yet Trump's strength with low-income voters turns that maneuver into another potential source of backlash. Last month, The Washington Post's Tim Craig interviewed low-income Trump voters in a poor town in Pennsylvania who earnestly believe that he will not touch their benefits.

Russell Berman: What Trump can (and probably can't) do with his trifecta

Meanwhile, some of Trump's most prominent backers refuse to acknowledge that any tough choices await. In a recent interview, the New York Times columnist Ross Douthat presented Marc Andreessen, one of the Silicon Valley billionaires hoping to influence Trump's domestic agenda, with concerns that Elon Musk's plans to cut the budget would alienate voters. In response, Andreessen insisted that the very suggestion reflected "absolute contempt for the taxpayer," repeating versions of the line rather than engaging with the problem. Musk himself recently reduced his goal of cutting $2 trillion from the budget to a mere $1 trillion. When the brains of the operation are picking arbitrary round numbers and then revising them arbitrarily, one begins to question their grasp on the challenge they face.

Whether Trump pays any political price for failing to deliver on unrealistic promises--or for succeeding at delivering on unpopular ones--is an open question. Political difficulties won't generate themselves. They will require an energetic and shrewd opposition. And a major purpose of Trump's maneuvers to intimidate corporate and media elites is to head off a backlash by gaining control over the information environment.

One of Trump's greatest strengths as a politician is to constantly redefine his policy goals so that whatever he does constitutes "winning." The success of this tactic reflects the degraded intellectual state of the Republican Party's internal culture. The conservative movement rejected institutions such as academia and the mainstream media decades ago, building up its own network of loyal counterinstitutions that would construct an alternate reality. This has helped Republicans hold together in the face of corruption and misconduct that, in a bygone era, would have shattered a governing coalition. (Today, Watergate would just be another witch hunt.) But the impulse to disregard expertise and criticism has also disabled Republicans' ability to engage in objective analysis. The past two Republican administrations accordingly both ended in catastrophe, because the president had built an administration of courtiers who flattered his preexisting beliefs, whether about weapons of mass destruction and Iraq or COVID and the economy.

George Packer: The end of democratic delusions

None of those pathologies has disappeared. To the contrary, the MAGA-era GOP has grown more cultlike than ever. The rare, feeble attempt to steer Trump away from bad decisions is usually buried in obsequious flattery. The Trump presidency will be, by definition, a golden age, because Trump will be president during all of it. But it is a measure of his allies' decrepitude that, whatever positions he ultimately lands on, they are prepared to salute.

Trump has struck fear into his party and America's corporate bosses. His inauguration was a display of mastery, a sign that none will dare defy his wishes. But a leader surrounded by sycophants cannot receive the advice he needs to avoid catastrophic error, and to signal that his allies can enrich themselves from his administration is to invite scandal. In his inaugural spectacle of dominance and intimidation, Trump was planting the seeds of his own failure.
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Griff Witte Joining <em>The Atlantic</em> as a Managing Editor






The Atlantic has hired Griff Witte as a managing editor to lead its growing politics and accountability team. Editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg writes in an announcement, shared below, that Witte's "experience on the democracy beat, in particular, will help us in our coverage of the various challenges to the American way of governance."

Witte is currently the senior politics and democracy editor for The Washington Post, and in his 23 years at the paper has reported from across the United States and in more than 30 countries, including as bureau chief in Kabul, Islamabad, Jerusalem, London, and Berlin.

The Atlantic announced a number of new writers at the start of the year: Caity Weaver as a staff writer, who will begin with The Atlantic next month and comes from The New York Times Magazine; staff writers Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer, both recently of The Post (see their first report, "The Tech Oligarchy Arrives," from Donald Trump's inauguration on Monday); and contributing writers Jonathan Lemire and Alex Reisner.

Below is the announcement from Jeffrey Goldberg:

Dear everyone,
 We're very happy to let you know that Griff Witte is joining The Atlantic as a managing editor. Griff, who is currently the senior editor at The Washington Post in charge of political and democracy coverage, will be leading our growing politics and accountability team. As many of you know already, Griff is a journalistic force, who has led his 50-person team at The Post with energy, creativity, smarts and ambition. His experience on the democracy beat, in particular, will help us in our coverage of the various challenges to the American way of governance.  
 Griff comes to us after a storied, 23-year run at The Post, where he spent much of his time as a foreign correspondent. As a stalwart of the foreign desk, he covered insurgencies in Afghanistan and Pakistan, wars in Gaza, the Arab Spring uprising in Egypt, the return of autocracy in central Europe, and the dawn of the Brexit era in Britain. His reports on refugees crossing into Europe, and on hate-preachers radicalizing followers in Britain, were recognized, respectively, by the National Press Foundation and the Overseas Press Club. In between international postings, Griff served as the newspaper's deputy foreign editor and guided prize-winning coverage of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.
 In his new role for us, Griff will help build and lead our coverage of politics and democracy, with a special focus on government accountability and investigations. In addition to his own impressive track record of reporting stories on these broad beats, Griff has earned the admiration of his reporters for his ability to edit the sort of complicated, scoop-driven, and otherwise revelatory stories that will be critical to our mission as we try to cover and explain the actions of the Trump Administration. Griff is highly collaborative and fearless, qualities that will serve The Atlantic well in the months and years ahead.
 Griff's decision to join The Atlantic represents an intergenerational homecoming, of sorts. His father, the legendary artist Michael Witte, illustrated covers and made other art for The Atlantic in the 1980s (and if we're lucky, we'll get him drawing for us again).


Witte will report to deputy executive editor Yoni Appelbaum and work closely with deputy editor Juliet Lapidos and other editorial leaders.
 
 Press Contact: Anna Bross, The Atlantic | press@theatlantic.com




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/press-releases/archive/2025/01/griff-witte-joining-atlantic-managing-editor/681402/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The 'Dark Prophet' of L.A. Wasn't Dark Enough

As fires have raged, so have citations of the prescient author Mike Davis. But in a changed world, we need new thinkers too.

by Carolina A. Miranda




A curious social-media ritual repeats every time a major fire explodes in Southern California, and this month's catastrophe was no exception. Between dispatches about evacuations and the hot takes and conspiracy posts that followed, the armchair urbanists got busy citing literature. First came the Joan Didion quotes about the fire-stoking Santa Ana winds ("I recall being told, when I first moved to Los Angeles and was living on an isolated beach, that the Indians would throw themselves into the sea when the bad wind blew"). Arriving shortly thereafter were the links to "The Case for Letting Malibu Burn," by Mike Davis, a 1995 essay that methodically lays out the history of Southern California's troubled, delusional relationship to fire. For the past few weeks, that relationship has been tested in ways that even Didion and Davis couldn't have fathomed when they wrote the words that now proliferate on social-media platforms.

Davis, who died in 2022, was best known for his sprawling 1990 best seller, City of Quartz, a withering analysis of Los Angeles's development. His Malibu essay is a clear-eyed explanation of how areas such as Malibu have evolved to burn amid natural cycles of regeneration, and how, prior to the arrival of Europeans, Indigenous people practiced controlled burns in these areas to keep the landscape in balance. Total fire suppression, he writes, "the official policy in the Southern California mountains since 1919, has been a tragic error because it creates enormous stockpiles of fuel." Davis also assails the unsustainable "firebelt suburbs," whose presence compounded calamity while policy decisions were "camouflaged in a neutral discourse about natural hazards and public safety." Malibu, he concludes, didn't simply have a tendency to burn--it needed to burn. After this article, first published in 1995, reached wide audiences when it was included in his 1998 collection, Ecology of Fear: Los Angeles and the Imagination of Disaster, many local homeowners were not pleased.

As ash rained down on my home in East Los Angeles from the Eaton Fire, so did the online invocations of Didion and Davis on wind and flame. In a catastrophe, people are tempted to search for a theory that will explain everything. But as I prepped a go bag in the event of an evacuation, I wondered whether these writings were what we should be reaching for in 2025.

I won't be the first to declare that it's time to give Didion's Santa Ana melodramas a rest; some of her stories are more noir mythology than incontrovertible fact. Almost two decades ago, in fact, Davis himself poked fun at "lazy journalists" who use these disasters as an opportunity to trot out lines by Didion and other writers about how "the Santa Anas drive the natives to homicide and apocalyptic fever." (If you must pontificate about the winds, quote Bad Religion's 2004 song "Los Angeles Is Burning," whose dark refrain succinctly references "the murder wind.") On Davis, my verdict is split: His essay remains crucial to understanding the events that led to this moment, but after 30 years, it can't account for the constellation of issues we now confront.

"The Case for Letting Malibu Burn" is uncannily prescient. Davis pored over decades of historical and scientific research and then proceeded to smartly (and colorfully) synthesize the history of fires in the Southern California ecology and the policies that made them worse. He dug into the psychology around fire--both the human urge to "fix" it technologically and the tendency to spin conspiracy theories around its untamability. And he aimed his most pointed barbs at the new subdivisions springing up on fire-prone hillsides--what he terms "sloping suburbia" but what news stories commonly call the "wildland-urban interface."

Read: How well-intended policies fueled L.A.'s fires

A lot has changed since 1995. Among the biggest fires described in Davis's essay is Malibu's 1970 Wright Fire, which claimed 403 homes, 10 lives, and 31,000 acres of land, primarily brush. Compare that with the Woolsey Fire, which in 2018 roared through roughly the same terrain, incinerating 97,000 acres and destroying 1,600 structures. As I write this, greater Los Angeles faces not just one gargantuan fire but two. Together, the Eaton Fire, on the fringes of the Angeles National Forest, and the Palisades Fire, in the Santa Monica Mountains, have burned through almost 38,000 acres, damaged or destroyed more than 17,000 structures, and killed 27 people (that toll is likely to rise). Davis was once described as L.A.'s "dark prophet" for his bleak view of the forces that shaped the city. But the 2025 fires have demonstrated that perhaps he wasn't bleak enough.

Although Davis did, over the course of his career, write about climate change--and he added a postscript on the topic when "The Case for Letting Malibu Burn" was excerpted online by Longreads in 2018--his original essay does not contend with how the climate would set the stage for ever bigger blazes, fires with different causes, effects, and solutions than the cyclical events of the past. "This is a story about drought and lack of precipitation this winter," Lenya Quinn-Davidson, the director of a statewide fire program for UC Agriculture and Natural Resources, told me. "The extreme dryness combined with an exceptional wind event--to have those things concurrent is a recipe for disaster. Even if you had fuel breaks around those communities, even if you had prescribed burns"--a solution that Davis highlighted--"it might not have had any effect."

Nor is Davis's wildland-urban interface what it once was. The Eaton Fire (which likely began as a wildland fire in Eaton Canyon) quickly spread to urban areas of Altadena, razing commercial thoroughfares and ravaging homes that had been around for more than a century. The Palisades Fire likewise reached deep into residential developments, igniting homes and schools that sit just half a mile--and a few wind-whipped embers--from the border of densely populated Santa Monica. "In the '90s ... there were much fewer incidences of fires burning into communities," Quinn-Davidson said. That has changed over the past 10 years; wildfires are no longer staying wild.

Class and wealth also provided an important frame for Davis's essay. He documented a tremendous gap between the hefty resources deployed toward fighting fire in well-to-do exurbs and the meager funds allocated to quash fires in L.A.'s poorer urban core (most of these caused by a lack of regulation in old tenement buildings). Today, the class disparities remain, but the particulars have changed. The real-estate magnate Rick Caruso hired private firefighters to watch over his Brentwood home as other homeowners faced down the flames with garden hoses. And as wildfires penetrate farther into the city, it's not just wealthy sloping suburbia that's getting scorched. The Palisades Fire wiped out a mobile-home park; the Eaton Fire destroyed a multigenerational Black middle-class enclave in Altadena. For everyone but billionaires, fire has become a threat at every level of class and wealth.

Some positive change has occurred since Davis first published his essay; more of the controlled burns he advocated for have become a tool of forest management, preventing the accumulation of dried brush that can turn into kindling with the tiniest spark. Indigenous people, including the Tongva and Chumash, practiced managed burning for millennia prior to colonization. Although some controlled burns were allowed on federal land starting in the 1960s, residential areas long resisted the remedy, thinking them risky or visually unappealing. (In his essay, Davis describes a Topanga Canyon homeowner fearful of what such a burn could do to their property values.) In more recent decades, however, the practice has spread. In California's north, regular burns are led by Yurok and Karuk practitioners. Near San Diego, in the south, the La Jolla Band of Luiseno Indians has a "burn boss" in the ranks of the reservation's fire department. In 2021, Governor Gavin Newsom signed legislation to promote the practice.

Read: The unfightable fire

But the hopeful idea that small fires might save us from big ones is hard to reckon with in the era of climate change. In 2019 and 2020, wildfires in Australia resulted in the loss of nearly 25 million acres of vegetation, 34 human lives, and more than 3 billion terrestrial vertebrates. In 2023, drought and unusually high temperatures led to the immolation of 37 million acres of Canadian land. That same year, another deadly fire destroyed the Maui community of Lahaina. Late last year, New York City's drought-wracked Prospect Park burst into flames. In attempting to understand fire at this scale, it might be time to set aside Davis and turn to the work of Stephen J. Pyne, a fire historian whom Davis not only cited in "The Case for Letting Malibu Burn" but also counted as a friend.

In his 2021 book, The Pyrocene: How We Created an Age of Fire, and What Happens Next, Pyne provides a compelling (if rather jargon-filled) geologic and cultural history of fire, describing the types of burns that have shaped our planet. There is fire in the wild (such as a wildfire generated by lightning), fire set and monitored by humans (a cooking fire, say, or the controlled burn of a field), and the perpetual flame that consumes fossil fuels: the ignition of a car's engine, the flare stacks at a power plant, the electricity that powers the smartphone on which we share essays about fire. This third type of fire is what makes it feasible for people to commute to sloping suburbias and fuels the helicopters that fight the fires that encircle them. It is the fire that has remapped the surface of the Earth, even in places that rarely see literal flames. "Not every place has to burn to be influenced by fire's reach," Pyne writes. "It's enough for combustion's consequences, in this case on climate, to shape biogeography."

In "The Case for Letting Malibu Burn," Davis asks Californians to reexamine the way that they live on the land. Pyne does the same at the scale of our planet. The Pyrocene sharply critiques our reliance on fossil fuels and endless sprawl, as well as our inability to live with fire in the way that nature intended. "We don't need new science or more science," he writes. "We already know what needs to happen (in truth, we used to know much of it before we got greedy and forgot)." Pyne updates and expands on Davis, but their goals are similar: not to tell us what to do but to remind us why it matters, even when (or where) the world isn't in flames. In Southern California, we are currently feeling the burn, but the fire is everywhere.
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Watch Out for Mechanical Nightingales

In an age of ideological conformity and technological brain-suck, the world needs more disobedient artists and thinkers.

by Jacob Howland




Our fractured age's greatest heroes are a far cry from Achilles. They fight not for glory but freedom, with weapons forged of pure moral steel. Consider the fatalistic courage of the late Russian opposition leader Alexei Navalny. By the time he was poisoned in 2020 with a neurotoxin secretly applied to his underpants by Vladimir Putin's agents, he'd suffered at least one previous chemical attack and been jailed by the regime more than 10 times. After five months of convalescence in Germany, Navalny returned to Moscow, where he was arrested at the airport and later imprisoned in a remote penal colony. He seemed undaunted by the prospect of death. "If they decide to kill me," he said in the 2022 documentary film Navalny, "it means that we are incredibly strong."

The supreme Soviet poet Osip Mandelstam, who fell afoul of the Bolsheviks shortly after the Russian Revolution of 1917, was Navalny's equal in staking his life on publicly resisting ideological tyranny. Mandelstam sealed his fate in late 1933, when he composed verse that portrayed Stalin as a murderer with "cockroach whiskers" who "forges order after order like horseshoes, / hurling them at the groin, the forehead, the brow, the eye." Brutally interrogated in Moscow's Lubyanka prison in 1934, he was sent into exile, was rearrested in the spring of 1938, and died in a Gulag transit facility that winter.

In her memoir of those terrible years, Hope Against Hope, his wife, Nadezhda--whose name means "hope," and who published a sequel, Hope Abandoned--writes that Mandelstam's "destiny was hatched from character, like a butterfly from its chrysalis." He attacked Stalin because he "did not want to die without stating in unambiguous terms what he thought was going on around us." Mandelstam anticipated Navalny when he observed that "poetry is power" and is "respected only in this country--people are killed for it." Both men died in Siberian prison camps at the age of 47--86 years apart.

Read: A dissident is built different

The power of Mandelstam's poetry, a bell pealing in the muffle of a pea-soup fog, arises from the harmony of his words and actions. "The dominant theme in the whole of M.'s life and work," Nadezhda writes, "was his insistence on the poet's dignity, his position in society and his right to make himself heard." Mandelstam's speech was his deed. In 1918, he saved the life of an art historian targeted by the Cheka (the secret police), ignoring a pistol-brandishing Chekist's warning that he'd be shot if he dared to interfere in the case. He later stopped the execution of five bank officials by sending to Nikolai Bukharin a volume of poems that the Central Committee member had helped him publish, accompanied by the message that "every line here is against what you are going to do." Bukharin returned the favor by writing to Stalin in Mandelstam's defense after his arrest in 1934. It's hard to say what he appreciated more: Mandelstam's adamant integrity or his poetry. While terrified artists mouthed the alien language of the state, Mandelstam's verse sprang inexorably from some high and sacred ground that would not fall. He captures this almost physical necessity in his very short poem "Meteorite," which describes an "exiled line" of poetry that, having fallen "from the heavens" and woken the earth, "couldn't be anything else."

It's not that Soviet leaders disliked Mandelstam's work. Genrikh Yagoda, the head of the secret police who, along with Bukharin, was condemned to death in the last show trial of old Bolsheviks in 1938, was so fond of Mandelstam's Stalin poem that he learned it by heart. Nor, it seems, were leaders particularly hostile to him because he was a Jew: Official anti-Semitism in Stalin's Russia didn't hit full swing until 1952, when all of the prominent Yiddish writers and eight other Jews were executed on Stalin's orders in what came to be known as the Night of the Murdered Poets. According to Nadezhda, Mandelstam's real crime was his defiant confidence, his "usurpation of the right to words and thoughts that the ruling powers reserved exclusively to themselves." Equally unforgivable was his inclination to "lay down the law, as a writer is supposed to"--that is, to pass unequivocal judgment on social realities, a consequence of his inability to "be indifferent to good and evil, and ... [to] say that all that exists is rational" (a Communist dogma frequently invoked to excuse terror as historical necessity).

The viciousness of the totalitarian state only strengthened the poet's hand. For while rulers who rely on terror lack authority--power that is rooted neither in coercion nor persuasion but is spontaneously recognized as legitimate, like that of a doctor on an airplane when a passenger falls ill--Mandelstam radiated it. This was not just because he was a generous and conscientious man who couldn't keep a second pair of trousers (there was always someone more in need), and who blamed himself for leading into temptation whatever friend betrayed him after he recited his Stalin poem to a dozen people. His authority came from what Nadezhda calls "the absolute character" of his urge to be a source of truth for his fellow men, and his inability "to curb or silence himself by 'stepping on the throat' of his own song." Above all, it came from the authenticity of his "inner voice."

But what awakens that voice? For Mandelstam, poetry sprang from joy as much as from anger--and emerged in the manner that a musical phrase does. Like the Irish poet W. B. Yeats, Mandelstam composed by ear, uttering the same lines with minor variations over and over until they achieved their proper form. Watching him work must have been like listening to a songbird, one whose protective coloring couldn't conceal its deepest feelings. Mandelstam, who called poetry the "yeast of the world," suggests as much in his poem "The Cage":

When the goldfinch like rising dough
 suddenly moves, as a heart throbs,
 anger peppers its clever cloak
 and its nightcap blackens with rage.


The goldfinch sings in a cage built from "a hundred bars of lies" and the plank on which he sings is "slanderous." These are inhospitable conditions, but Nadezhda explains that he was reconciled with persecution and poverty by his "simple love of life." For him, eternity was "tangibly present in every fleeting fraction of time, which he would gladly stop and thus make even more tangible." He knew, in the words of the poet Anna Akhmatova, "from what trash poetry, quite unashamed, can grow," turning into vibrant song the colorless prose of daily existence under the crushing weight of totalitarianism. This was the "drop of good" that "the merciless grip of the age" squeezed out of him. But the evil age could not forgive him for that good, and not just him: the feeling for poetry, which Mandelstam regarded as the definitive characteristic of the true intelligentsia, "went with the qualities of the mind which in our country doomed people to death." Foremost among them was the dynamic strength of the individual who sings his inner freedom, as Mandelstam does in a 1935 poem that ends with the triumph of the poetic voice: "you could not stop my lips from moving."

Courageous and authoritative individual voices are as urgently necessary today as they have ever been, not just in Russia but across the West. In Soviet fashion, the proponents of cultural Marxism seek consensus through intimidation, insisting, among other things, that "oppressors" have no right to an opinion about "oppressed" groups or individuals. Primary and secondary schools have for years spoon-fed students such ideological pap, damaging their capacity to appreciate any ideas not packaged in hackneyed phrases. In universities, professors expose intellectually susceptible undergraduates to popular partisan concepts, concepts as stale, in Orwell's words, as "tea leaves blocking a sink." These viral variants of recombinant Marxism--having in common a peculiarly enervated voice--have now spread throughout society by multiple vectors, including ubiquitous DEI training programs, to which 52 percent of U.S. workers have now been subjected. One new study suggests that these programs "increase the endorsement of the type of demonization and scapegoating characteristic of authoritarianism."

Read: Poetry is an act of hope

Donald Trump's reelection, among other cultural shifts, suggests that Americans have grown tired of progressive bullying. But if anything, technology poses a more insidious threat to the development of future Mandelstams than ideology. It's not just that people prefer new iPhones to old books. I tell undergraduates who are laboring to improve their writing that their ultimate goal is the achievement of style: a voice so distinctive that readers will immediately recognize whose work they hold in their hands. But nearly four in 10 students admit to using programs such as ChatGPT to write their papers, and the actual rate of AI plagiarism is probably much higher. As this technology advances, few will be able to resist the temptation to outsource the greatest part of their thinking to machines.

This brings to mind the poets of ideology and algorithms that Nadezhda would have called "mechanical nightingales." When a friend told the Mandelstams about a bird he'd seen that, on its owner's signal, hopped out of its cage, sang, and then obediently returned to confinement, his precocious son remarked: "Just like a member of the Union of Writers."

Too many writers and artists in the West sing the same potted tunes on demand, hopping from perch to scandalous plank. But unlike songbirds, poets and readers can learn from the dead, and they can refuse to be tamed by the forces of ideological conformity and technological brain-suck. That's the spirit we need today. Let a hundred poets whose lips are still moving, heroes living or dead, leaven our days, and let them teach their life-affirming music to our young.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/01/plea-heroic-poets-navalny-mandelstam/681353/?utm_source=feed
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The Animal Story That RFK Jr. Should Know

A vaccine history lesson for the would-be health secretary

by David Axelrod




Just outside New York City's Central Park Zoo, not far from where Robert F. Kennedy Jr. once stealthily deposited a dead bear cub, stands a bronze statue to another animal: Balto, the husky that, 100 years ago this month, played a leading role in a daring and perilous rescue that captured the world's attention.

Nome, a small town in the northwestern reaches of the Alaskan territories, had been hit with an outbreak of diphtheria, a highly contagious and cruel respiratory infection that can be particularly deadly to the young. As the children of Nome and surrounding communities fell ill, and some died, the town's one doctor sent a desperate plea to state and national officials for a fresh supply of the antitoxin serum needed to treat the infected and stem a larger epidemic.

But Nome, with its subarctic climate, was icebound in winter and nearly unreachable. With little time to waste, locals organized a relay of dogsleds to transport the needed doses across 674 treacherous miles of Alaskan wilderness in temperatures as low as 50 degrees below zero. In all, 20 heroic men and 150 dogs braved the unsparing elements to deliver the lifesaving serum. Balto anchored the final lap.

The centennial of this heroic expedition is particularly timely, coming as the United States Senate considers President Donald Trump's nomination of Kennedy, a serial purveyor of dangerous disinformation about vaccines, to lead the Department of Health and Human Services.

Read: We're about to find out how much Americans like vaccines

It is not too obvious, in 2025, to state that vaccines work. In 1921, before the scientific breakthrough that led to the Tdap vaccine, approximately 200,000 Americans were infected with diphtheria, and 15,000 died. By the turn of the century, thanks to compulsory vaccination of schoolchildren, the number of cases dwindled to almost nothing. From 1996 to 2018, America experienced an average of fewer than one case a year. Polio, measles, and many other potentially deadly diseases also were virtually eradicated by vaccines.

Yet a rising anti-vax movement, fueled by click-hungry demagogues and a growing populist revolt against experts, institutions, and mandates, threatens to drag America backwards. The movement was turbocharged by political resistance to the COVID vaccines, whose development Trump helped speed and deservedly heralded. Near-universal vaccination rates among America's schoolchildren are dropping. Even slight declines threaten the herd immunity that protects entire communities from the spread of disease. Predictably, potentially deadly childhood diseases are becoming more common again.

For two decades, RFK Jr. has stood at the forefront of this anti-vaccine movement. In books, speeches, and social-media posts, he has championed a widely discredited theory that certain vaccines promote autism and suggested that life under America's COVID-vaccine mandates was worse than under Hitler's fascist regime (he apologized for the latter remark).

In 2021, The New York Times recently reported, Kennedy's Children Health Defense organization petitioned the FDA to withdraw its authorization of the COVID vaccines, which already had saved hundreds of thousands of people and would allow Americans to resume their normal lives. In the petition, Kennedy's organization argued that the vaccines were not only harmful but unnecessary, and embraced disproven and dangerous theories about alternative treatments.

Read: What going 'wild on health' looks like

In 2022, the attorney Aaron Siri, a top Kennedy adviser, filed a petition asking the FDA to rescind its approval of the polio vaccine, which, since its inception in the 1950s, has been used by billions of people and has helped subdue that dreaded scourge. For a time, Siri reportedly helped Kennedy screen candidates for future HHS positions and was thought to be in line for one himself, but a transition spokesperson told The Wall Street Journal last week that he was no longer involved.

Kennedy presents the Senate with an interesting dilemma. He bears the name, if not the outlook or gravitas, of his famous father. His emphasis on healthy eating and physical fitness to combat obesity is as sensible now as it was when First Lady Michelle Obama championed those causes in the previous decade, to the scorn of many Republicans. His environmentalism is so pronounced that Trump has publicly assured the "drill, baby, drill" crowd that Kennedy won't "touch the oil and gas." His anti-corporate bent and deep suspicion of government bureaucracy appeal to populists on the left and right. And government bureaucracies, which are particularly prone to inertia and special-interest influence, should be challenged.

But their renewal must be guided by facts, not exotic, debunked claims. If confirmed, Kennedy will oversee the FDA, which approves vaccines. He will have authority over the National Institutes of Health, which funds and underwrites essential research that leads to vaccines and cures, and the CDC, which plays a central role in quelling public-health threats. It is an awesome responsibility and a crucial platform, dangerous in the hands of a charlatan who places conspiracy theories over science.

Read: RFK Jr. is in the wrong agency

Vaccines and medications should be rigorously tested and scrutinized for their efficacy and side effects, free of pressure and lobbying from the firms that develop them. The public needs and deserves that confidence. But those tests and standards should be based on proven science and not quackery.

Kennedy will face intense questioning about all of this, as well as his stability and judgment, at his confirmation hearing, which is slated for Wednesday. If he is confirmed, his promotion of junk science and vaccine hesitancy could prove as threatening to American public health as the barriers posed by an unforgiving, frozen Alaskan wilderness were to the desperate children and parents of Nome a century ago.

At the foot of Balto's memorial in Central Park are three words: Endurance, Fidelity, Intelligence. Can enough United States senators overcome political pressure and demonstrate those same qualities in the coming days?




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/01/rfk-jr-vaccines-balto-diphtheria/681416/?utm_source=feed



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Emperor Trump's New Map

The president who built his fan base on isolationism is pivoting to a kind of imperialism that the U.S. hasn't seen in decades.

by Franklin Foer




When Vladimir Putin daydreams, he imagines himself saluting a phalanx as it goose-steps across central Kyiv. In Donald Trump's version of the fantasy, he is triumphantly floating through the Panama Canal on a battleship. Both men see themselves recovering lost empires, asserting their place in history by reversing it.

During his first term, Trump set about dismantling the architecture of postwar internationalism by trash-talking and bullying the institutional implements of global cooperation, the likes of NATO and the World Health Organization. This assault on the old order was waged in the name of populism, an attack on elites in foreign capitals who siphoned off taxpayers' dollars. But what Trump hoped to achieve with these rhetorical fusillades was sometimes unclear, other than pleasing his political base, which adored them.

As Trump enters his second term, those attacks now seem more purposeful. In retrospect, he may have been laying tracks for a more ambitious plan, weakening those institutions so that he could eventually exploit their weakness.

Over the past weeks, he's declared himself the tribune of a new era of American imperialism, which abandons any pretext of promoting liberal values to the world. In Trump's newly hatched vision of empire, America stands poised to expand--not just into Panama but into Greenland and outer space--simply because its raw power entitles it to expand. To use the phrase he invoked in his inaugural address, a callback to the 19th-century vision of American imperialism, it is his "manifest destiny."

This new policy represents a twist in his evolution that makes some of his most ardent supporters look like suckers. MAGA intellectuals and mouthpieces--Tucker Carlson is the paragon--portrayed Trump as a devoted isolationist, a fierce critic of militarism, a leader who would never indulge in foreign adventures. (Writing in Compact, the journalist Christian Parenti exclaimed that Trump "has done more to restrain the US imperium than any politician in 75 years.") It turns out that Trump isn't really a member of the peace party after all.

Helen Lewis: Carlson and Vance--two smart guys who play dumb for power

At a glance, Panama is an odd centerpiece for this vision. Before Trump started wailing about it, there wasn't any apparent issue with American access to the canal. But Trump has focused on it because of its historic resonance. Reclaiming the Panama Canal is an old obsession of the American right.

In its nostalgic quest to return to a prelapsarian era of the America past, the right used to incessantly harp on the canal. It was, by any ideological measure, a defining symbol of national prowess. In The Path Between the Seas, David McCullough's epic history of its construction, the author called it "the first grandiose and assertive show of American power at the dawn of the new century ... the resolution of a dream as old as the voyages of Columbus."

But, as McCullough also documents, that triumph came at an immense human cost. By dredging a notch in the earth, many laborers were digging their own grave; they perished in landslides, of rampant heatstroke and malaria and yellow fever. The death toll stoked enduring hatred of the yanqui.

Beginning with Lyndon B. Johnson, American presidents of both parties understood the strategic necessity of handing the canal back. Johnson appreciated this lesson only after dispatching troops to quell anti-American riots in 1964. Presidents knew that if the canal remained an American possession, they would have to repeat Johnson's intervention; the anger over America's presence would never subside.

Henry Kissinger poured himself into negotiating an agreement relinquishing the waterway. But only Jimmy Carter had the political courage to push a pair of treaties through the U.S. Senate. In classic Carter fashion, his painstaking efforts brought little domestic political benefit. Indeed, by mobilizing moderate Republicans to support the treaties, he helped doom their careers.

Read: The political logic of Trump's international threats

That's because the insurgent New Right, the faction of the Republican Party that evolved into the modern conservative establishment, appreciated the political upside of demagoguing the issue. As Richard Viguerie, an architect of the right's emerging infrastructure, put it, "We're going to ride this hard. It's a sexy issue. It's a populist issue." Running for president in 1976, Ronald Reagan bellowed, "We built it; we paid for it; and we're going to keep it." This was a lament for what George Will called America's "vanished mastery."

These attacks were highly effective. The New Right bludgeoned the 68 senators who voted to ratify the Panama Canal treaties, which helped unseat 20 of them in 1978 and 1980. Paul Weyrich, one of the founders of the Heritage Foundation, crowed, "The Panama Canal treaties put us on the map."

For Ronald Reagan, however, the treaties were merely a campaign talking point. As president, he never sought to reverse Carter's course. He backed away from the raw nostalgia for empire that he had espoused in the campaign and joined a bipartisan foreign-policy consensus, which tended to distance itself from America's imperial history.

During the Cold War and the era that followed, American presidents justified intervention in foreign conflicts as a means toward the end of defending liberal values, the promotion of democracy, the squelching of communism, and the prevention of genocide. Sometimes this was hypocrisy. Sometimes it was dangerously misguided. But it was also a genuine evolution in values. America no longer used its military might to acquire territories or to blatantly protect its corporations or to acquire precious resources. Interventions were justified in the moral vocabulary of international law.

Donald Trump is abandoning this tradition by describing a Hobbesian world in which the most powerful are given free reign to dominate. If the U.S. wants Greenland's resources, it has a divine right to them. If it wants to rename the Gulf of Mexico, to suggest the subservience of a neighbor, it can. This type of imperial spirit rarely restricts itself to the rhetorical. Martial threats manifest themselves in martial action. After demolishing the global order, Trump intends to plant his flag on the rubble.
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Trump's Second Term Might Have Already Peaked

As far as policy accomplishments are concerned, it could very well turn out to be as underwhelming as the first.

by Jonathan Chait




Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.

Ever since Donald Trump emerged as a credible threat to return to the White House, the guardrails that seemed to restrain him in his first term--political, legal, psychic--have collapsed with astonishing speed. His nominees are sailing through their confirmation hearings, including some who are underqualified and ideologically extreme. Titans of business and media are throwing themselves at his feet as supplicants. He has obliterated long-standing norms, unashamedly soliciting payoffs from corporations with business before the government. (The Wall Street Journal reports that Paramount, whose parent company needs Trump's approval for a merger, is mulling a settlement of one of his groundless lawsuits.) Steps that even his allies once dismissed as unthinkable, such as freeing the most violent, cop-beating January 6 insurrectionists, have again reset the bar of normalcy.

These displays of dominance have convinced many of Trump's critics and supporters alike that his second term will operate in a categorically different fashion from the first. Where once he was constrained by the "deep state"--or, depending on your political priors, by the efforts of conscientious public servants--Trump will now have a fully subdued government at his disposal, along with a newly compliant business and media elite. He will therefore be able to carry out the sorts of wild policy objectives that failed to materialize during his first term.

The earliest indications, however, suggest that this might prove only half true. Trump has clearly claimed some territory in the culture wars: He is now dancing with Village People in the flesh, not merely to a recording of the group's most famous track. And when it comes to getting away with self-dealing and abuses of power, he has mastered the system. But a politician and a party that are built for propaganda and quashing dissent generally lack the tools for effective governance. As far as policy accomplishments are concerned, the second Trump term could very well turn out to be as underwhelming as the first.

Trump has promised a grand revolution. At a pre-inaugural rally, he announced, "The American people have given us their trust, and in return, we're going to give them the best first day, the biggest first week, and the most extraordinary first 100 days of any presidency in American history." He branded his inauguration "Liberation Day," labeled his incoming agenda a "revolution of common sense," and boasted, "Nothing will stand in our way." After being sworn in on Monday, he signed a slew of executive orders in a move that has been termed "shock and awe."

David A. Graham: The Gilded Age of Trump begins now

Those orders fall into a few different categories. Some are genuinely dangerous--above all, the mass pardon of about 1,500 January 6 defendants, which unambiguously signals that lawbreaking in the service of subverting elections in Trump's favor will be tolerated. Others, including withdrawing from the World Health Organization and freezing offshore wind energy, will be consequential but perhaps not enduring--that which can be done by executive order can be undone by it.

What's really striking is how many fall into the category of symbolic culture-war measures or vague declarations of intent. Trump declared a series of "emergencies" concerning his favorite issues, just as Joe Biden had. His order declaring an end to birthright citizenship seems likely to be struck down on constitutional grounds, although the Supreme Court can always interpret the Fourteenth Amendment's apparently plain text as it desires. He is re-renaming a mountain in Alaska--which, in four years' time, could be renamed yet again, perhaps after one of the police officers who fought off Trump's insurrection attempt. He has ordered the federal government to officially recognize only two genders, male and female. "You are no longer going to have robust and long drop-down menus when asking about sex," an incoming White House official said. Ooooh, the federal intake forms will be shorter!

Meanwhile, Trump has already scaled back many of his most grandiose day-one promises from the campaign. Broker an end to the Ukraine war before taking office? He has "made no known serious effort to resolve the war since his election," The New York Times reports. Ask again in a few months. Bring down grocery prices? Never mind.

Trump's supporters probably realized that some of his campaign pledges were hyperbolic. Even by realistic standards, however, Trump seems unprepared to deliver on some of his biggest stated goals. Take his signature domestic policy. Trump loudly promised throughout the presidential campaign to impose massive global tariffs once he took office. And yet, even that proposal remains theoretical. Trump's executive order on trade instructs, "The Secretary of Commerce, in consultation with the Secretary of the Treasury and the United States Trade Representative, shall investigate the causes of our country's large and persistent annual trade deficits in goods, as well as the economic and national security implications and risks resulting from such deficits, and recommend appropriate measures," and then proceeds to issue more solemn calls for study of the matter.

Presidents don't always come into office with fully formed plans, but Trump doesn't even have concepts of a plan, or any way to resolve fundamental tension between his belief that foreign countries should pay tariffs and the reality that tariffs raise prices for Americans. Another White House document announces, "All agencies will take emergency measures to reduce the cost of living." What measures? We can be fairly sure that there is no secret plan waiting to be unveiled.

None of this is to say that Trump will accomplish nothing. At a minimum, he will restrict immigration and sign a regressive tax cut. But even his policy successes will likely sow the seeds of a thermostatic backlash in public opinion. Americans favor mass deportation in the abstract, but their support dwindles when they contemplate specifics. An Axios poll found that strong majorities oppose separating families, employing active-duty military to locate undocumented immigrants, and using military funds to carry out immigration policy. Even some high-level Trump allies have warned that mass deportations will cause immediate economic disruption.

Trump's fiscal agenda is where the desires of his wealthy benefactors, the preferences of his voters, and economic conditions will clash most violently. The previous two Republican presidents to take office--George W. Bush in 2001, and Trump in 2017--inherited low inflation and low or falling interest rates. Both were able to cut taxes and raise spending without facing any near-term economic costs. In his second term, Trump faces an economy that, while growing smartly, is still plagued with high interest rates relative to the pre-COVID norm. If Trump revises the old playbook of cutting taxes now and worrying about the cost later, he may discover that "later" happens right away.

One answer to the dilemma would be to pay for tax cuts with deep cuts to social spending on the poor, a staple of past Republican budgets. Yet Trump's strength with low-income voters turns that maneuver into another potential source of backlash. Last month, The Washington Post's Tim Craig interviewed low-income Trump voters in a poor town in Pennsylvania who earnestly believe that he will not touch their benefits.

Russell Berman: What Trump can (and probably can't) do with his trifecta

Meanwhile, some of Trump's most prominent backers refuse to acknowledge that any tough choices await. In a recent interview, the New York Times columnist Ross Douthat presented Marc Andreessen, one of the Silicon Valley billionaires hoping to influence Trump's domestic agenda, with concerns that Elon Musk's plans to cut the budget would alienate voters. In response, Andreessen insisted that the very suggestion reflected "absolute contempt for the taxpayer," repeating versions of the line rather than engaging with the problem. Musk himself recently reduced his goal of cutting $2 trillion from the budget to a mere $1 trillion. When the brains of the operation are picking arbitrary round numbers and then revising them arbitrarily, one begins to question their grasp on the challenge they face.

Whether Trump pays any political price for failing to deliver on unrealistic promises--or for succeeding at delivering on unpopular ones--is an open question. Political difficulties won't generate themselves. They will require an energetic and shrewd opposition. And a major purpose of Trump's maneuvers to intimidate corporate and media elites is to head off a backlash by gaining control over the information environment.

One of Trump's greatest strengths as a politician is to constantly redefine his policy goals so that whatever he does constitutes "winning." The success of this tactic reflects the degraded intellectual state of the Republican Party's internal culture. The conservative movement rejected institutions such as academia and the mainstream media decades ago, building up its own network of loyal counterinstitutions that would construct an alternate reality. This has helped Republicans hold together in the face of corruption and misconduct that, in a bygone era, would have shattered a governing coalition. (Today, Watergate would just be another witch hunt.) But the impulse to disregard expertise and criticism has also disabled Republicans' ability to engage in objective analysis. The past two Republican administrations accordingly both ended in catastrophe, because the president had built an administration of courtiers who flattered his preexisting beliefs, whether about weapons of mass destruction and Iraq or COVID and the economy.

George Packer: The end of democratic delusions

None of those pathologies has disappeared. To the contrary, the MAGA-era GOP has grown more cultlike than ever. The rare, feeble attempt to steer Trump away from bad decisions is usually buried in obsequious flattery. The Trump presidency will be, by definition, a golden age, because Trump will be president during all of it. But it is a measure of his allies' decrepitude that, whatever positions he ultimately lands on, they are prepared to salute.

Trump has struck fear into his party and America's corporate bosses. His inauguration was a display of mastery, a sign that none will dare defy his wishes. But a leader surrounded by sycophants cannot receive the advice he needs to avoid catastrophic error, and to signal that his allies can enrich themselves from his administration is to invite scandal. In his inaugural spectacle of dominance and intimidation, Trump was planting the seeds of his own failure.
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What Everyone Gets Wrong About Tulsi Gabbard

Other than raw ambition, only one through line is perceptible in a switchbacking political career.

by Elaine Godfrey




Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.

Long before Donald Trump rewarded Tulsi Gabbard's loyalty with a nomination to be the next director of national intelligence, before her friendliness with Tucker Carlson, and before her association with the Syrian dictator Bashar al-Assad, she was loyal to another charismatic leader. A man who remains mostly unknown outside Hawaii but is reputed to have a powerful hold over his followers.

That leader is Chris Butler, the founder of an offshoot of the Hare Krishna movement in Hinduism, called the Science of Identity Foundation. Butler's followers know him as Jagad Guru Siddhaswarupananda Paramahamsa, and Gabbard, who identifies as Hindu, has called him her "guru-dev," or spiritual master. According to its website, the foundation promotes yoga meditation to achieve spiritual and physical enlightenment, but Butler, well known for his fervent and graphic sermons about the evils of gay sex, does not appear to tolerate dissent from his followers. Some former devotees have called the secretive group a cult.

Other than raw ambition, Gabbard's adherence to Butler's foundation has been the only perceptible through line in her switchbacking, two-decade political career. First there was an astonishingly quick leap from enigmatic state lawmaker to national Democratic Party leader; then came Gabbard's almost-as-quick falling-out with the party establishment; there followed an inscrutable congressional record, including a seemingly inexplicable visit with a Middle East dictator; after that was Gabbard's stint as a Fox News media darling, and finally her rebirth as a MAGA Republican, nominated to be America's next spymaster.

While Gabbard awaits a confirmation hearing, even senators in Trump's party seem concerned about her suitability. Maybe they should be: Democrats figured out the hard way that they couldn't rely on Gabbard; Republicans may soon learn the same.

To understand how Gabbard ended up in the middle of such a strange ideological Venn diagram, it helps to know about her early years. Born in American Samoa, Gabbard grew up in Hawaii, where she was homeschooled and spent time surfing in the blue waves off Oahu. Her father, Mike, is now a Democratic state senator, but he's done a bit of his own party-flipping; during Gabbard's childhood, Mike was an independent, and later switched to the Republican Party, after leading Hawaii's movement against same-sex marriage. He launched a group called Stop Promoting Homosexuality Hawaii and hosted a radio show titled Let's Talk Straight Hawaii. In 1998, Mike Gabbard put out a TV ad featuring a teenage Tulsi and her siblings that likened marrying someone of the same sex to marrying your dog.

The Gabbard family was--and, according to several Hawaii residents and people familiar with the group, still is--devoted to Butler and his foundation. "The belief system was [Butler's] interpretation of the Hare Krishna belief system, plus Buddhism, Christianity, and whatever else," Lalita Mann, a former disciple of Butler's, told me. Fraternizing with outsiders was frowned upon, Mann said; complete obedience was expected: "To offend him would be offending God." Gabbard's own aunt once described the group as "the alt-right of the Hare Krishna movement."

Butler had an appetite for temporal as well as spiritual power. Gabbard, a smart, good-looking girl from a political family, always appealed to him, Mann and Anita Van Duyn, another defector from the group, told me. Butler described Gabbard as a stellar pupil of his teaching. In her teens, Gabbard reportedly attended a school run by Butler's followers in the Philippines. "He always wanted someone to be high up in the federal government" to direct the culture toward godliness, Van Duyn told me. Trump's team rejected this characterization. "This is a targeted hit on her faith, fomenting Hinduphobia," Alexa Henning, a spokesperson for the Trump transition, told me. "The repeated attacks that she has sustained from the media and Democrats about her faith and her loyalty to our country are not only false smears; they are bigoted as well." (Gabbard herself did not respond to requests for comment for this story.)

The Science of Identity Foundation leader was not the only person to see Gabbard's appeal. The people I interviewed described the surfer cum mixed-martial-arts aficionado as shy but warm. She has a rich, low voice, and always greets people with a friendly "Aloha." Her demeanor helps explain how quickly she rocketed to political success from a young age. She chooses her words carefully, and listens intently, often seeming like the most mature person in a room, even when she is one of the youngest. "She cocks her head, and she pulls you in" to the "Tulsi hug," one Hawaii Democrat told me. "It's very mesmerizing." Gabbard, in other words, has charisma. And she has always made it count.

In 2002, soon after she married her first husband, Gabbard dropped out of community college and ran for a seat in the Hawaii state House. In that race, and in others that followed, a swarm of volunteers associated with Butler's group would descend on the district to knock on doors and pass out yard signs, according to someone who worked with Gabbard's campaign in those early days, and who asked for anonymity to speak candidly. Back then, Gabbard shared her father's views on same-sex marriage and opposed abortion rights, two positions that were--particularly in recent years--politically risky in solid-blue Hawaii. But she was clearly struggling to form her ideology, the former campaign colleague said, and determine a political identity of her own.

After one term in office, Gabbard joined the Hawaii Army National Guard, and went to Iraq as part of a medical unit, the first of two Middle East deployments. After her return, she and her husband divorced. In 2010, she ran successfully for a seat on the Honolulu city council. "She was as ambitious as you could possibly be," Gabbard's campaign colleague told me. And she was respected. Gabbard was racking up experiences, fleshing out her political resume. Congress was next for Gabbard, and everybody knew it.

In the fall of 2011, something happened that shocked politicians in Hawaii. EMILY's List, the national organization whose goal is to elect pro-abortion-rights women to Congress, announced that it was backing Gabbard. To political observers, it didn't make sense. Gabbard had a D behind her name, but was she really a Democrat? Behind the scenes, EMILY's List was wondering the same thing. Although her position on abortion had evolved in ways acceptable to the organization, Gabbard was still iffy on same-sex marriage. Her answers on the EMILY's List application had made its leaders uneasy, one former staffer told me, and that staffer was asked to call Gabbard for clarification. During their conversation, Gabbard said she didn't want the government involved in marriage. The staffer pointed out that the government was already involved in heterosexual marriage, so it wouldn't be fair to deny the same access to gay couples. Gabbard seemed not to have considered this, the staffer told me, and after only a few minutes on the phone, Gabbard declared that her position had changed. Politicians typically do some finagling to secure the support of special-interest groups, but this was different.

"I've never had another conversation like that," said the staffer, who still works in Democratic politics but asked to remain anonymous in order to speak candidly. "She was willing to do or say whatever. It was like she had absolutely no moral compass." I heard the same sentiment from numerous people who have worked with Gabbard, both in Hawaii and at the federal level.

Gabbard's leftward journey was well under way. Her second Middle East deployment, to Kuwait, had inspired a "gradual metamorphosis" on social issues, she told Honolulu Civil Beat in 2012, adding, "I'm not my dad. I'm me." By the time she got to Congress, in 2013, Democrats had embraced her like a long-lost friend. Gabbard was celebrated as the first Hindu member of Congress and was eagerly welcomed in the Congressional Asian Pacific American Caucus. Nancy Pelosi called her an "emerging star," and House leaders gave her a seat on the prominent Armed Forces Committee. She was, to use a more contemporary comparison, AOC before Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez.

"There was this initial huge fascination with Gabbard" inside the party, a former Democratic House staffer, who requested anonymity to speak about his time working closely with Gabbard, told me. President Barack Obama himself lobbied for Gabbard to get a vice chairmanship on the Democratic National Committee, its former chair Debbie Wasserman Schultz told me. The Florida lawmaker hesitated at first. "I was warned early on that she was close to extremists in Hawaii," Wasserman Schultz told me, referring to anti-gay activists. Still, she gave Gabbard the benefit of the doubt.

Gabbard proved popular among the other freshmen. "She was funny, she was engaging," a former House colleague and friend of Gabbard's, who requested anonymity to speak candidly, told me. She ran around with a small, bipartisan group of lawmakers, including Representatives Beto O'Rourke of Texas, Kyrsten Sinema of Arizona, and Markwayne Mullin of Oklahoma; some of them met for CrossFit in the mornings.

But the congressional crush on Gabbard fizzled almost as quickly as it began. Wasserman Schultz told me that the DNC had a hard time getting Gabbard to show up for meetings or conference calls. When a House vote against employment discrimination came up, Gabbard was difficult to pin down, Wasserman Schultz said--even though, as a DNC vice chair, she should have been "the easiest 'yes' in the caucus."

Read: The thing that binds Gabbard, Gaetz, and Hegseth to Trump

Gabbard seemed eager to stand out in a different way. She took to sitting on the Republican side of the House chamber. Despite her DNC perch, she voted with Republicans to condemn the Obama administration for not alerting Congress about a prisoner exchange with the Taliban in 2014, and the next year criticized the Democratic president's reluctance to refer to Islamic State terrorists as "Islamic extremists."

The representative from Hawaii was not facing a tough reelection, so none of these positions made sense to her fellow Democrats. Some suggested that she was a rare independent thinker in Congress; others identified in her a less virtuous strain of opportunism. Gabbard had "masked herself as a progressive to gain power," Wasserman Schultz told me. After all, voters in Hawaii almost never elect Republicans to Congress.

Others pointed to deeper forces. "I think something happened around 2013," Gabbard's campaign colleague from Hawaii told me, pointing out that, at the time, several of her original congressional staffers resigned, and Gabbard replaced them with people affiliated with the Science of Identity Foundation. In 2015, Gabbard married Abraham Williams, the son of her office manager, both of whom, the colleague told me, were involved in the group. The couple's Oahu wedding was attended by several members of Congress, including then-House Whip Steny Hoyer, as well as a representative from Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi's Hindu-nationalist party. It seemed as though Butler's group had reeled her back in, the campaign colleague said. He remembers thinking, "I don't know who the hell you are anymore."

During the 2016 Democratic primary, Gabbard resigned from the DNC and endorsed Senator Bernie Sanders's campaign for president because, she said, Hillary Clinton was too hawkish. Sanders-aligned progressives appreciated her support, especially because the Vermont senator had just been shellacked in South Carolina. On the trail, Gabbard spoke confidently about anti-interventionism, climate change, and Medicare for All. "I couldn't think of an issue then where we had any degree of separation," Larry Cohen, a union leader and the chair of the pro-Sanders progressive group Our Revolution, told me.


Senator Bernie Sanders with Gabbard at his campaign rally in Gettysburg ahead of the Democratic primary election in Pennsylvania, April 2016 (Mark Wilson / Getty)



But, in 2017, Gabbard made a move that stumped her new progressive friends, as well as most everyone else: She flew to Syria, in the middle of its civil war, and twice met with the now-deposed dictator Bashar al-Assad, who had by then already killed hundreds of his own people using chemical weapons, and who clung to power thanks to aid from Vladimir Putin. The original plan, according to a former staffer for Gabbard, had been to meet with everyday Syrians and "bear witness." But as The Washington Post reported today, the trip's actual itinerary deviated dramatically from the one that had been approved by the House Ethics Committee. The meetings with Assad had not been in the plan, and even Gabbard's staffer, like others on her team, did not know about them until after they'd happened. "You fucked us," the staffer, who also asked for anonymity to speak about confidential matters, remembers telling Gabbard later. "The reason you told us you were going on this trip will never come up again. It will only ever be about you meeting with Assad."

For D.C. institutionalists, Gabbard's conversations with Assad broke a long-standing convention that members of Congress do not conduct freelance foreign policy. But many also saw the trip as an unforgivable swerve toward autocracy.

Outside the Washington scene, Gabbard's independence and charisma still counted. When Gabbard ran in the Democratic presidential primary in 2019, she could still muster an enthusiastic if motley alliance of progressives, libertarians, and conservative Hindus. She also did well among the kind of people who are fond of saying that all politicians are corrupt and neither political party is good for America. "I'm voting for her. I decided. I like her. I met her in person. Fuck it," Joe Rogan said on his podcast that year.

Despite that glowing endorsement, Gabbard never scored above single digits in the contest, and dropped out of the race in March 2020. In the years that followed, she would pop up now and again with new and surprising takes. In December 2020, Gabbard introduced a bill to ban trans women and girls from playing women's sports, plus two pieces of anti-abortion legislation. In 2021, she left Congress altogether. The next year, when Russia invaded Ukraine, she blamed President Joe Biden and NATO for ignoring "Russia's legitimate security concerns." Then she turned up as a featured speaker at the annual Conservative Political Action Conference.

At a late-summer conference in Michigan last year, Gabbard announced that she was supporting Donald Trump for president. She completed her political migration in October at a MAGA rally in North Carolina, when she said that she was joining the Republican Party. She praised Trump for transforming the GOP into "the party of the people and the party of peace." Her message was that she hadn't left the Democrats; they had left her. "People evolve on politics all the time," the former House colleague and friend told me. "But that's a long way from saying Hey, the party went too far to embracing Donald Trump."

Gabbard's instincts are those of a "moth to a flame of power," Wasserman Schultz told me. And Trump's flame is burning brightly again. But in Gabbard's dogged pursuit of power, or at least of proximity to power, others see the influence not of a new guru, but of the old one: Butler. "She's his loyal servant," Van Duyn, the Science of Identity Foundation defector, said, and Gabbard regards him as "possessing infallible authority." Van Duyn also told me that she has sent letters to several Democratic lawmakers, asking them to vote against Gabbard's confirmation as DNI because she fears that sensitive intelligence "can and will be communicated to her guru."

Each of the current and former Democratic lawmakers I spoke with for this story had concerns about the Gabbard-Butler relationship. "There are some very tough questions that need to be asked," Representative Jill Tokuda, Democrat of Hawaii, told me. "Who's really calling the shots when it comes to what Tulsi Gabbard believes?"


Gabbard at the Trump campaign rally at Madison Square Garden in New York City, on October 27, 2024 (Michael M. Santiago / Getty)



Butler, who is now in his late 70s and reportedly living in a beachfront home in Kailua, did not respond to a request for comment. But in a statement, Jeannie Bishop, the foundation's president, disputed the accounts of people whom the group considers to be "propagating misconceptions," and accused the media of "fomenting" Hinduphobia. (Butler's foundation, along with a collection of 50 Hindu groups, sent out a press release last week blasting recent media coverage as "Hinduphobic.")

Tom Nichols: Tulsi Gabbard's nomination is a national-security risk

Regardless of whom her opportunism ultimately serves, political opportunity has come again for Gabbard. After she hitched her wagon to Trump, he chose her to be his spymaster in chief--a position for which she does not seem remotely qualified. The current director, Avril Haines, was confirmed after previously serving as deputy national security adviser, deputy director of the Central Intelligence Agency, and deputy counsel to the president for national-security affairs in the Office of White House Counsel. Gabbard has no similar background in intelligence or agency leadership. Henning, the Trump spokesperson, pointed to Gabbard's endorsement from former CIA Director of Counterterrorism Bernard Hudson, who has commended Gabbard's "independent thinking."

Gabbard's Assad visit and her pro-Russian views also remain fresh in the minds of many in Congress. Nothing proves that Gabbard is a "Russian asset," as Hillary Clinton once famously put it, but Moscow seems gleeful about her selection to lead the intelligence agency: "The C.I.A. and the F.B.I. are trembling," the newspaper Komsomolskaya Pravda crowed after her nomination was announced. Another Russian state outlet called Gabbard a "comrade."

Judging by the congressional hearings so far, traditional expertise and credentials may not matter much to the GOP lawmakers charged with confirming Trump's picks. But the incoherence of Gabbard's ideological evolution may yet count against her: Reliability could be the sticking point. Republicans should know, as well as Democrats, that "she's ruthless in her pursuit of personal power," the Hawaii campaign colleague told me. "Even if that means disappointing MAGA folks or Trump, it's clear she'd do it in a heartbeat."

During her eight years in Congress, Gabbard was a fierce defender of privacy rights, something her supporters on both the right and the left long admired. In particular, she had opposed the reauthorization of Section 702 of the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act, legislation that permits some warrantless surveillance of American citizens. But after meeting with senators last week, Gabbard announced that the act's surveillance capability "must be safeguarded." The would-be director of national intelligence had had a change of heart.
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The Trump Faithful Return to D.C.

This past weekend, a pro-Trump throng arrived in Washington not in protest, but in triumph.

by Andres Kudacki and Russell Berman




The last time thousands of people descended on the nation's capital in support of Donald Trump, it did not end well. On January 6, 2021, the president's most fervent fans ransacked the seat of American democracy, interrupting--but not stopping--the certification of his loss. Two weeks later, Trump left office disgraced and impeached. For a while, he seemed likelier to be imprisoned than restored to power. The next four years brought investigations and indictments, a felony conviction, and an assassination attempt that left Trump bloodied and defiant.

This past weekend, a pro-Trump throng arrived in Washington, D.C., not in protest but in triumph. For many, the only disappointment was not getting to witness his inauguration in person. Frigid temperatures forced the ceremony inside the U.S. Capitol, which could accommodate only the wealthiest and most well-connected of the new president's backers. Still, the rest found alternative ways to celebrate. Thousands braved the cold to wait in long lines for a pre-inaugural rally in Capital One Arena on Sunday. Some attended balls and fancy parties around the city, while others found warmth--and plenty of TV screens--in crowded D.C. bars. Yesterday at noon, they watched Trump take the oath of office for a second time, capping the most improbable political comeback in American history. His exultant supporters in the capital--and a divided nation at home--hope for a better ending.


Guests at the Turning Point USA Inaugural Eve Ball, one of several glittery soirees held across D.C. the night before Donald Trump's inauguration (Photograph by Andres Kudacki)




The dance floor at the Turning Point USA Inaugural Eve Ball, where musical guests included Kid Rock (Photograph by Andres Kudacki)




Sparkly details celebrated the start of Donald Trump's second term at  the Turning Point USA ball (Photographs by Andres Kudacki)




Guests at the Turning Point USA Inaugural Eve Ball, one of several glittery soirees held across D.C. the night before Donald Trump's inauguration (Photograph by Andres Kudacki)




 Donald Trump supporters line up in Washington, D.C. (Photograph by Andres Kudacki)




Trump supporters waited in wintry weather to enter Capital One Arena for the pre-inaugural Victory Rally on Sunday (Photograph by Andres Kudacki)




MAGA hats and MAGA chains (Photograph by Andres Kudacki)




 Vendors sold inauguration souvenirs to passers-by braving the chilly conditions. (Photograph by Andres Kudacki)




 Patrons at Dirty Water, a sports bar on H Street that hosted an Inauguration Day watch party. Throngs of Trump supporters watched the day's events on television after frigid temperatures moved the official swearing-in ceremony inside the Capitol Rotunda. (Photograph by Andres Kudacki)




Trump supporters at the Dirty Water bar (Photograph by Andres Kudacki)




 TV screens at the Dirty Water bar broadcast Trump's inaugural address, in which he declared that "the golden age of America begins right now." (Photograph by Andres Kudacki)
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On Donald Trump and the Inscrutability of God

How I'm praying for the new president

by Esau McCaulley




Many themes run through the Christian Bible: grace, forgiveness, concern for the suffering, love for neighbors, the pursuit of holiness. One theme that stands out clearly is the inscrutability and transcendence of God. In a passage in the book of Isaiah, God declares, "My thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways ... As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts."

Although Christians believe that God reigns supreme over history and will direct things to their proper end, the meanings of individual events are much more difficult to discern. For this reason, Christians are not quick to attribute natural disasters as a sign of God's judgment on a particular place. We don't believe that one can count the number of Christians on a sporting team and then give the team with the most Christians the victory. The world is more complicated than that. We are not always sure why some people get sick and their prayers for healing are answered, and why some people get sick and die. Promising prosperity and declaring a secret knowledge about the purposes of God have always been ways to gain applause, power, and money, but they are also dangerous and potentially heretical.

If all this is true of illness and catastrophe, how much more so of a presidential election? I know that more people cast their vote for Donald Trump than for Kamala Harris, and for that reason he was inaugurated yesterday. I cannot with confidence speak about God's intervention in the matter. I was surprised, then, to hear the invocation at the inauguration attribute the outcome of the 2024 election to God's positive will for America, and as an occasion for praise. That strikes me as hubris because it assumes the ability to know God's opinion on an event in history.

Read: Did God save Donald Trump?

The story of Israel's first king might be instructive. According to the narrative in the Bible, the people of Israel were often defeated by surrounding countries with better fighters. Therefore, the people asked for a king that was like the kings of other nations around the world. God gave the people exactly what they wanted, not as a sign of favor but in part as an act of judgment. Saul's reign was long and troubled and ended in disaster, even though he came as an answer to the people's request. One lesson from this event is that sometimes God allows people's worst instincts to flourish so that they see the full error of their ways. According to the Bible, God later chose a different king, David, whom the people did not ask for or initially want.

The story of David and Saul, and the wider story of God, should make Christians cautious when trying to interpret events. There is just too much we do not know. Was the election of Donald Trump an occasion of God giving people what they want as a form of judgment, as with King Saul, or was it the raising up of God's chosen, as with David? For a variety of character reasons, I am confident it is not the latter. God has already raised up the greater David--Jesus--and humanity is no longer in need of a savior. Still, I can't say that Trump's return to the White House is the result of God's judgment upon America. History is too messy to make such plain proclamations.

I do know that Christians are commanded to pray for rulers and those in authority, because the more power a politician has, the more influence he wields in people's lives. I will pray for Donald Trump just as I prayed for Joe Biden before him. Those prayers ought to have a certain focus: that our leaders use their power wisely to protect the vulnerable and establish justice for all.

Tim Alberta: My father, my faith, and Donald Trump

And when a member of the clergy is given the honor of praying in front of a leader, the prayer should not merely evoke a kind of divine mandate but remind the leader of his solemn responsibility. We serve those in power well when we help them remember there is someone to whom they must give an account. A good prayer for a person in power ought to leave them with knees trembling rather than head nodding.

I have strong disagreements with this president and his administration. I had strong disagreements with the previous administration as well. But I will pray for Donald Trump, because for good or ill, the fate of this president and the lives of so many here and abroad are now linked. Lord, have mercy.
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Republican Leaders Once Thought January 6 Was 'Tragic'

Republicans used to denounce the violent insurrectionists of January 6. Their rhetoric is no longer operative.

by Annie Joy Williams, Gisela Salim-Peyer




Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.

Updated at 12:30 p.m. ET on January 21, 2025

Donald Trump promised his supporters that if he won the presidency again, he would pardon at least some of the January 6 rioters who have been prosecuted. "Tonight I'm going to be signing on the J6 hostages pardons to get them out," he told the crowd at Capital One Arena on Monday night. "And as soon as I leave, I'm going to the Oval Office, and will be signing pardons for a lot of people."

Many prominent Republicans seem to agree with Trump's view that the January 6 insurrectionists, including men convicted of assaulting police officers, are government "hostages." The view seems to be that Democrats are using the events of January 6 as an excuse to carry out what Trump calls a "witch hunt."

Prominent Republicans weren't always blase about January 6. Immediately following the attack on the Capitol, and even into the following year, many leading Republicans condemned the attack on the Capitol and the police officers assigned to protect it.

As an antidote to amnesia, here is an incomplete compilation of remarks about the January 6 violence made by Republicans who now are seeking Cabinet-level positions in the new Trump administration, or are otherwise in Trump's inner circle.



Elise Stefanik, United Nations Ambassador-Designate, January 6, 2021 (press release now deleted): "This is truly a tragic day for America. I fully condemn the dangerous violence and destruction that occurred today at the United States Capitol. Americans have a Constitutional right to protest and freedom of speech, but violence in any form is absolutely unacceptable and anti-American. The perpetrators of this un-American violence and destruction must be prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law."

Marco Rubio, Secretary of State nominee, January 6, 2021: "There is nothing patriotic about what is occurring on Capitol Hill. This is 3rd world style anti-American anarchy."

Kristi Noem, Homeland Security Secretary nominee, January 6, 2021 (tweet now deleted): "We are all entitled to peacefully protest. Violence is not a part of that. What's happening in the Capitol right now must stop."

Doug Burgum, Interior Secretary nominee, January 6, 2021: "We support the right to peacefully protest. The violence happening at our nation's capitol is reprehensible and does not represent American values, and needs to stop immediately."

Vivek Ramaswamy, Department of Government Efficiency co-leader, September 13, 2022: "It was a dark day for democracy. The loser of the last election refused to concede the race, claimed the election was stolen, raised hundreds of millions of dollars from loyal supporters, and is considering running for executive office again. I'm referring, of course, to Donald Trump."

Kevin McCarthy, then-House Minority Leader, January 13, 2021: "The president bears responsibility for Wednesday's attack on Congress by mob rioters. He should have immediately denounced the mob when he saw what was unfolding. These facts require immediate action from President Trump--accept his share of responsibility, quell the brewing unrest, and ensure that President-Elect Biden is able to successfully begin his term. And the president's immediate action also deserves congressional action, which is why I think a fact-finding commission and a censure resolution would be prudent. Unfortunately, that is not where we are today."

Lindsey Graham, South Carolina senator, January 6, 2021: "Those who made this attack on our government need to be identified and prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law. Their actions are repugnant to democracy."

Mike Lee, Utah senator, January 6, 2021: "The violence at the United States Capitol is completely unacceptable. It is time for the protesters to disperse. My staff and I are safe. We are working to finish our constitutional duty to finish counting votes today."

Ted Cruz, Texas senator, January 5, 2022: "A violent terrorist attack on the Capitol where we saw the men and women of law enforcement ... risk their lives to defend the men and women who serve in this Capitol."

Nikki Haley, 2024 presidential candidate, January 12, 2021: "We need to acknowledge [Trump] let us down. He went down a path he shouldn't have, and we shouldn't have followed him, and we shouldn't have listened to him. And we can't let that ever happen again."

Ron DeSantis, governor of Florida and 2024 presidential candidate, January 6, 2021: "Violence or rioting of any kind is unacceptable and the perpetrators must face the full weight of the law."

Peter Wehner: No one will remember Jack Smith's report

Steve Scalise, Louisiana representative, now-House Majority Leader, January 12, 2021: "Like many Americans, I am deeply upset and outraged over the domestic terrorism we witnessed last week in our nation's Capitol. It is clear that tensions in our country are dangerously high. It is incumbent upon leaders to be focused, first and foremost, on uniting our country and ensuring a smooth transition of power to the Biden administration over the coming days."

John Barrasso, Wyoming senator, now-Senate Majority Whip, January 6, 2021: "This violence and destruction have no place in our republic. It must end now."

Tom Emmer, Minnesota representative, now-Majority Whip of the House of Representatives, January 6, 2022: "One year ago, we saw an unacceptable display of violence that runs counter to everything we stand for as a country. Those responsible for the violence must continue to be held accountable, and Congress must focus on providing our men and women in law enforcement around the Capitol--and across the nation--with the resources, training, and support they need to ensure something like this never happens again."

Lisa McClain, Michigan representative, now-chair of the House Republican Conference, January 6, 2021: "Today was an atrocious day for Democracy. What started out as Members of Congress following a sacred and Constitutional tradition, quickly was overcome by violent protestors. I wholeheartedly condemn the violence and vandalism at the Capitol and all who participated in such evil behavior. These vile acts are a slap in the face to peace-loving Americans."

Kevin Hern, Oklahoma representative, now-Chair of the House Republican Policy Committee, January 7, 2021: "Our Capitol building has been a symbol of American freedoms and democracy around the world, yet it was invaded by law breakers seeking to undermine our republican form of government and erode those ideals. There is no excuse for the violent actions witnessed in the halls of Congress. This summer, when Antifa rioters burned American cities to the ground and held Portland hostage for over 100 days, I called for the investigation, arrest, and prosecution of those involved. I consider the crimes committed at the Capitol today to be of the same magnitude, and I support the investigation, arrest, and prosecution of those involved in the violent acts to the full extent of the law."

Mario Diaz-Balart, Florida representative, January 6, 2021: "The Capitol building is the center and sacred symbol of democracy. Today's violent actions undermine the principles and values that our nation was founded on. Individuals who broke into the US Capitol or assaulted our law enforcement should face the full consequences of the law."

Read: What I saw on the January 6 committee

Dan Crenshaw, Texas representative, January 7, 2021: "On Wednesday the Capitol of the most powerful nation the world has ever known was stormed by an angry mob. Americans surely never thought they'd see such a scene: members of Congress barricaded inside the House chamber, Capitol Police trampled, and four Americans dead. A woman was shot near the elevator I use every day to enter the House floor. It was a display not of patriotism but of frenzy and anarchy. The actions of a few overshadowed the decent intentions of many."

Cynthia Lummis, Wyoming senator, January 6, 2021: "Call it what it is: An attack on the Capitol is an attack on democracy. Today we are trying to use the democratic process to address grievances. This violence inhibits our ability to do that. Violent protests were unacceptable this summer and are unacceptable now."

Cathy McMorris Rodgers, then-Washington representative, January 6, 2021 (press release now deleted): "What happened today and continues to unfold in the nation's capital is disgraceful and un-American. Thugs assaulted Capitol Police Officers, breached and defaced our Capitol Building, put people's lives in danger, and disregarded the values we hold dear as Americans. To anyone involved, shame on you. We must have a peaceful transfer of power. The only reason for my objection was to give voice to the concern that governors and courts unilaterally changed election procedures without the will of the people and outside of the legislative process. I have been consistent in my belief that Americans should utilize the Constitutional tools and legal processes available to seek answers to their questions about the 2020 election. What we have seen today is unlawful and unacceptable. I have decided I will vote to uphold the Electoral College results and I encourage Donald Trump to condemn and put an end to this madness."

Rick Scott, Florida senator, January 6, 2021: "Everyone has a right to peacefully protest. No one has a right to commit violence. What happened today at the Capitol is disgraceful and un-American. It is not what our country stands for."

John Thune, South Dakota senator, now-Senate Majority Leader, January 6, 2021: "I hope that the types of people who stormed the capitol today get a clear message that they will not stop our democracy from moving forward."

Marsha Blackburn, Tennessee senator, January 6, 2021: "These actions at the US Capitol by protestors are truly despicable and unacceptable. While I am safe and sheltering in place, these protests are prohibiting us from doing our constitutional duty. I condemn them in the strongest possible terms. We are a nation of laws."

John Kennedy, Louisiana senator, January 6, 2021: "I condemn this violent assault on the democratic process & will not be intimidated by a mob that confuses chaos & destruction with strength & wisdom. I'll continue to work for LA."

Listen: January 6 and the case for oblivion

Steve Daines, Montana senator, January 6, 2021: "Today is a sad day for our country. The destruction and violence we saw at our Capitol today is an assault on our democracy, our Constitution and the rule of law, and must not be tolerated. As Americans, we believe in the right to peaceful protest. We must rise above the violence. We must stand together. We will not let today's violence deter Congress from certifying the election. We must restore confidence in our electoral process. We must, and we will, have a peaceful and orderly transition of power."

Tim Scott, South Carolina senator and 2024 presidential candidate, January 6, 2021: "The violence occurring at the United States Capitol right now is simply unacceptable, and I fully condemn it."



This article originally misstated Kevin McCarthy's title as of January 2021.
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The Tech Oligarchy Arrives

Donald Trump's inauguration signaled a new alliance--for now--with some of the world's wealthiest men.

by Michael Scherer, Ashley Parker




Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.

On the day of Donald Trump's 2017 inauguration, a group of his top billionaire donors, including the casino magnate Miriam Adelson and the future Republican National Committee finance chair Todd Ricketts, hosted a small private party, away from the publicly advertised inaugural balls.

It was the sort of event that carried no interest at the time for the Facebook founder Mark Zuckerberg. He greeted Trump's first presidency by publicly identifying his wife's parents and his own ancestors with the immigrants targeted by Trump's early executive orders. "These issues are personal for me," Zuckerberg wrote in a public letter of concern a week after Trump took office.

But this month, as the same donors made plans for Trump's second inauguration, Zuckerberg successfully maneuvered to become a co-host of their black-tie event, scheduled for tonight. The party quickly became one of the most sought-after gatherings of the weekend, overwhelming organizers with RSVPs from people who had not received invitations.

Even more striking: Zuckerberg sat in front of Trump's incoming Cabinet in the Capitol Rotunda at his inauguration--at the personal invitation of Trump himself, according to two people briefed on the plans who, like some other sources interviewed for this story, requested anonymity to describe private conversations. (A spokesperson for Meta declined to comment.)

Charlie Warzel: We're all trying to find the guy who did this

Zuckerberg was not alone. Trump's inauguration events featured a Silicon Valley smorgasbord, with leaders from Apple, Google, and TikTok in attendance, as well as Amazon's Jeff Bezos and Tesla's Elon Musk. Several of the tech moguls also joined a small prayer service this morning at St. John's Episcopal Church. Later, they blended in with the Trump clan directly behind the incoming president as he officially assumed power just after noon, like honorary family members.

The scene announced a remarkable new dynamic in Washington: Far more so than in his first term, the ultra-wealthy--and tech billionaires in particular--are embracing Trump. And the new president is happy to entertain their courtship, setting up the possibility that Trump's second turn in the White House could be shaped by person-to-person transactions with business and tech executives--a new kind of American oligarchy.

Eight years ago, Trump landed in Washington in a fit of defiance, denouncing in his inaugural address "the American carnage" wrought by "a small group in our nation's capital." Four years later, he left as an outcast, judged responsible for the U.S. Capitol riot and a haphazard attempt to undo the constitutional order. He returns this week with a clean sweep of swing states and the national popular vote, the loyal support of Republicans in Congress, and the financial backing of corporate donors who are expected to help the inaugural committee raise twice what it did in 2017. Organizers of the Women's March, which stomped on Trump's 2017 inauguration by sending hundreds of thousands of protesters to the streets, settled for a series of unremarkable Saturday gatherings. The Democratic opposition, which treated Trump's first term as an existential threat, now lacks an evident strategy or leader.

Like nearly every entity that has tried and failed to bend Trump to its will--his party, his former rivals, his partners in Congress, and his former aides among them--the tech elites largely seem to have decided that they're better off seeking Trump's favor.

Read: 'If there's one person who keeps their word, it's Donald Trump'

Just months ago, Trump released a coffee-table photo book that included a pointed rant about Zuckerberg's $420 million donation in 2020 to fund local election offices during the coronavirus pandemic, an undertaking that Trump called "a true PLOT AGAINST THE PRESIDENT." "We are watching him closely," Trump wrote of Zuckerberg, "and if he does anything illegal this time he will spend the rest of his life in prison."

But since Trump's victory, Zuckerberg has worked to get himself in the new president's good graces. The Meta CEO traveled to Mar-a-Lago; added a Trump pal to his corporate board; extolled the importance of "masculine energy" on Joe Rogan's podcast; abandoned the Meta fact-checking program, which MAGA world had viewed as biased; and personally worked with Trump to try to resolve a 2021 civil lawsuit over Facebook's decision to ban him from the platform, a case that legal experts once considered frivolous.

Bezos, meanwhile, worried aloud in 2016 that Trump's behavior "erodes our democracy around the edges" and spent his first term taking fire from the president for the aggressive reporting of The Washington Post, the newspaper that Bezos owns (and where, until recently, we both were reporters). Now Amazon, like Meta, has given $1 million to the 2025 inaugural committee, and the company recently announced it would release a documentary about, and produced by, the first lady, Melania Trump. Even Musk, who spent more than $250 million last year to elect Trump and now is one of his top advisers, called for the aging Trump to "sail into the sunset" as recently as 2022.

"In the first term, everybody was fighting me," Trump marveled at a mid-December news conference. "In this term, everybody wants to be my friend."

The sheer quantity of money flowing to, and surrounding, Trump has increased. In his first term, he assembled the wealthiest Cabinet in history; this time, his would-be Cabinet includes more than a dozen billionaires. Sixteen of his appointees come not just from the top one percent, but from the top one-ten-thousandth percent, according to the Public Citizen, a nonprofit consumer-advocacy organization. Democrats, too, have long kept their wealthiest donors close, inviting them in on policy discussions and providing special access, but never before have the nation's wealthiest played such a central role in the formation of a new administration.

As recently as last week, before the inauguration proceedings were moved indoors because of cold weather, a donor adviser got a last-minute offer of $500,000 for four tickets, according to the person who fielded the call and had to gently decline the request. Trump's 2017 committee raised $107 million, more than twice the 2013 record set by Barack Obama, and spent $104 million. So far this year, the 2025 inaugural committee is expected to raise at least $225 million and spend less than $75 million on the inaugural festivities, according to a person familiar with the plans. At least some of the unspent tens of millions could go to Trump's presidential library, several people involved with fundraising told us.

Trump's first inauguration had all the markings of a hastily arranged bachelor party put on someone else's credit card. Trump's company and the 2017 inaugural committee ultimately paid $750,000 to the District of Columbia to settle claims of illegal payments, including allegations of inflated charges to a Washington hotel then owned by Trump. (Neither entity admitted wrongdoing.) This time, the inauguration organizers have been more disciplined, and donors have been eager to reward Trump's victory.

"People were prepared, so when he did win, Trump was looking for checks," a person involved in all of the Trump campaigns and both inaugural events told us. "Once Elon got in there, that was kind of the holy water that allowed all the other tech guys to follow. They all followed each other like cattle."

What wealthy donors could get in return for their support of Trump remains an open question. Zuckerberg's, Bezos's, and Musk's federal business interests include rocket-ship and cloud-computing contracts, a federal investigation of Tesla's auto-driving technology, a pending Federal Trade Commission lawsuit against Meta, and a separate antitrust case against Amazon. Just last week, the Securities and Exchange Commission sued Musk for allegedly failing to disclose his early stake in Twitter, the social-media giant he later took over and renamed X. (A lawyer for Musk has said he did "nothing wrong.") When Trump promised in his inaugural address to "plant the Stars and Stripes on the planet Mars," the cameras panned to Musk, whose SpaceX is racing Bezos's Blue Origin; Musk raised both thumbs and mouthed "Yeah!" as he broke into an ebullient grin.

Read: He's no Elon Musk

Existing federal ethics rules were not designed to address the possibility of the world's wealthiest people padding the pockets of the first family through television rights or legal settlements. The Trump family's recently announced cryptocurrency, $TRUMP, creates yet another way for the wealthy to invest directly in an asset to benefit the commander in chief. "There is no enforcement mechanism against the president under these laws," Trevor Potter, a former general counsel for the late Arizona Senator John McCain's campaign, told us.

Even as Silicon Valley elites try to ingratiate themselves with the incoming president, some of Trump's populist supporters are murmuring that the emerging tech oligarchy is diluting the purity of the MAGA base. Steve Bannon, a former adviser to Trump who has clashed in recent weeks with Musk over immigration policy, has fashioned himself as the field general for a fight against the tech bros and their outsize influence on a president eager to cut deals.

"He's got them on display as 'I kicked their ass.' I'm stunned that these nerds don't get anything to be up there," Bannon told us last week, referring to the tech leaders appearing in prime camera position at Trump's inauguration. "It's like walking into Teddy Roosevelt's lodge and seeing the mounted heads of all the big game he shot."

For now, the ragtag populist figures like Bannon who defined Trump's early years in politics are still celebrating. Roger Stone, the convicted and subsequently pardoned Trump kibitzer, attended inauguration events in his anachronistic morning suit--with plans for evening white tie. The British MP Nigel Farage hosted a party Friday at the Hay-Adams hotel, while former British Prime Minister Boris Johnson managed to get a ticket for the U.S. Capitol Rotunda.

On Thursday, Bannon threw his own party, titled "Novus Ordo Seclorum," or "A New Order of the Ages," at Butterworth's club on Capitol Hill. Drinks included, perhaps predictably, the Covfefe Martini (vodka, Fernet, espresso) and the Im-Peach This (gin, peach, Cocci Americano). Bannon arrived fashionably late and was followed from the moment he ducked through the door by a mob of iPhone documenters, and even a man with a flashbulb. He received an impromptu line of frenzied well-wishers that one British journalist quipped was "as if for the Queen."

Read: The MAGA honeymoon is over

As seared foie gras and freshly shucked oysters moved through the room, Bannon urged his supporters to "set new lows tonight," reminding them that once Trump took the oath of office on Monday, "then the real fun happens."

"You have two to three days to get sober," he exhorted. "Go for it!"

The tech barons also fanned out through the city in celebration. The next night, across town, Bezos and his fiancee, Lauren Sanchez, dined at Georgetown's new hot spot, Osteria Mozza, sitting at a window table with leaders of the Post. On Saturday, Palantir and the PayPal co-founder Peter Thiel hosted a party at his Woodley Park mansion; a bow-tied and mop-topped Zuckerberg arrived before the sun had fully set. And yesterday, Trump called Musk up onstage during his pre-inauguration rally inside the Capital One Arena--"C'mere, Elon!" he growled--briefly ceding the spotlight to the Tesla executive and his young son X.

During the 2024 election, many liberals and some conservatives feared that Trump's second term would usher in a new kind of American autocracy, a la Hungary. But on its first day, at least, Trump's new administration seems, more than anything else, oligarchal--albeit one where the transactions mainly flow one way, at least so far.

"They're lining up to obey in advance. because they think they're buying themselves peace of mind," Ruth Ben-Ghiat, an expert on authoritarianism who has been critical of Trump, told us. But, added Ben-Ghiat, who noted the overlap between autocracy and oligarchy: "They can give that million and everything can be fine--but the minute they displease Trump, he could come after them."
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How Donald Trump Got Ready for His Close-Up

The inaugural festivities placed the president's flair for stagecraft on full display.

by Jonathan Lemire




Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.

The Capital One Arena is rather dreary. The 27-year-old venue was considered so outdated--and the neighborhood around it so drab--that last year the owner of the Washington Capitals and Wizards threatened to move the teams to Virginia.

But today, the arena will be the unlikely venue where Donald Trump's political powers and showman's instincts will be placed on full display.

A tiny desk, affixed with the presidential seal and bathed in red, white, and blue lights, has been placed on a stage built in the center of the arena where--in lieu of a traditional inaugural parade--Trump will hold a rally this afternoon. That is where he is expected to sit and sign a slew of executive orders. His efforts to reshape national policy and presidential power will come not in a quiet Oval Office but in front of a raucous crowd of supporters.

Trump officially completed his stunning comeback by taking the oath of office just after noon today in the Rotunda of the U.S. Capitol. But his second term, in many ways, will truly begin a few hours later in that packed arena about a mile away. An executive producer at heart, Trump has always leaned on the power of imagery in cultivating political force. And in his inaugural address, he was stage-managing his sequel, a presidential spectacle that offered a preview of his plans for his second act.

There were few notes of unity.

"My recent election is a mandate to completely and totally reverse a horrible betrayal," Trump said, "and all these many betrayals that have taken place, and give people back their faith, their wealth, their democracy, and indeed their freedom. From this moment on, America's decline is over."

The frigid temperatures gave Trump an excuse to move the inauguration inside, much as Ronald Reagan did in 1985, and they provided him with further control of the pageantry. By not braving the cold--and, to be clear, several inaugurations have been colder--Trump also dispensed with any focus on the size of his crowd, something that upset him deeply eight years ago.

Moreover, he was able to mark his return to power in the very space where a violent mob of his supporters tried to overturn an election to keep him in power. Four years ago, a crowd radicalized by lies of a stolen election stormed the U.S. Capitol and desecrated its Rotunda, committing acts of violence in Trump's name. Today, official Washington used that same historic hall to welcome him back to power.

If Trump had delivered his speech in its customary outdoor location on the Capitol's west front, the cheers from the crowd down on the mall below would have been distant. But the indoor setting invoked a State of the Union address, held annually just down the hall in the House of Representatives chamber. And Trump furthered that feeling with a partisan speech, pushing a litany of policy proposals. Reactions split along party lines, with Republicans repeatedly leaping to their feet to applaud and Democrats, including outgoing President Joe Biden, sitting silently.

Trump leaned into the visual messaging of the Capitol ceremony. For most people, seating charts are mundane, tiresome organizational tools. But they are prized in Washington for clues as to who's up and who's down, offering a literal map of proximity to power. The signals sent by Trump were clear: GOP donors and friends such as Miriam Adelson and Dana White were seated right behind the row for former presidents. His new tech-billionaire friends--Elon Musk, Jeff Bezos, and Mark Zuckerberg--got prime seats inside the Rotunda, in front of the incoming Cabinet, while a number of Republican governors, including Ron DeSantis of Florida, Glenn Youngkin of Virginia, and Brian Kemp of Georgia, were shoved to the overflow room.

Inauguration Day was designed to showcase democracy's strength. Instead, the events of the day showed its inherent fragility. Biden provided Trump what Trump did not give him--a peaceful transfer of power with all the niceties of ceremony--but the outgoing president was so concerned about his successor exacting revenge that he issued extraordinary preemptive pardons to some government officials and members of his own family, which cut sharply against his pledge to restore democratic norms.

As his motorcade wound its way through Washington, Trump was surrounded by his own image. Many of those thronging the nation's capital--even those shut out of the events by the weather-related scheduling changes--sported shirts and sweatshirts emblazoned with Trump's mugshot taken at Fulton County Jail, in Atlanta, when he was charged in August 2023 with racketeering. At the time, that case in Georgia was just one of four criminal cases that imperiled Trump, though it was the only one that produced a booking photo quickly disseminated around the globe.

Many Democrats hoped it would doom Trump's chances, undermining a campaign that was about retribution, yes, but also about keeping the candidate out of prison. But three of the cases fell by the wayside, derailed by stalling tactics, prosecutorial blunders, and a helpful Supreme Court ruling on presidential immunity. And the one case that did move forward--the hush-money trial in New York--ended with a conviction that will be recorded in the history books but meant little else.

Trump has mused that the legal proceedings created images that reinforced his claim to be a victim of a government overreach, the subject of a witch hunt, a martyr taking arrows for his supporters. Throughout the race, he used those visuals to recast political vulnerabilities as visceral symbols of toughness and power. Day after day, the Republicans flocked to the courthouse--sometimes in matching red ties--to demonstrate their fealty. And many in the GOP saw his mugshot not as a sign of wrongdoing or guilt, but as an image of strength and defiance. He used it for countless fundraising appeals and merchandising opportunities.

That wasn't an accident. In the weeks before Trump's own arraignment, he saw the case's other defendants pose for unflattering booking photos that looked washed-out and weak. So Trump practiced various facial expressions, one of his advisers told me on condition of anonymity to discuss private moments. He eventually settled on a scowl, matching his first instinct. And then in the booking room, Trump told confidants later, he saw where the light was coming from and positioned his face, frowning and leaning forward, half in the shadows and half in the full glare.

Trump loved the result. And when it came time to pose for photos for the official inaugural program, he re-created it, his adviser told me. Vice President J. D. Vance's portrait looks like most official portraits: a pleasant closed-mouth smile, plenty of light illuminating his face. Trump instead asked for an extreme close-up, like his booking photo, with his face somewhat in shadow, glaring at the audience. The photo shaved years off his 78-year-old face and projected a strongman's toughness.

The other image that defined the 2024 campaign was captured moments after an assassin's bullet grazed Trump's ear during a campaign stop in Butler County, Pennsylvania. With blood from his wounded ear streaking across his face, Trump had the showman's presence of mind to stop the Secret Service agents trying to hustle him to safety. He stood tall, pumped his fist at the roaring crowd, and yelled, "Fight, fight, fight!" It was moment of inspiration--captured in a series of instantly famous photographs--and, for Trump loyalists, perfectly showcased a political survivor.

John F. Kennedy was considered the originator of modern presidential iconography, while Reagan enhanced it. But even more than his glamorous predecessors, Trump knows that the pictures matter far more than the substance. His whole political career has been built around imagery. It was launched on the back of The Apprentice, the highly stylized version of his business career that exaggerated his success and made him America's CEO.

After he was elected, I saw his skill at stagecraft firsthand while covering his White House. Some images he created were meant for the history books, such as when he left those of us in the press pool behind to step over the border at the DMZ and into North Korea, becoming the first U.S. president to set foot in the hermit-like nation. Others were more mundane: During an Oval Office interview ahead of the 2018 midterms, Trump stopped the questions to make sure the photographer had the most flattering lighting. He held up his hand, and issued instructions.

"Let's make sure this looks the way it should," Trump said, unsmiling, while directing the angle and illumination of the photos.

That same attention to the power of political imagery was on display again in Washington today, from the Capitol Rotunda to the Capital One Arena. Moments after completing his inaugural address, Trump spoke to the overflow room and began by praising the stagecraft of the ceremony.

"It was so beautiful in there today that maybe we should do it every four years," said Trump, who added that the Rotunda featured "the best acoustics I've ever heard in a room."

He smiled at the camera.
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The Gilded Age of Trump Begins Now

<span>His second inaugural address promised a "golden age," but the ideas in it evoked the late 1800s more than any recent presidency.</span>

by David A. Graham




Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.

Updated at 4:55 p.m. ET on January 20, 2025

Eight years ago, with his "American carnage" speech, Donald Trump delivered what was likely the darkest inaugural address in U.S. history. During his second inaugural, he tried for a slightly more uplifting message.

"I return to the presidency confident and optimistic that we are at the start of a thrilling new era of national success," Trump said. And although he listed many challenges, he assured the nation that they would be "annihilated" by American momentum. (Yes, the word choice was strange.) "The golden age of America," he declared, "begins right now."

Perhaps it would be more aptly called a Gilded Age. Trump was joined in the Capitol Rotunda by many of the nation's richest and most powerful men, including Elon Musk, Jeff Bezos, Tim Cook, and Mark Zuckerberg. The attendance of the business titans was rendered conspicuous by the small space. (Other major donors to the inauguration were forced to watch on a livestream after the ceremony was moved inside because of frigid temperatures. Don't shed a tear for them; they made the donations to curry favor and influence, not for the view.) Their presence also added a strange dimension to Trump's complaint that "for many years, the radical and corrupt establishment has extracted power and wealth from our citizens."

James Fallows: 'American carnage': The Trump era begins

This was the first time since Grover Cleveland's second inauguration, in 1893--during America's first Gilded Age--that a president was sworn in for a nonconsecutive second term. And many of the policies and ideas in the speech evoked the late 1800s more than any recent presidency.

The speech was saturated with 19th-century imperialism. Trump announced that he would order the name of America's highest peak to be changed from Denali back to its old name, Mount McKinley, and he extolled the 25th president's use of tariffs. (Left unmentioned was the fact that William McKinley was beloved, and bankrolled, by the plutocrats of his era, and twice defeated the populist William Jennings Bryan.) Trump also said he would rename the Gulf of Mexico "the Gulf of America," and he promised to "pursue our Manifest Destiny into the stars," invoking the controversial slogan of expansionism. Picking up an idea he had voiced in recent weeks, he also vowed to seize the Panama Canal from Panama.

And why wouldn't Trump be feeling triumphant? The ceremony was held inside the Rotunda, where a little more than four years ago, supporters who he'd instigated to storm the building paraded through with a Confederate flag. This time around, Senator Amy Klobuchar, the chair of the Inaugural Ceremony Committee, heralded America's "peaceful transfer of power" in the same building where it was disrupted on January 6, 2021. A few minutes later, Trump stood face-to-face with Chief Justice John Roberts, who granted him broad immunity in a ruling last summer, and took the same oath of office that he flagrantly broke at the end of his first term. His mood was not only celebratory, but messianic.

Adam Serwer: The Supreme Court puts Trump above the law

"I was saved by God to make America great again," he said, describing the failed assassination attempt against him last summer. "Over the past eight years I have been tested and challenged more than any other president in our 250-year history." (Perhaps he forgot that McKinley was more than just grazed by an assassin's bullet.)

In particular, he railed against "the vicious, violent, and unfair weaponization of the Justice Department"--a reference to the federal felony charges brought against him for attempting to subvert the 2020 election and for refusing to hand over classified documents he removed from the White House. "Never again will the immense power of the state be weaponized to persecute political opponents," he said, a vow that sits uneasily with promises of retribution from himself and from his nominee to lead the FBI, Kash Patel.

Historically, presidents have used their inaugural addresses to pivot from the blue-sky promises of the campaign trail to the more sober language of governing. Rather than dwell on campaign vows they may struggle to keep, they reach for gauzy and unifying language. This, however, is not Trump's forte. In major speeches, when Trump strains for the tone of an inspirational statesman, he usually ends up sounding more like a motivational speaker. ("In America, the impossible is what we do best," he intoned today.) This afternoon's often repetitive speech is unlikely to live on as a work of oratory. Nor did Trump make much effort to reach out to or reconcile with the voters who don't support him, although he promised that "national unity is returning to America." He boasted about his (very narrow) margin in the popular vote and victories in seven swing states. "My recent election is a mandate to completely and totally reverse a horrible betrayal and all of these many betrayals that have taken place and to give the people back their faith, their wealth, their democracy, and indeed their freedom," he said.

Jonathan Chait: The political logic of Trump's international threats

Instead, Trump delivered something akin to his stump speech: a meandering laundry list of policy promises of varying degrees of plausibility. He called for a huge expansion of oil and gas extraction. "We will drill, baby, drill," he said. He promised to impose major tariffs. He said he would deploy U.S. troops to the Mexican border, expand immigration enforcement inside the country, and declare drug cartels foreign terrorist organizations. He also signaled an executive order that will continue the attacks on people who don't conform to traditional gender norms. "It will henceforth be the official policy of the United States government that there are only two genders, male and female," he said.

But much of the speech was devoted to things that are almost certainly never going to happen. He vowed to beat inflation but didn't say how. He said he'd establish an External Revenue Service to handle the money he claimed tariffs would bring in, but this would require an act of Congress, as would the Department of Government Efficiency he claims he'll create. (One wonders what the efficiency hawks at DOGE would have to say about the proposed ERS, given that it would represent a superfluous bureaucracy created to perform a function already handled by Customs and Border Protection.) This was all a warm-up for Trump's most audacious promise. "Our power will stop all wars and bring a new spirit of unity to a world that has been angry, violent, and totally unpredictable," he said.

It was an appealing promise. But the world already knows what four years of a Trump presidency looks like. Serenity, peace, and predictability were not the hallmarks of his first term, and they are unlikely to describe the second any better.



This article originally misstated the year of Grover Cleveland's second inauguration. Due to an editing error, it also misstated the name of Customs and Border Protection.
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'If There's One Person Who Keeps Their Word, It's Donald Trump'

<span>At Trump's last rally before returning to the White House, an ecstatic audience anticipated a historic presidency.</span>

by Elaine Godfrey




Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.

The mood of a Donald Trump rally typically follows a downhill trajectory, beginning with hot pretzels and Andrew Lloyd Webber and concluding with grievances aired and retribution promised. But last night at Capital One Arena, the mood was jubilant all the way through.

This was Trump's final rally before his triumphant return to the White House, and like high schoolers facing the promise of a lightly supervised all-night lock-in, attendees were giddy with anticipation. Fans dressed in Uncle Sam hats and scarlet peacoats crammed into the arena, which was lit up in shades of red and royal blue. Each rally-goer I spoke with was looking forward to something different from the next Trump presidency. "They're doing a nice big raid up in Chicago, and I'm excited about that," Will Matthews, from Williamsport, Pennsylvania, told me, referring to yet-unconfirmed rumors about where Trump's promised mass deportations will begin. Jenny Heinl, who wore a PROUD J6ER sweatshirt, told me that she was eager "to hear about the pardons."

The message across MAGA world was clear: The next four years are going to be big. "Everyone in our country will prosper; every family will thrive," Trump promised last night. Speaking before him, Stephen Miller, the incoming deputy chief of staff for policy, predicted that America is "now at the dawn of our greatest victory." Earlier in the day, Steve Bannon, the former White House chief strategist and the host of the War Room podcast, had hosted a brunch on Capitol Hill. He'd dubbed the event "The Beginning of History," and, for better or worse, it was.

Throughout yesterday's rain and snow in Washington, D.C., Trump's supporters held tight to their joy. "I can't believe we're in!" I heard a woman shout to a friend as they dashed through the arena doors. The preceding few days had been bewildering. Citing the low temperatures, the Trump transition team announced on Friday that the inauguration would be moved indoors, to the Capitol Rotunda. A mad scramble ensued for the very limited supply of new tickets. In the end, a few fans will still get to watch in person. Most of them, though, will be right back at Capital One for an inauguration watch party.

One group of Trump fans had carpooled together from Canada to attend the inauguration, and wore matching red sweatshirts reading MAPLE SYRUP MAGA. They were disappointed about the venue change--14 degrees is not cold, the Canadians insisted--but they were still happy they'd made the trip. "If Trump hadn't been elected," Mary, who had come from St. Catharines, Ontario, and asked to use only her first name, told me, there would be more and more "woke bullshit." For Mary and her friends, Trump's reelection means that there will instead be an end to the fentanyl crisis, tighter border security, and a stronger example for other Western countries.

Sharon Stevenson, from Cartersville, Georgia, had joined a caravan of dozens of Georgians traveling to the rally, and had waited in line for more than seven hours to get inside the arena. The effort, she assured me, was "100 percent worth it." Stevenson and her friends were eager to lay out their expectations for Trump. "The biggest thing for me is to investigate all the fraud," she said. The "stolen election," the January 6 "massacre"--"it's going to come out under this administration." Her friend, Anita Stewart from Suwanee, Georgia, told me that her priority was health, and that she was particularly excited about the prospect of Robert F. Kennedy Jr. as head of the Department of Health and Human Services. "I'm looking forward to hopefully no more commercials for drugs!" Plus affordable groceries, she said--and cheap gas.

With a wish list so long and expectations so immense, one wonders how Trump's supporters will respond if the about-to-be president doesn't meet them all. When I asked Stevenson that question, she smiled and shook her head. "Promises made, promises kept," she said. "If there's one person who keeps their word, it's Donald Trump."

Read: What Trump did to law enforcement

During the roughly three hours before the headliner took the stage, his supporters ate chicken fingers and posed for the Jumbotron camera as it swung around the arena. They bowed their heads when the hosts of the MAGA favorite Girls Gone Bible podcast asked God to bless Trump, and sang along as the musician Kid Rock performed a mini concert, including his 2022 single "We the People," featuring a brand-new lyric in honor of the inauguration: "Straighten up, sucker, 'cause Daddy's home."

The political pronouncements really got going at about 4 p.m., starting with Miller, who received a hero's welcome from the crowd and said that Trump's win represented "the triumph of the everyday citizen over a corrupt system." (As he spoke, the incoming first lady, Melania Trump, was on X announcing the launch of a meme coin to match her husband's new one, a development that turned the family into crypto-billionaires over the weekend.) Later, Megyn Kelly, the former Fox host turned MAGA podcaster, hailed "the goodness that is about to rain down" under Trump's leadership. And Donald Trump Jr., fresh from his recent mission to Greenland, affirmed that the next four years will be his father's "piece de resistance."

When at last Trump arrived onstage, he was greeted ecstatically as the embodiment of his allies' declarations and his followers' dreams. He teased his plans to sign nearly 100 executive orders today, including what he has described as a "joint venture" with the parent company of TikTok and a ban on transgender people serving openly in the military. "You're gonna have a lot of fun watching television," he predicted. Before welcoming the Village People to join him onstage for an exuberant rendition of "YMCA," Trump ran through a list of additional priorities to come: the largest deportation operation in American history, lower taxes, higher wages, and an end to overseas wars. "The American people have given us their trust," Trump declared, "and in return we're going to give them the best first day, the biggest first week, and the most extraordinary first 100 days of any presidency in American history."

That history begins at noon.
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The First Known Photograph of a U.S. Presidential Inauguration

An image of the 1857 inauguration of President James Buchanan

by Alan Taylor




On March 4, 1857, James Buchanan was sworn in as the 15th president of the United States, at the first presidential-inauguration ceremony to ever be photographed. John Wood, who worked as the photographer for the Architect of the Capitol, was present on that day to take the photo above. The image captured crowds of onlookers standing outside the East Portico of the U.S. Capitol--which was still under construction at the time. The foreground area was actually a stone yard that had been covered with boards and used as a platform for spectators. The photograph's exposure time, about four seconds, meant that any people who were moving ended up looking a bit blurry.

Buchanan's was the nation's 18th inauguration ceremony, documented by this single photograph taken nearly 168 years ago. Contrast that with the many thousands of photographs that will be taken today of the 60th presidential-inauguration ceremony, the second swearing-in of Donald Trump.
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What Trump Did to Police Officers

On January 6, 2021, Trump's supporters attacked scores of law-enforcement officers as the president stood by.

by Tom Nichols




Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.

Four years ago, scores of police officers were attacked only yards away from where Donald Trump will swear to defend the Constitution and faithfully execute the duties of his office. The scene, in the words of one officer, was "a non-stop barrage" with "weapons and things being thrown, and pepper spray, and you name it ... You could hear them yelling. You could hear them, screams and moans, and everything else." One officer later said that he was certain he would die the moment he entered the crowd: "You know, you're getting pushed, kicked, you know, people are throwing metal bats at you and all that stuff. I was like, yeah, this is fucking it."

All of this happened because Trump, according to Special Counsel Jack Smith's report, could not accept his loss in the 2020 election, and so he tried on January 6, 2021, to "direct an angry mob to the United States Capitol to obstruct the congressional certification of the presidential election and then leverage rioters' violence to further delay it." The crowd that attacked the Capitol, Smith wrote, "was filled with Mr. Trump's supporters, as made clear by their Trump shirts, signs, and flags," and they "violently attacked the law enforcement officers attempting to secure the building."

The ensuing riot was one of the worst days for law enforcement since 9/11. More than 140 officers were injured on January 6, but we know only the names of some of the most famous victims of the mob, such as Officers Michael Fanone, Aquilino Gonell, Harry Dunn, and others who have testified to Congress or given interviews. Their injuries were severe. Fanone was beaten to the point of a concussion and a heart attack; Gonell was attacked by more than 40 rioters and assaulted with his own riot shield. He has since undergone multiple surgeries and suffers from post-traumatic stress disorder.

In his campaign for reelection, the man who conjured this violence against his own government--and then stood by as police from multiple jurisdictions were attacked--portrayed himself as the guardian of law and order. (One of the themes of the 2024 GOP convention was "Make America Safe Again.") This strategy worked: Trump yet again nabbed the endorsement of the National Fraternal Order of Police. The FOP vice president, Joe Gamaldi, said in November that police see Trump's victory as a mandate from voters who are "tired of all the chaos and disorder we're seeing in our streets. We are tired of the 'defund the police' talk, and basically we're just tired of the crap."

Read: Trump's empty promise of 'law and order'

The new president's supporters may be tired of what they mistakenly believe is a rise in crime in the streets, but they've memory-holed Trump's willingness to throw a swarm of raging insurrectionists against the same police forces that will be protecting him at today's inauguration. Nothing, however, should be allowed to erase the truth that the party of law and order is now led by not only a convicted felon, but one who callously looked on as outnumbered police officers did battle for hours to protect the lives of the members of the United States Congress.

I understand the anger that some police officers feel when the public assumes that they're all corrupt bullies, potential killers no better than the men involved in the ghastly 2020 murder of George Floyd. My father and brother were both police officers (Dad in the 1950s, and my brother from the 1960s to the 1980s). Our next-door neighbor when I was a boy was a police officer, and I grew up among cops in my small New England city. Most of them became "law and order" Republican voters when Richard Nixon was able to turn riots--including the mess at the 1968 Democratic National Convention--into a campaign issue.

Trump has done the same through his three presidential campaigns, depicting America as a lawless hellhole. At least Nixon, however, had the advantage of pointing to the other party, and to his political opponents, as the source of danger to Americans and their armed protectors. Trump has managed to erase from millions of minds the fact that the people who attacked the police on January 6 were his own supporters, acting on what they believed were his wishes.

"I would like to see January 6 burned into the American mind as firmly as 9/11," the conservative writer George Will said in 2021, "because it was that scale of a shock to the system." But like so many of Trump's outrages and scandals, the attack on the Capitol has faded into the noise of the 2024 campaign. Trump today will likely thunder on about the return of law and order and swear to make America's streets safer, but American voters, no matter their party, should remember what actually happened to dozens of police officers because of Trump's own actions.

Police officers at the Capitol were being attacked with an assortment of weapons--bear spray, flagpoles, even their own equipment. ("My helmet came down and felt like someone was on top of me and I couldn't see anything," the Capitol Police officer Winston Pingeon told ABC News in an October 2024 interview. "And I remember just thinking, I have to protect my gun, because they stole my baton.") During all of this, Trump, as usual, was tweeting: "I am asking for everyone at the U.S. Capitol to remain peaceful. No violence! Remember, WE are the Party of Law & Order-respect the Law and our great men and women in Blue. Thank you!" Meanwhile, the mob pressed on. One officer recounted that rioters dragged him into the crowd, where they beat and tased him while yelling things such as "I got one!" and "Kill him with his gun!"

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

Trump now refers to many of the rioters who have been convicted and jailed as "hostages." He has promised to pardon some of them upon taking office. "Most likely, I'll do it very quickly," he said on Meet the Press last month, adding that "those people have suffered long and hard. And there may be some exceptions to it. I have to look. But, you know, if somebody was radical, crazy."

The once and future president seems to have a forgiving definition of radical. On the campaign trail, he lauded a choir formed by some of the jailed insurrectionists. He even lent them his voice; their song, "Justice for All," includes Trump reciting the Pledge of Allegiance, and Trump regularly played it at his rallies. "Our people love those people," Trump said last May.

Four of this "J6 Prison Choir" were charged with assaulting a law-enforcement officer. One rioter, Julian Khater, had already pleaded guilty to assaulting multiple officers before the song was recorded. He was sentenced to almost six years in prison. Another choir member, Shane Jenkins, was also sentenced to six years in prison after being convicted of seven felonies and two misdemeanors, including throwing makeshift weapons at the police. "I have murder in my heart and head," he wrote to an associate in the weeks after the riot, according to the Justice Department.

Trump has described January 6 as "a day of love." The police who were there know better. Many of them live with physical and psychological scars. Four of them committed suicide within a year. "Tell me again how you support the police and law and order when all these things are happening?" Gonell asked last spring.

Safely back in the White House, Trump will never have to answer that question. But every time he and other elected Republicans claim to be the party of law and order, Americans should remember the day that the 47th president was willing to sacrifice the men and women of the thin blue line on the altar of his own ambitions.
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The Tragedy of the Classified-Documents Case

The failure of this particular prosecution is not the most serious or influential. But it might be the most maddening.

by David A. Graham




Looking back on the four-year Donald Trump interregnum, the failure of the case against Trump for hoarding classified documents is not the most serious or influential--that would be the utter lack of accountability for Trump's attempted overthrow of the government, including instigating the violent attack on the U.S. Capitol--but it might be the most maddening.

On his way out of office, the president removed documents that he had no right to keep, which included some of the nation's most sensitive secrets, according to the Justice Department's indictment. When the government asked nicely for them, he refused to give them back. When the government demanded them by force of law, he ignored it. When officials came to collect them, he allegedly sought to hide them. Though he has denied breaking any law, Trump has not really disputed most of the facts of the case. The indictment describes what must be the stupidest crimes imaginable, and he totally got away with them.

The temptation might be to write this matter off as a lesser concern, akin to the byzantine case that branded Trump a felon in New York. Apologists have noted that other officials, including Joe Biden, also mishandled classified documents. Resist the siren call of these rationalizations. The documents that Trump mishandled were full of tightly controlled information that he stored on an insecure ballroom stage and in a spare water closet. Besides, the improper handling of classified documents was a key line of attack that Trump himself used against Hillary Clinton in 2016.

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

Moreover, the charges that Trump faced weren't about taking the documents. They were about his alleged all-out effort to avoid a lawful subpoena and defy federal law-enforcement officials. He has now named some of his defense attorneys in the case to be top officials at the Justice Department that investigated him. If Americans hadn't already gotten so used to this sort of thing over the past decade, it would be beyond belief.

The particular process by which Trump got off is exemplary and instructive. Step one: Defy the rules without hesitation, and dare the system to stop you. Trump may not have set out to abscond with the documents; it seems to have been a matter of negligence, given that they were haphazardly stashed in boxes with newspapers and golf shirts. Trump was so intent on stealing the 2020 election, and apparently thought he had enough of a chance, that he then had to hurriedly pack up to leave.

Step two: When the system does try to stop you, brush it off. When the National Archives realized in the spring of 2021 that Trump had removed some documents, it politely requested them back. He refused. It asked again. He eventually allowed the Archives to recover some, but not all. After discovering classified information in them, the Archives finally referred the matter to the Justice Department in February 2022. In May 2022, a grand jury issued a subpoena requiring Trump to return more materials. He refused, and allegedly instructed his aide Walt Nauta to move some of the boxes elsewhere at Mar-a-Lago. The next month, FBI agents visited Mar-a-Lago and collected some documents; Trump allegedly prevented them from examining boxes there. By the time the FBI conducted an unannounced search in August 2022, he appeared shocked but shouldn't have been.

Step three: Fight the battle in public. Even though there was no dispute over whether Trump had the documents or whether they were sensitive--Trump argued, without evidence, that he was entitled to them or had declassified them--the former president used the FBI search as the central example in a narrative of unfair persecution. When the facts were unfavorable, he made up stories, claiming, for example, that the FBI agents may have been sent to kill him.

Step four: Rely on a justice system stocked with judges you appointed. Trump got very lucky when he drew Judge Aileen Cannon, an inexperienced jurist he'd appointed to the bench. First, she issued rulings restricting DOJ access to evidence; the rulings raised eyebrows and were eventually overturned by a higher court. Once charges were filed, she ran the case at molasses speed, drawing out every step; quarreled with prosecutors; and ultimately threw out the charges after ruling that Special Counsel Jack Smith's appointment was unconstitutional, though other courts had repeatedly rejected similar ideas. (Trump might have gotten a less friendly judge, as he did in the federal case over the 2020-election subversion, but he can still always appeal to the Trump-stocked Supreme Court.)

David A. Graham: The stupidest crimes imaginable

Step five: Let other people take the fall. Once Trump won the election, Smith dismissed the charges against him, but the charges against Nauta and Carlos De Oliveira, Trump employees alleged to be his hapless accomplices, remain in place. (They have also denied any wrongdoing.) This turns out to be another stroke of good luck, because the Justice Department does not plan to release Smith's report on the Trump investigation while other charges are pending. Once Trump is in office, he can have the case against Nauta and De Oliveira dismissed or pardon them; he may also be able to permanently suppress the report.

The result: Trump will never face consequences, and the public may never learn the results of the investigation. Americans have seen other instances in which the hesitation of the Justice Department, the slowness of the justice system, and the interference of Trump-friendly judges have prevented any chance at accountability. They just may never have seen any so brazen.
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That's Not How Constitutional Amendments Work

The president's declaration that the Equal Rights Amendment is "the law of the land" doesn't make it so.

by Russell Berman




Presidents typically spend their final days in the White House taking care of odds and ends: issuing pardons, signing some last executive orders, thanking staff. Joe Biden is doing all of those things--and also trying to change the Constitution on his way out the door.

This morning, Biden declared on X that "the Equal Rights Amendment is now the law of the land." Well, there you have it: The Constitution has a 28th amendment, and women's rights have been enshrined across the country.

Or not. Biden can't change the Constitution, because the Constitution doesn't allow him to.

The fight for the ERA is older than the 82-year-old president, and it did not end with Biden's social-media proclamation. The suffragist Alice Paul first proposed an equal-rights amendment in 1923. Nearly a half century later, in 1972, Congress approved and sent to the states a constitutional change summed up in 24 words: "Equality of rights under the law shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any state on account of sex." Congress set up a deadline for ratification. By 1982, when time ran out, only 35 states had ratified the ERA--three short of the three-fourths majority needed to add it to the Constitution.

The battle was mostly dormant until 2017, when Nevada became the 36th state to ratify the ERA. Then Illinois (in 2018) and Virginia (in 2020) followed suit, pushing the amendment across the required threshold. But they were nearly four decades too late, and in that span, several states voted to withdraw their ratification.

Read: Did Virginia just amend the Constitution?

In the past several years, advocates for the ERA have tried a few avenues to enshrine the amendment. They've argued in court that the time limit was unconstitutional, pointing out that many other amendments didn't have one attached to their text. They've lobbied Congress to rescind the deadline. They've urged the archivist of the United States--the official charged with formally certifying and publishing amendments--to add the ERA to the Constitution on her own, damn Congress and the courts.

All of their efforts have failed. In 2021, a federal judge dismissed a case brought by two states seeking to have the ERA recognized; two years later, an appellate court affirmed the ruling. Even Ruth Bader Ginsburg, a staunch supporter of the ERA, opposed the effort, saying in 2020 that advocates needed "to start over" because the deadline had elapsed. In 2021, the House passed a resolution to repeal the deadline, but it never cleared the Senate. And just last month, the archivist, Colleen Shogan, and the deputy archivist, William Bosanko, issued a statement saying that they could not legally publish the ERA, citing "established legal, judicial, and procedural decisions."

As a last resort, ERA backers have urged Biden to simply instruct the archivist to publish it anyway. But the Constitution doesn't afford the president any role in the amendment process; unlike regular laws, constitutional changes do not go to his desk for a signature or veto. And in his statement, Biden said nothing about the archivist or publishing the ERA. His declaration is likely to have neither force nor effect. Advocates might hope that a friendly federal judge would accept the presidential statement as a formal recognition of the ERA in a case that makes a legal claim under its auspices. But the conservative-dominated Supreme Court would almost certainly shoot down such a ruling.

Still, Biden's declaration won praise from Democrats this morning. Hillary Clinton, for one, said she was "thrilled." But it will likely have no more significance than the farewell address he delivered on Wednesday. It is an affirmation of values, an aspirational statement for posterity, but not an actual decree.

As attempts to change the Constitution go, this was pretty half-hearted. By noon, a community note had been added to his X post, as if to underscore the point: "There is no 28th Amendment."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/01/biden-equal-rights-amendment/681358/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



How Biden Destroyed His Legacy

The president's accomplishments are considerable, but on his signature issue of preserving democracy, he failed spectacularly.

by Franklin Foer




During his four years in office, Joe Biden notched significant legislative victories with the narrowest of majorities in the Senate. He presided over a virtuoso rollout of the COVID vaccines, the rapidity of which saved hundreds of thousands of lives, and he invested billions in the preservation of an independent Ukraine, which helped stymie the fulfillment of Russia's revanchist dreams. America's primary adversary, China, is measurably weaker than when he assumed the job. The U.S. economy is measurably stronger. The sum total of achievement is enough that it might someday tempt historians into declaring Biden an underrated president.

But such revisionism will never be convincing. As clearly as any recent president, Biden proposed the standard for judging his performance. From the time he began running for office, he presented himself as democracy's defender at the republic's moment of greatest peril. Battling autocracy was the stated rationale for his foreign policy--and the same spirit infused his domestic agenda. He said that he'd designed his legislative program as a demonstration project, to show that "our democracy can still do big things."

When Biden issued his public warnings about the system's fragility, he tended to deliberately avoid mentioning Donald Trump by name, but the implication was clear enough. The inability to stave off a second Trump term, and the stress on democracy that it would inevitably bring, would be the gravest catastrophe of them all. By stubbornly setting off on his reelection campaign, by strapping his party to his shuffling frame, he doomed the nation to realizing the nightmare scenario that he'd promised to prevent. He created the ideal conditions for Trump's return, and for his own spectacular failure.

Joseph Robinette Biden Jr.'s obituary will be stalked by the counterfactual: What if he hadn't made the selfish decision to run for reelection? What if he had passed the torch a year or even six months earlier? That makes for a grim parlor game.

The way that events unfolded--his catastrophic debate performance, the stark clarity with which the nation came to understand his geriatric state--beggars belief. Why didn't Democrats stage an intervention earlier? Why didn't his aides stop him from running? The absurd premise of the Biden reelection campaign, that it made sense for the nation to trust itself to a president who would finish his term at the age of 86, invites conspiratorial explanations.

Read: Why Biden's team thinks Harris lost

And in the age of conspiracies, these theories will gain wide purchase. They posit a broad cover-up hatched by aides bent on preserving their own power. In this imagined scenario, as Biden aimlessly wandered around the White House in a state of near-dementia, unable to perform the essential functions of the presidency, his inner circle suppressed the evidence of his decay, and a cabal of Democratic pols and corrupt journalists abetted them.

But turning this into a story about nefarious elites both oversells and underplays the scandal. It oversells it by baselessly suggesting that Biden's age prevented him from carrying out his constitutional duties. And it underplays the scandal because his advisers and protectors are guilty of one of the greatest lapses of common sense in political history. A cabal intent on preserving its own power would never have blundered in such tragically self-defeating fashion.

When Biden came into office, I chronicled his first two years for a book about his White House. You didn't have to be Bob Woodward to see that the president was an old man. I heard stories about him failing to conjure names; he confused the current Virginia Senator Mark Warner with the late Virginia Senator John Warner. In conversations, his anecdotes would meander excruciatingly into cul-de-sacs. His schedule didn't begin until late in the morning, which suggested a deficit of stamina.

I also interviewed hundreds of aides and politicians who spent extended time with Biden. As I learned about his management style, I didn't encounter evidence of a president who was catatonic. I heard stories about his temper, how he snapped at aides who failed to bring him the information he wanted, how he raged against pundits who disparaged him. As his advisers told it, he would micromanage them, sometimes unproductively, and overprepare for meetings--a product of his deep insecurities.

Aides and lawmakers almost always noted his age. Oftentimes, they did so with admiration. One of the virtues of an old president is experience, and the wisdom that comes with it. During the most impressive stretch of his administration, he leveraged his long history of working in the Senate and traveling to foreign capitals. He didn't need on-the-job training. His closest political confidantes, most of whom have worked with him for decades, regarded Biden as a father figure, which meant that they suffered from a very human problem: the difficulty of judging the decline of an aging parent.

Read: Why "late regime" presidents fail

Decline is a matter of perception, and those perceptions are sometimes tainted by wishful thinking, by the hope that a parent still has a few hurrahs left in them. (Now that Biden is a political loser, insiders will rush to publicly say that they saw evidence of his decline before the rest of us did.)

Perceptions are also tainted by a lifetime of memories. Every human has their foibles, which tend to grow exaggerated with age but remain consistent with familiar patterns. So when Biden would get lost in stories, it was possible to say: That's just Uncle Joe, always reminiscing about the good old days, always a bit verbose. When he fumbled for words, well, that was his childhood stutter rearing its head.

What's undoubtedly true is that, over the past four years, Biden's aging accelerated, because that's what happens in the White House. When members of an administration leave the West Wing, it's as if they have been subjected to a biological experiment that wrinkles their skin and whitens their hair, compressing 20 years of biological deterioration into four. Biden would have been a supernatural being if his body had resisted these changes. He absorbed the stresses of managing multiple wars and the toll of a presidential campaign (albeit a sclerotic one).

All that said, I have never seen evidence that he made bad decisions because of his age. I've never seen evidence that his aides were actually dictating policy without his consent. At worst, his flagging energy undermined his credibility as a leader and projected weakness to his adversaries, at home and abroad, although those cautious tendencies arguably predated his decline.

There's no need to go searching for hidden scandals, however, because the visible one is sufficiently terrible. Democrats ignored a cascade of warning signs. The evidence that Biden wasn't fit for a second term was abundantly clear in his public appearances--and in the public appearances that he studiously avoided. Advisers knew that Biden's instinct was always to invest faith in his own capacities, but they never made a concerted effort to talk him back from his decision to run, until it was far too late. Donald Trump is their legacy too.
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Diplomacy Is All Hamas Has Left in the Arsenal

For the Islamist militant group, armed struggle now looks like a dead end. Its future in Gaza depends on the civilian politburo.

by Hussein Ibish




Hamas and Israel each abandoned long-standing demands in order to secure the cease-fire that takes effect today. Both parties were responding to internal and external pressures when Israel agreed to pull its forces back from almost all of Gaza, and Hamas accepted a temporary cessation of hostilities, but not the end to war it had sought.

In Israel's case, one source of external pressure was President-Elect Donald Trump, who pushed Benjamin Netanyahu to accept conditions he'd long rejected. The Israeli prime minister was also swayed by intense public demands to retrieve the hostages. Netanyahu's priorities and incentives are relatively visible and easy to apprehend. Hamas's strategy is, in this instance, more opaque.

A major concession for Hamas was to accept that many of its key cadres will now stay indefinitely in Israeli prisons. In any case, the militant Islamist group is no longer the same organization that launched the October 7, 2023, massacre. Its battalions have been smashed; all that is left is a ragtag insurgency capable only of hit-and-run tactics. The group's arsenal is greatly depleted; its fighters have fallen back on improvised explosive devices assembled from unexploded Israeli ordnance. The top tier of Hamas's military leadership has been eliminated, leaving two relatively inexperienced and junior commanders--Ezz al-Din Hadad in the north and Mohamed Sinwar, younger brother of the October 7 attack's mastermind, Yahya Sinwar, in the south.

As they planned the original 2023 assault, Sinwar and his lieutenants no doubt anticipated a devastating military response from Israel. They accepted the bargain of sacrificing all of the infrastructure and quasi-state apparatus that Hamas had built in Gaza since seizing power in 2007, in return for a "permanent" guerrilla war against Israel. According to the military wing's theory of insurgency, after drawing the Israel Defense Forces into Gaza, Hamas fighters would inflict grinding attritional losses on Israeli troops. In a marginal way, that scenario seemed slightly plausible when Israel recently lost 15 soldiers in the northern town of Beit Hanoun within a week. After 15 months of fighting, the IDF's losses are incommensurable with Hamas's. But Israel's generals need clarity from its civilian government about the political goals of the war and what they can call victory.

Read: Israel never defined its goals

Hamas, too, may finally have had a moment of clarity. Sinwar used to mock the Hamas politburo as "the hotel guys" because few of the political leaders ensconced in comfortable digs abroad had personal experience of armed struggle. For more than a decade, the Gaza gunmen became ascendant, while these formerly commanding, civilian Hamas figures in foreign capitals were reduced to soft-power roles as diplomats and TV talking heads. They had their uses as conduits for money and arms, but as Sinwar saw it, they had no hard-power value to the movement.

All of that has changed. Sinwar is dead; in Lebanon, the great ally Hezbollah has collapsed; in Syria, Israel's longtime adversary Bashar al-Assad is gone; a humbled Iran has been kept at bay. So Hamas has had to change course. With the reemergence of Turkey and Qatar as regional power brokers, the deal-making diplomacy of the hotel guys is now the only game in town. If Hamas is to have any way of rebuilding power inside Gaza, the politburo must get its way.

Plenty of evidence suggests that the Sinwar-directed version of Hamas has not fared well in public opinion in Gaza, where 2.2 million Palestinians suffered serial displacement, hellish misery, and mass death. The military wing calculated that its adoption of a frontal position in the so-called Axis of Resistance of Iran-backed regional militias would shift Palestinian public opinion in its favor. But the backlash potential among Gaza's civilian population, in what was surely imagined as a years-long insurgency, must have been obvious. Even the most implacable and belligerent Hamas leaders must operate within a Palestinian political context that demands significant support for a "people's war."

But the decisive factor in shifting Hamas at the negotiating table is the dramatic change in the wider geopolitical landscape. The Sinwar strategy of October 7 was to provoke a multifront war against Israel, in hopes of dragging into a regional conflict the ultimate adversaries, the United States and Iran. That call went unanswered. When Hezbollah made clear that it would intensify its long-standing border conflict with Israel but essentially sit out the war in Gaza, Hamas leaders complained at first, but eventually had to accept that the Lebanese cavalry was not on its way.

Even so, Hamas assumed broader backing from its regional sponsors. Yet the devastation that Israel inflicted on Hezbollah last year, the general degradation of Iran's militia network, and the failure of Tehran's strategy of using Arab fighters as a forward defense against Israel and the U.S. were decisive. The collapse of the resistance proved central to Hamas's change of course.

With the end of the Assad regime in Syria, Iran now has no overland route to resupply Hezbollah in Lebanon, let alone Hamas in Gaza. The fall of Assad has helped shift power inside Hamas away from the Qassam Brigades, which advocated "permanent war" against Israel, and toward the civilian politicians who recently relocated from Qatar to Turkey. Many of those operatives were never really on board with the strategy of ditching governance in Gaza and turning to guerrilla combat. Hamas was careful to avoid open dissension, but signs of unease among politburo members were evident.

The victory in Syria of the Turkish-backed rebels fundamentally altered Hamas's calculations. Turkey and its close ally Qatar are now emerging as key players in the Levant. For Hamas, whatever political links to Ankara and Doha it can leverage suddenly matter far more than any ties to Tehran. Unlike Iran's leaders, the rulers of Turkey and Qatar have no interest in prolonging an open-ended conflict in Gaza. Both countries are largely aligned with the U.S. They have an overriding interest in regional stability, not in support for an endless insurgency on Israel's doorstep.

If Hamas is to have any hope of getting back in the business of governing Gaza, and restoring a social contract with its more than 2 million Palestinian residents, Turkey and Qatar are most likely to supply the means. That would involve, first, political and diplomatic cover, and then financing for the territory's reconstruction, especially its shattered health and education systems.

Trump's threats of "hell to pay" if a hostage deal did not materialize before his inauguration probably meant little to Hamas. But even if the president-elect's principal influence was on Netanyahu, Ankara and Doha certainly felt the Trump factor enough to lean on the politburo. The Qassam Brigade fighters surviving in Gaza's tunnels still have their guns, and at some point they may decide they've had enough of the cease-fire; equally, Israel will show no hesitation in playing militant whack-a-mole, and Netanyahu might judge that resuming the conflict would advance his interests. But for the moment, the politburo members who want to pull back from endless warfare and try to rebuild political power in Gaza have the momentum and the leverage. That's why there's a cease-fire--and why it might just last.
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Trump Triggers a Crisis in Denmark--And Europe

What a single phone call from the president-elect did to an unswerving American ally

by Anne Applebaum




What did Donald Trump say over the phone to Mette Frederiksen, the Danish prime minister, on Wednesday? I don't know which precise words he used, but I witnessed their impact. I arrived in Copenhagen the day after the call--the subject, of course, was the future of Greenland, which Denmark owns and which Trump wants--and discovered that appointments I had with Danish politicians were suddenly in danger of being canceled. Amid Frederiksen's emergency meeting with business leaders, her foreign minister's emergency meeting with party leaders, and an additional emergency meeting of the foreign-affairs committee in Parliament, everything, all of a sudden, was in complete flux.

The result: Mid-morning, I found myself standing on the Knippel Bridge between the Danish foreign ministry and the Danish Parliament, holding a phone, waiting to be told which direction to walk. Denmark in January is not warm; I went to the Parliament and waited there. The meeting was canceled anyway. After that, nobody wanted to say anything on the record at all. Thus have Americans who voted for Trump because of the putatively high price of eggs now precipitated a political crisis in Scandinavia.

Read: The intellectual rationalization for annexing Greenland

In private discussions, the adjective that was most frequently used to describe the Trump phone call was rough. The verb most frequently used was threaten. The reaction most frequently expressed was confusion. Trump made it clear to Frederiksen that he is serious about Greenland: He sees it, apparently, as a real-estate deal. But Greenland is not a beachfront property. The world's largest island is an autonomous territory of Denmark, inhabited by people who are Danish citizens, vote in Danish elections, and have representatives in the Danish Parliament. Denmark also has politics, and a Danish prime minister cannot sell Greenland any more than an American president can sell Florida.

At the same time, Denmark is also a country whose global companies--among them Lego, the shipping giant Maersk, and Novo Nordisk, the maker of Ozempic--do billions of dollars worth of trade with the United States, and have major American investments too. They thought these were positive aspects of the Danish-American relationship. Denmark and the United States are also founding members of NATO, and Danish leaders would be forgiven for believing that this matters in Washington too. Instead, these links turn out to be a vulnerability. On Thursday afternoon Frederiksen emerged and, flanked by her foreign minister and her defense minister, made a statement. "It has been suggested from the American side," she said, "that unfortunately a situation may arise where we work less together than we do today in the economic area."

Still, the most difficult aspect of the crisis is not the need to prepare for an unspecified economic threat from a close ally, but the need to cope with a sudden sense of almost Kafkaesque absurdity. In truth, Trump's demands are illogical. Anything that the U.S. theoretically might want to do in Greenland is already possible, right now. Denmark has never stopped the U.S. military from building bases, searching for minerals, or stationing troops in Greenland, or from patrolling sea lanes nearby. In the past, the Danes have even let Americans defy Danish policy in Greenland. Over lunch, one former Danish diplomat told me a Cold War story, which unfolded not long after Denmark had formally declared itself to be a nuclear-free country. In 1957, the U.S. ambassador nevertheless approached Denmark's then-prime minister, H. C. Hansen, with a request. The United States was interested in storing some nuclear weapons at an American base in Greenland. Would Denmark like to be notified?

Read: Trump is thinking of buying a giant socialist island

Hansen responded with a cryptic note, which he characterized, according to diplomatic records, as "informal, personal, highly secret and limited to one copy each on the Danish and American side." In the note, which was not shared with the Danish Parliament or the Danish press, and indeed was not made public at all until the 1990s, Hansen said that since the U.S. ambassador had not mentioned specific plans or made a concrete request, "I do not think your remarks give rise to any comment from my side." In other words, If you don't tell us that you are keeping nuclear weapons in Greenland, then we won't have to object.

The Danes were loyal U.S. allies then, and remain so now. During the Cold War, they were central to NATO's planning. After the Soviet Union dissolved, they reformed their military, creating expeditionary forces specifically meant to be useful to their American allies. After 9/11, when the mutual-defense provision of the NATO treaty was activated for the first time--on behalf of the U.S.--Denmark sent troops to Afghanistan, where 43 Danish soldiers died. As a proportion of their population, then about 5 million, this is a higher mortality rate than the U.S. suffered. The Danes also sent troops to Iraq, and joined NATO teams in the Balkans. They thought they were part of the web of relationships that have made American power and influence over the past half century so unique. Because U.S. alliances were based on shared values, not merely transactional interests, the level of cooperation was different. Denmark helped the U.S., when asked, or volunteered without being asked. "So what did we do wrong?" one Danish official asked me.

Obviously, they did nothing wrong--but that's part of the crisis too. Trump himself cannot articulate, either at press conferences or, apparently, over the telephone, why exactly he needs to own Greenland, or how Denmark can give American companies and soldiers more access to Greenland than they already have. Plenty of others will try to rationalize his statements anyway. The Economist has declared the existence of a "Trump doctrine," and a million articles have solemnly debated Greenland's strategic importance. But in Copenhagen (and not only in Copenhagen), people suspect a far more irrational explanation: Trump just wants the U.S. to look larger on a map.

This instinct--to ignore existing borders, laws, and treaties; to treat other countries as artificial; to break up trade links and destroy friendships, all because the Leader wants to look powerful--is one that Trump shares with imperialists of the past. The Russian foreign minister, Sergei Lavrov, has also crowed over the alleged similarity between the U.S. desire for Greenland and the Russian desire for territory in Ukraine. Lavrov suggested a referendum might be held in Greenland, comparing that possibility to the fake referenda, held under duress, that Russia staged in Crimea and eastern Ukraine.

Of course, Trump might forget about Greenland. But also, he might not. Nobody knows. He operates on whims, sometimes picking up ideas from the last person he met, sometimes returning to obsessions he had apparently abandoned: windmills, sharks, Hannibal Lecter, and now Greenland. To Danes and pretty much anyone else who makes plans, signs treaties, or creates long-term strategies using rational arguments, this way of making policy feels arbitrary, pointless, even surreal. But it is also now permanent, and there is no going back.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2025/01/trump-greenland-crisis-denmark-europe/681371/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Secretary of Hard Problems

Bill Burns has played an unusual role for a CIA director.

by Shane Harris




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


Bill Burns has spent much of his nearly four-decade career in government arguing about words. As he was packing up his office this week at CIA headquarters, the language of a cease-fire agreement between Israel and Hamas, which he had toiled over for the past 15 months, was at the top of his mind. If the parties agreed to the deal, as he was cautiously confident they would, Israeli hostages in Gaza would go free and Palestinians would receive vital humanitarian aid.

"In many ways, this [negotiation] was the hardest" of his long career, Burns told me in one of two recent conversations--harder even than the secret talks with Iran that he helped lead and that eventually produced the 2015 agreement placing restrictions on the country's nuclear program. For starters, Hamas's military leaders were hiding in Gaza, making communications with them cumbersome. The parties debated for months over the presence of Israeli military forces on the Gaza side of the border with Egypt, a stretch through which Israel said Hamas was smuggling weapons. "And this had such an intensely human dimension to it," Burns said, speaking of the Israeli hostages as well as the hundreds of thousands of Palestinians whose homes have been turned to rubble in Israel's campaign against Hamas. Burns told me that he had worked to ensure that these people were not mere "brackets in text" of an official peace plan.

Words matter, but looking back on his time as the head of the world's most important spy agency, Burns also had numbers on his mind. By his own count, he had made 84 trips overseas during his four years as director of the CIA. Even for a peripatetic former diplomat, that's a busy travel schedule. For the chief of an intelligence agency, it's extraordinary.

William J. Burns: The blob meets the heartland

Burns has brought an unusual synthesis of diplomacy and spycraft to the role of CIA chief.  You can tell the story of sequential crises that beset the Biden administration by his itinerary. Burns went to Moscow in November 2021 to tell President Vladimir Putin that the United States knew he was preparing to invade Ukraine. More than once, President Joe Biden has tasked Burns with delivering forceful messages to the Kremlin, because Burns knows the country, and its leader, better than anyone else in the Cabinet. On his tenth trip to Ukraine--one of 14 in total--President Volodymyr Zelensky joked that Burns now qualified for a free upgrade on the train from Poland, which shuttles world leaders and VIPs across the border because air travel is too dangerous.

Burns made 19 trips to participate in cease-fire negotiations between Israel and Hamas, the majority of them to the Middle East, working with his colleagues from Israel, Qatar, and Egypt.

In May 2023 he went to Beijing, the highest-level visit by a Biden-administration official since the U.S. military had shot down a Chinese spy balloon that floated across the continental United States three months earlier. He went back last year to meet his counterpart, the minister of state security, and open a channel of communication between rival powers that seem at times to be drifting toward military confrontation.

The Biden administration is stocked with former generals, diplomats, and strategists. And yet Burns often got the hardest assignments, the ones with big potential rewards but that were more likely to end in disappointment, or at least ambiguity. This is not the CIA director's traditional portfolio. But in Burns--a 33-year veteran of the Foreign Service, only the second career diplomat to become deputy secretary of state, a former ambassador to Russia and Jordan--Biden got a spymaster with an unusual set of skills. So he used him.

Burns seemed as surprised as anyone when Biden chose him for the job. "Honestly, when the president called me, I almost fell off my chair," Burns told me. He would be the first career diplomat to serve as CIA director, but that was hardly disqualifying. Plenty of his predecessors had never worked in intelligence but were reasonably successful in the role: Leon Panetta and Mike Pompeo come to mind. Burns had been considered for the top job in the State Department; he had retired from the Foreign Service in 2014. But the more he thought about running the CIA, the more it made sense.

"Diplomats and intelligence officers, in all those years I spent overseas, worked together more closely than any other two parts of the U.S. government," Burns said. Intelligence and espionage are built on human relationships, establishing trust, and maintaining credibility. So is diplomacy. Most of Burns's travel was devoted to CIA business, visiting stations overseas and meeting with personnel. But a sizable portion of the 1 million miles that Burns says he logged on the road as director was in the service of building new relationships with world leaders and using the ones he had already established. Thirty-plus years in diplomacy tend to fatten the Rolodex, and as several of his close aides told me, "Bill knows everybody."

Under Burns's watch, the CIA's record wasn't spotless. Critics, including some recently retired intelligence officers, have said that a top-heavy bureaucracy has at times produced sclerotic analysis that lacks depth and timeliness. Although the CIA and other agencies accurately forecast Russia's invasion of Ukraine, they overestimated the invading military's ability to swiftly conquer the country. Among CIA employees, Burns is widely admired and, early in his term, earned plaudits for ensuring that officers afflicted by the so-called Havana syndrome received adequate medical care, which they hadn't had under his predecessor. But some of those victims were deeply disappointed that Burns, who'd initially suspected that Russia was to blame for the malady, ultimately sided with analysts who said it was not the handiwork of a foreign power.

Still, he will be remembered as a successful director, and not just for how he did the basic job of leading the CIA. He also opened doors with other leaders, cleared up miscommunications, and delivered hard messages to difficult people. The White House found this arrangement especially helpful, not least because it's sometimes easier to send a spy to do a diplomat's business.

Burns went to Afghanistan in August 2021, shortly after the fall of Kabul, to meet the Taliban leader Abdul Ghani Baradar. Sending a senior diplomat, perhaps the secretary of state, might have signaled that the Biden administration was conferring official recognition on the militant group, which had seized the capital days earlier and ordered the Americans to leave the country. This was one of several instances where the Biden administration took advantage of Burns's diplomatic acumen without actually employing him as a diplomat.

Burns was also there to do CIA business. The United States was racing to evacuate its citizens and Afghan allies, including those who had worked with the military and the agency, amid the collapse of the Afghan government. Burns had been to Afghanistan four months earlier, when the government was just barely holding on against the Taliban, and he knew that once the United States withdrew, it would have little influence over the country's new rulers. In April, he had warned members of Congress that a pullout would pose "significant risk" to U.S. interests, and that intelligence agencies would have a harder time monitoring terrorist groups that might reemerge in America's absence. Intelligence analysts, including at the CIA, said the government could collapse quickly, within months or even a few weeks of a U.S. withdrawal. But no intelligence agency accurately foresaw how rapidly it would dissolve, or that the country's leader would flee.

Burns's talks with the Taliban helped provide the necessary "top cover to get our people out of Afghanistan," a CIA paramilitary officer who has worked closely with the director told me. He credited Burns with helping to marshal the bureaucracy back in Washington, so that the agency's Afghan partners and their families could obtain U.S. visas and get seats on military aircraft. Biden has called the withdrawal from Afghanistan "one of the largest, most difficult airlifts in history." It was also a chaotic and dangerous mess in which the CIA, working alongside elite U.S. troops and Afghan forces, had to secretly evacuate U.S. citizens, Afghans, and other foreign nationals using an agency compound known as Eagle Base--hardly the orderly departure that administration officials wanted.

The U.S. withdrawal marked a violent end to the longest war in the nation's history. Thirteen troops were among the more than 180 people who died in a suicide bombing at the Kabul airport. As disastrous as it was, the fall of Kabul gave Burns the chance to demonstrate his commitment to the CIA's people and its mission.

George Packer: Biden's betrayal of Afghans will live in infamy

The paramilitary officer called Burns's efforts in Washington and support of operations on the ground "morally courageous." Embracing the agency's employees and demonstrating solidarity with them made Burns a popular and successful leader despite his outsider status. His predecessors who failed to endear themselves in this way (Porter Goss and David Petraeus come to mind) found their time at Langley rocky and brief.

Three months after Burns's trip to Kabul, the president again sent Burns on a sensitive mission that required the finesse of a diplomat and the discretion of a spy. Burns went to Moscow with a message for Putin, who had retreated to the seaside resort of Sochi amid a spike in coronavirus infections in the capital. From a phone in the Kremlin, Burns listened to the Russian leader recite his usual bill of grievances--an expansionist NATO threatened Russian security; Zelensky was the illegitimate leader of a non-country.

Burns, the administration's de facto Putin whisperer, had heard it all before and understood that the Russian leader's paranoid obsession with Ukraine was real and unshakable. But this time he had a message of his own: If you invade, you will pay an enormous price. Burns left a letter from Biden affirming that there would be consequences.

In the run-up to the February 2022 invasion, Burns and Avril Haines, the director of national intelligence, helped coordinate an unusual process of declassifying intelligence about Russian military activities and intentions, in order to preempt the false narratives that Burns knew Putin would try to spin--including that Russia was attacking Ukraine in self-defense.

Once the war began, some administration officials believed that Kyiv might fall within three days, a judgment that proved to deeply misunderstand Ukraine's will to fight. U.S. officials thought that Zelenksy might have to govern in exile, if he could make it out of the capital alive. CIA officers, who had spent years helping Ukraine build its own modern intelligence system, wanted to stay at their posts. Burns backed them up, and persuaded the White House. The CIA is the only U.S. government organization whose personnel were on the ground in Ukraine before the war and never left. Agency officers there have played central roles in the United States' assistance to Ukraine.

Russia stumbled in the first year of the war. For a time Ukraine seemed poised to repel the invasion. But as Burns leaves office, Putin is gaining ground, slowly and at extraordinary cost. At least 700,000 Russian troops have died or been wounded since the invasion, more than 10 times the Soviet casualties during a decade of war in Afghanistan, Burns said.

Trump has promised to end the war in Ukraine in a day. But to do that, Putin would have to be willing to negotiate. And Burns doesn't think he is. "He's put all his chips on the table," Burns said. "He believed then, and he believes to this day, that he cannot afford to lose. So it's a huge mistake for anybody to underestimate that."

When two countries are at odds, their leaders often find it easier for the spies to talk, and not the diplomats or the heads of state. Wars have arguably been averted that way. "Even in the worst of the Cold War with the Soviets, when I was a young diplomat, you did have all sorts of channels" to communicate frankly, Burns said, including through intelligence agencies. "I think some of those now have been reestablished or created with the Chinese."

China has been Burns's long-term strategic focus as CIA director, even as he has spent time on Ukraine--and in it--and shuttling around the Middle East. And paying more attention to China has meant paying more attention to technology. From the beginning of his tenure, Burns put special emphasis on both how the agency used technology and the areas where China and other adversaries could pull ahead of the United States, such as artificial intelligence and semiconductors. "I do believe this is one of those plastic moments that come along two or three times a century, where there's some fundamental changes on the international landscape," Burns told me. "In this case, it is the reality that we're no longer the only big kid on the geopolitical block."

In the fall of 2021, the CIA established a new China Mission Center, to focus exclusively on gathering intelligence about the country and countering its pervasive spying on the United States. The center is the only one of its kind at the CIA, devoted to a single country. China-related work now consumes about 20 percent of the agency's budget, a threefold increase from the start of his tenure, Burns said.

William J. Burns: The United States needs a new foreign policy

China's advances in technology--many of them thanks to years of hacking and stealing intellectual property from U.S. companies--have allowed Beijing to create a virtual surveillance state. Those conditions have complicated the CIA's efforts to recruit spies inside the country and keep their work for the United States a secret. In the past decade, the agency lost most of its agents in the country after they were discovered by Chinese authorities.

While the United States tries to spy on one of the hardest targets, Burns has also tried to reopen a dialogue with Beijing, including via his counterpart, Chen Yixin, the security minister. (The head of the China Mission Center, a career CIA officer fluent in Mandarin, accompanied Burns on one of his trips to Beijing.)

Burns is accustomed to having conversations that his political bosses can't. But he said he was mindful that, as the head of an intelligence agency, he was not the one making foreign policy. "My job is to support policy makers, not become one." But, he noted, if the president asked for his opinion, "I'll tell him."

And he did. One longtime aide who has known Burns since his time at the State Department reminded me that he and Biden "go way back," and that the two men have shared a bond over their Irish Catholic upbringing. In Burns's 2019 memoir--called, unsurprisingly, The Back Channel--he calls Biden "bighearted" and "a significant and thoughtful voice at the table" when Biden was the vice president and Burns was No. 2 at the State Department.

Burns stayed in his lane as Biden's CIA director. But the president handed him one hard diplomatic problem after another, leading many observers to wonder when Biden would make things official and nominate Burns for secretary of state. That probably would have happened in a second Biden term or a Kamala Harris administration. But Burns will have to settle for the unique hybrid position he created: Call him the diplomatic spy.

The model may or may not be replicable. Or even advisable. Diplomats are expected to operate with a degree of transparency that doesn't apply to spies. Reporters do not travel with the CIA director as they do with the secretary of state. In many of the Middle Eastern countries Burns knows well, intelligence chiefs conduct foreign relations not just out of a need for secrecy, but because they maintain their own power centers, even independently of the governments they serve. Burns saw diplomats and spies work closely together throughout his career, but he said their jobs shouldn't be confused. "Having experience on the other side of the table helped," he told me, "but I've been very careful to immerse myself in this agency and move away from my old world."

On Wednesday, Israel and Hamas finally reached the cease-fire agreement that Burns and his foreign colleagues had helped design. He was reluctant to celebrate the achievement, at least outwardly. There were no champagne corks popping or high fives, he told me. Burns has seen deals fall apart before, and this one has entered only its first phase.

By its nature, intelligence work is secret, which usually makes it thankless. "People here don't expect to get public praise or acknowledgment," Burns said. Nevertheless, the cease-fire he helped devise is the high note on which he might end his long career in public service.

The deal was hard-fought and hammered out in secret, and its future remains uncertain. In that respect, it was typical intelligence work.

"I'll miss that," Burns said. "There's no substitute for that kind of satisfaction."
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            A bull-taming festival in India, snow-covered desert dunes in China, a volcanic eruption in Indonesia, a traditional Shinto ceremony in Tokyo, a fashion show in Seville, continued wildfires across Los Angeles, and much more
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                [image: A single undamaged red car sits in a ruined neighborhood after a fire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A car drives past homes and vehicles destroyed by the Palisades Fire at the Pacific Palisades Bowl Mobile Estates on January 12, 2025, in Los Angeles.
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                [image: A firefighting helicopter drops water on a wildfire on a hillside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A firefighting helicopter drops water as the Palisades Fire grows near the Mandeville Canyon neighborhood and Encino, California, on January 11, 2025.
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                [image: An aerial view of repair vehicles at sunset passing near many burned beachfront homes]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of repair vehicles at sunset passing near beachfront homes that burned in the Palisades Fire on January 15, 2025, in Malibu, California. Multiple wildfires fueled by intense Santa Ana Winds are still burning across Los Angeles County, with at least 25 people dead, more than 12,000 structures destroyed or damaged, and 40,000 acres burned.
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                [image: A firefighter uses a chainsaw to cut branches of burning brush.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A firefighter works on the Palisades Fire in Mandeville Canyon, a neighborhood of Los Angeles, California, on January 12, 2025.
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                [image: A group of women in long black-and-green garments attend a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Iranian Basij paramilitary force attend a parade in Tehran, Iran, on January 10, 2025.
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                [image: A model poses while wearing flowing, lacy headgear.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A model showcases a creation by Spanish designers Juan Foronda and Rafa Diaz during the 13th edition of the We Love Flamenco fashion show in Seville on January 13, 2025.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Cristina Quicler / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A worker walks in front of a large sculpture of Karl Marx.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A worker walks in front of the Karl Marx monument, known as the "Nischel," in Chemnitz, Germany, on January 14, 2025.
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                [image: A group of men wearing nothing but traditional loincloths jog together in a city street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Shinto believers of Teppozu Inari Shrine run around the shrine to warm up before taking a bath in cold water to purify their souls and bodies during an annual new-year ritual in Tokyo on January 12, 2025.
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                Hindu pilgrims carrying their belongings walk over floating pontoon bridges to reach Sangam, the confluence of the Ganges, Yamuna, and mythical Saraswati rivers, on a foggy winter evening during the Maha Kumbh Mela festival in Prayagraj on January 13, 2025.
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                [image: An elevated view of a large crowd of Hindu holy men, many with their arms raised]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Naga Sadhus, or Hindu holy men, arrive to take a dip in Sangam, to mark the Maha Kumbh Mela festival, in Prayagraj on January 14, 2025.
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                [image: An aerial view of a dense neighborhood full of houses with solar panels on their roofs]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Solar-power panels sit on the roofs of houses in Yuanlong Village in Yinchuan City, in China's Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region, on January 15, 2025.
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                [image: An aerial view of palace-like structures atop a rocky mountain]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of structures atop Laojun Mountain, seen at sunset in Luoyang, Henan province, China, on January 12, 2025
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                [image: A steam train travels through a snow-covered forested area.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A steam train travels through the Harz forest to the top of Germany's Brocken, near the village of Schierke, on January 13, 2025.
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                [image: A woman and child look up at volcanic ash rising above a volcano.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman and child look up at volcanic ash rising into the air during the eruption of Mount Ibu, as seen from Duono Village, in West Halmahera, North Maluku province, Indonesia, on January 15, 2025.
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                [image: A man rides a horse through a bonfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man rides a horse through a bonfire as part of a ritual in honor of Saint Anthony the Abbot, the patron saint of domestic animals, in San Bartolome de Pinares, Spain, on January 16, 2025.
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                [image: A red fox hunts mice in the snow, pouncing.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A red fox hunts mice in the snow in Kars, Turkey, on January 12, 2025.
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                [image: A distant view of several skiers on a broad snow-covered slope]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Skiers on the slopes at the L'Alpe Du Grand Serre resort, in the North Alps, in La Morte municipality, near Grenoble, on January 13, 2025.
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                [image: An aerial view of snow-covered sand dunes in a desert]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of snow-covered dunes in the Taklimakan Desert after a snowfall on January 15, 2025, in Bayingolin Mongol Autonomous Prefecture, Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region, China.
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                [image: Branching ice crystal structures form on a salt lake.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "Frost flowers" form on the surface of a salt lake during cold weather in Yuncheng, Shanxi province, China, on January 16, 2025.
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                [image: Two flamingos rest, each standing on one leg in shallow water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Flamingos rest near a beach in Kuwait City on January 13, 2025.
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                [image: Many bomb-damaged and destroyed buildings in Gaza]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Destroyed buildings are seen inside the Gaza Strip from southern Israel, on January 13, 2025.
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                [image: Workers stand beside a rescue cage suspended above a mine shaft.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Operators look on as a cage is lifted from an abandoned gold-mine shaft in Stilfontein, South Africa, on January 16, 2025. Rescuers racing to clear a disused South African gold shaft of illegal miners said on January 16, 2025, that a final sweep appeared to show nobody left underground, after 78 bodies and more than 200 miners were lifted out this week. Police cracking down on illegal mining operations had encircled the 2.6-kilometer (1.6-mile) mine shaft since August, cutting off food and water. A total of 87 bodies have been retrieved, and 1,907 miners have resurfaced.
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                [image: A person uses a duster to clean one of several ornate chandeliers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Team member Jennifer Allison cleans a chandelier as they are lowered for maintenance at the Blackpool Tower ballroom on January 14, 2025 in Blackpool, England.
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                [image: An aerial view of illuminated ice sculptures at an ice festival]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of illuminated ice sculptures at Harbin Ice and Snow World, seen at sunset on January 15, 2025, in Harbin, Heilongjiang province, China
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                [image: Half a dozen people wearing animal costumes and masks pose together on a snowy day.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Masked revelers wait for the start of the carnival parade in the village of Vevcani, North Macedonia, on the eve of Orthodox Saint Basil's day, marking the beginning of the new year in the Julian calendar, on January 13, 2025.
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                [image: A crowd of people inside an arena run from, and are knocked down by, a bull.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants try to control a bull during the annual Jallikattu bull-taming festival in the village of Palamedu, on the outskirts of Madurai, India, on January 15, 2025.
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                [image: A dark, well-defined cloud looms above a cityscape.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A shelf cloud rolls across Newcastle, Australia, ahead of a storm that brought wild winds and rain to the region on January 15, 2025.
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                [image: A murmuration of starlings form a cylindrical shape in the sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A murmuration of migrating starlings is seen in the sky near Beersheba, Israel, on January 12, 2025.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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Justin Trudeau's Performative Self-Regard

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

by David Frum




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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

David Frum: Canada lurches to the left

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

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

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

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

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


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



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

David Frum: Against guilty history

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

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

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

David Frum: Justin Trudeau falls from grace

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

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

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

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


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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

The events of 2024 shifted the balance of power in the Middle East--and inside Iran.

by Arash Azizi




The Iranian presidency seems to be a cursed position. Of the eight men who have held it before the current president, five eventually found themselves politically marginalized after their term finished. Two others fell to violent deaths in office (a bomb attack in 1981, a helicopter crash in 2024). The only exception is Ali Khamenei, who went on to become the supreme leader.

Hassan Rouhani, Iran's centrist president from 2013 to 2021, could be poised to break the spell and stage a political comeback.

The prospect seemed far-fetched until recently. Pressed on one side by hard-liners and on the other by opponents of the Islamic Republic, the regime's centrists and reformists had become political nonentities. In the last years of his rule, Rouhani was among the most hated men in Iran. His landmark achievement, the 2015 nuclear deal with the Obama administration and five other powerful countries, was destroyed when President Donald Trump withdrew from the deal in 2018. Iran's security forces, which are not controlled by the president, killed hundreds of protesters in 2017 and 2019 while he looked on. He was followed as president by the hard-line Ebrahim Raisi, picked in 2021 in an uncompetitive election. With Khamenei's backing, the hard-liners went on to capture most of the available instruments of power in Tehran. Last January, Rouhani was even denied a run for the seat he had held since 2000 in the Assembly of Experts, a body tasked with appointing the supreme leader.

But the events of 2024 shifted the balance of power in the Middle East--and inside Iran. Israel's battering of Hamas and Hezbollah greatly weakened Iran's so-called Axis of Resistance. The fall of the Assad regime in Syria last month was the final nail in the axis's coffin. Khamenei's foreign policy now lies in ruins. Last year, for the first time in their history, Iran and Israel exchanged missile and drone attacks on each other's territory. Following Raisi's death in a helicopter crash in May, Khamenei allowed a reformist, Masoud Pezeshkian, to run for and win the presidency--a significant concession, as reformists have been effectively sidelined, if not barred, from national politics for nearly two decades. Now Rouhani's star foreign minister, Javad Zarif, is back as Pezeshkian's vice president for strategic affairs. Both Rouhani and Zarif campaigned for Pezeshkian and have found themselves on the winning team.

Read: RIP, the Axis of Resistance

Having brought international isolation, domestic repression, and economic ruin to the country, hard-liners find themselves red-faced. Although the almost 86-year-old Khamenei is still fully in charge, he has lost much respect, not only among the people but also among the elites, and the battle to succeed him is already under way. Recently, Khamenei has signaled his possible openness to abiding by the anti-money-laundering conditions set by the Paris-based Financial Action Task Force. If Iran is to have any hope of solving its economic problems, it has no other choice: The country is currently one of only three (the other two are North Korea and Myanmar) on the FATF's blacklist. But the issue has long been a touchy one for hard-liners, who see cooperating with the FATF as capitulation to the West and fear that it will force Iran to curtail its support for terror groups.

An emboldened Rouhani is back in the spotlight, giving speeches and defending his time in office. In the past few months, he has repeatedly complained that his administration could have engaged Trump directly but was stopped from doing so. (This is an implied dig at Khamenei who, in 2019, publicly rejected a message that then-Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe brought to Tehran from Trump.) Rouhani has called for "constructive interaction with the world," which is regime-speak for negotiations with the United States in the interest of sanctions relief. None of Iran's problems can be solved without addressing sanctions, he recently said. He has also called for "listening to the will of the majority of people" and freer elections. These statements have made him the target of renewed attacks by hard-liners, such as Saeed Jalili, who lost the election to Pezeshkian last year.

What may look like factional bickering is significant in this case. Rouhani speaks for part of the Iranian establishment that rejects Khamenei's saber-rattling against the U.S. and Israel on pragmatic grounds. He is in many ways the political heir to Ayatollah Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, a once-powerful former president who eventually ran afoul of Khamenei and died in 2017. Rafsanjani and Rouhani are often compared to the late Chinese leader Deng Xiaoping. They sought to transform Iran from an ideologically anti-Western state to a technocratic one, with a pragmatic, even West-facing, foreign policy. During his presidency, Rouhani made state visits to France and Italy and was accused of neglecting Iran's ties with China and Venezuela. His cabinet included many American-educated technocrats, and his administration tried to purchase American-made Boeing planes.

Read: The collapse of the Khamenei doctrine

Iran's centrists are less interested than the reformists in democratization, and more focused on fostering economic development and good governance. This emphasis allows them to extend a broad umbrella. Rouhani's agenda of pragmatic developmentalism is shared to varying degrees not just by reformists, but by many powerful conservatives, including the Larijani brothers (a wealthy clerical clan that includes several former top officials), former Speaker of Parliament Ali Akbar Nateq Nuri, former Interior Minister Mostafa Pourmohammadi, and even the current speaker of Parliament, Mohammad-Bagher Qalibaf (who was for years a top commander in the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps).

Iran's current weakness and desperation offer Rouhani and his allies an opportunity to wrest back power. Doing so could put them in a favorable spot for that inevitable moment when Khamenei dies, and the next supreme leader must be chosen. Rouhani has some qualities that will serve him well in this internal power struggle. Unlike the soft-spoken reformist clerics, such as former President Mohammad Khatami, he is a wily player who spent decades in top security positions before becoming president. (Khatami had been Iran's chief librarian and culture minister; Rouhani was the national security adviser.) During his two-term presidency, Rouhani confronted rival power centers, such as the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, without fear. His experience negotiating with the West goes back well before the Obama era. In early 2000s, he led Iran's first nuclear negotiating team, earning the moniker "the diplomatic sheikh." In the mid-1980s, Rouhani led the negotiation team that met with President Ronald Reagan's national security adviser, Robert McFarlane, in the arms-for-hostages deal known in the U.S. as Iran-Contra. In 1986, Rouhani even met with a top Israeli security official, Amiram Nir (who was posing as an American), to ask for help in countering Iranian hard-liners.

But does Rouhani have any reasonable chance of returning to power? As always, Tehran is full of discordant voices. According to one conservative former official who spoke with me on the phone from Tehran, Rouhani is a major candidate for succeeding Khamenei as supreme leader. The official asked to be anonymous, given that "we have been ordered not to discuss the succession." A high-ranking cleric and a former reformist MP cited the same gag order, but observed that Rouhani's fortunes were rising; they declined to predict whether he could become supreme leader.

Mohammad Taqi Fazel Meybodi, a reformist cleric, is not so hopeful. "I don't believe folks like Rouhani can do much," he told me by phone from his house in Qom. "They don't hold power, and hard-liners oppose them. These hard-liners continue to oppose the U.S. and have an ideological worldview. They control the Parliament and many other bodies."

Fatemeh Haghighatjoo, a former reformist MP who is now an activist based in Boston, believes that the regime will seek a deal with the U.S. regardless of who is in power. "There have long been two views in the regime," she told me: "a developmentalist one and one that wants to export the Islamic Revolution. But the project of the latter now remains defeated. Iran has no way but to go back to development." Even in what many consider a worst-case scenario--if Mojtaba Khamenei, the leader's son known for his ties to the security establishment, succeeds his father--he, too, will be forced to adopt the developmentalist line, Haghighatjooo says.

Read: Iranian dissidents don't want war with Israel--but they can't stop it

Haghighatjoo is even hopeful that the new Trump administration, with its willingness to break with past norms, will provide an opportunity for normalization between Iran and the U.S. Such an approach would "give strength to the developmentalists, especially now that the Axis is weakened," she said.

Khamenei continues to resist such notions. In a defiant speech on January 8, he lambasted the U.S. as an imperialist power and pledged that Iran would continue to "back the resistance in Gaza, the West Bank, Lebanon, and Yemen." He criticized "those who want us to negotiate with the U.S. ... and have their embassy in Iran."

But Iran is in dire straits, and the supreme leader can ignore the facts for only so long. In many ways, he resembles his predecessor, Ayatollah Khomeini, the revolutionary leader who, in 1988, likened his acceptance of a cease-fire with Iraq to "drinking a chalice of poison." Having promised for years that Iran would continue to fight until it overthrew Saddam Hussein, Khomeini's volte-face came out of desperation--and at the urging of Rafsanjani and Rouhani (a young Zarif, then a diplomat at Iran's UN mission, helped write Iran's letter to the UN Security Council, officially accepting the cease-fire).

Many analysts now loudly wonder whether Khamenei, too, will drink his chalice of poison. He might have no other choice. The old ayatollah's project has evidently run aground--and Iran's pragmatists have fresh wind in their sails.
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Sam Altman Doesn't Actually Need Trump

Donald Trump says his big new AI initiative is a victory for America. Guess who the real winner is.

by Matteo Wong




Late yesterday afternoon, the president of the United States transformed, very briefly, into the comms guy for a new tech company. At a press conference capping his first full day back in the White House, Donald Trump stood beside three of the most influential executives in the world--Sam Altman of OpenAI, Larry Ellison of Oracle, and Masayoshi Son of SoftBank--and announced the Stargate Project, "the largest AI infrastructure project, by far, in history."



Although Trump's rhetoric may seem to suggest otherwise, Stargate is not a new federal program but rather a private venture uniting these three companies with other leaders in the AI race, such as Microsoft and Nvidia. The new company--for which Son will serve as chairman and OpenAI will be in charge of operations--will spend a planned $500 billion over the next four years to build data centers, power plants, and other such digital infrastructure in the United States, all in hopes of developing ever more advanced AI models. Trump presented Stargate as a victory for his "America First" agenda, saying that it may "lead to something that could be the biggest of all"--an apparent reference to superintelligent machines. The executives concurred, speaking of AI's potential to generate cures for cancer and heart disease. "It's all taking place right here in America," Trump said.



Although the project will likely produce many jobs and generate some value for the companies involved, it is hard to ignore the feeling that Trump needs this more than any of the men he was standing beside. "It's an honor that they want to come to our country" for their AI-infrastructure build-out, Trump said of these "three great people, great CEOs, and great geniuses." Over the course of roughly 45 minutes, he said seven separate times that it was an honor to host them, adding, "For Larry to be here and do this is very unusual, because he doesn't do this stuff; he doesn't need it."



He may be correct, and not just about Ellison. Altman has reportedly proposed similarly massive AI-infrastructure projects to investors in the Middle East and computer-chip makers in Asia. Just this week, Jensen Huang, the CEO of the computer-chip giant Nvidia, visited China--America's biggest geopolitical foe--apparently thanking local staff and lauding his company's contributions to "one of the greatest markets, the greatest countries in the world." SoftBank is a Japanese corporation. Oracle has substantial investments and AI infrastructure in the Middle East. A United Arab Emirates firm, MGX, is Stargate's fourth initial financial backer, and the British chip manufacturer Arm is a technical partner alongside Nvidia. In other words, AI development is proceeding within, but also outside of, the U.S., Stargate or not. (The Atlantic recently entered into a corporate partnership with OpenAI.)



As such, the project may be less a vote of confidence in Trump's vision for America so much as the latest sign of the country's capitulation to the AI industry, which has repeatedly pushed for lenient regulations and invoked the specter of China to clear a path for rapid development. (Although, to be clear, tech giants have done plenty of capitulating to Trump too.) Trump emphasized that his role is to welcome these companies and get out of the way: "We're going to make it as easy as it can be," he said. He also referenced China more than once. "China is a competitor; others are competitors. We want [AI] to be in this country," he said, later adding, "This is money that normally would have gone to China."



Read: A virtual cell is a 'holy grail' of science. It's getting closer.



AI may well change the world, but the announcement provided little in terms of specifics of how it would get there. Despite promises of AI-enabled cancer vaccines and personalized medicine, exactly how the technology will revolutionize the military, biology, or any other industry is unclear, and the path to "superintelligence" is hazier still. Even if generative AI yields productivity gains and speeds up medical research, there will be trade-offs: The technology and its infrastructure are as likely to displace millions of jobs, require massive natural-gas and nuclear power plants to meet tremendous electricity demands, raise consumer energy prices, and take up substantial public land. Even some AI enthusiasts expressed skepticism: Elon Musk broke with Trump by publicly bashing the announcement, posting on X that SoftBank doesn't "actually have the money" to support Stargate. (Altman called this characterization "wrong" in a post of his own.)



To hear these companies tell it, however, the path forward is all but inevitable. Put together, major American tech companies are already spending perhaps hundreds of billions of dollars a year developing their technology with a questionable path to profit. Instead of acting as a deterrent, those costs have been spun into a selling point. Executives at OpenAI, Anthropic, Microsoft, Nvidia, and their competitors are fond of touting the lucrative sums--$100 billion, or perhaps $7 trillion--their technology will require, as if to say: This will be big. Don't miss out. They have seemingly willed demand into existence.



In an interview after the press conference, Altman said that Stargate "means we can create AI and AGI in the USA. It wouldn't have been obvious this was possible--I think with a different president, it might not have been possible--but we are thrilled to get to do this. I think it will be great for Americans." Now the White House is fully embracing tech executives' messaging. But all of this started well before Trump's inauguration. Ellison himself said that Stargate had been in the works for "a long time," and the nationwide build-out of data centers, power plants, and transmission lines is well under way. Days before his term ended, Joe Biden signed an executive order for "advancing United States leadership in artificial intelligence infrastructure," which would open up federal lands for data-center construction. (Trump, when asked if he would rescind the order, responded, "No, I wouldn't do that. That sounds to me like something I would like.")



Read: Microsoft's hypocrisy on AI



Winning the generative-AI race would, in Trump's telling, be a display of his geopolitical and economic might. But only a day into his presidency, Stargate showed Trump taking cues from China, Microsoft, OpenAI, and Biden all at once--from a foreign adversary, the tech giants he vilified in 2020, and a political rival he has ruthlessly vilified. During yesterday's briefing, Trump read a statement that the tech executives had apparently prepared. "This monumental undertaking is a resounding declaration of confidence in America's potential under a new president," he said, looking up from the dais and grinning at the final two words. "New president. I didn't say it; they did. So I appreciate that, fellas." Altman and the others knew exactly how to play this. Trump--and the rest of the nation--is merely tagging along.
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Trump's Pardons Are Sending a Crystal-Clear Message

After the January 6 attacks, right-wing militias went underground. Now they have permission to come out of hiding.

by Ali Breland




Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.

In the hours after Donald Trump returned to power, Jacob Chansley, already in a celebrating mood, became exuberant. Chansley, who is also known as the QAnon Shaman, a nickname he earned for the horned costume he wore during the attack on the U.S. Capitol in 2021, did what any red-blooded MAGA American might have done in his situation. "I GOT A PARDON BABY!" Chansley posted on X last night. "NOW I AM GONNA BUY SOME MOTHA FU*KIN GUNS!!!"



In the lead-up to Inauguration Day, Trump had spent a lot of time talking about getting revenge on his political enemies. But in one of his first moves as president, Trump decided to treat his supporters to some forgiveness. Last night, he pardoned all of the nearly 1,600 people who had been convicted for their involvement in the Capitol riots. He commuted the sentences of 14 insurrectionists who remained in prison, allowing them to go free. Paired with his order for the attorney general to dismiss "all pending indictments," Trump has effectively let everyone convicted for their actions in the January 6 attack off the hook.



In Trump's telling, the people he pardoned were viciously and unfairly punished for what happened at the Capitol. Yesterday, he called the rioters "hostages." Some of those pardoned included goofy characters, such as Chansley, who seemingly did not arrive at the Capitol intending to overthrow the government but got swept up in the moment. Chansley wasn't exactly going out of his way to avoid the chaos of the day, however: He left a note on then-Vice President Mike Pence's desk that said, "It's only a matter of time, justice is coming." Among those pardoned was Adam Christian Johnson, otherwise known as "lectern guy": On January 6, he carried then-House Speaker Nancy Pelosi's podium around the Capitol, smiling and waving in a now-viral photo. "I'm ashamed to have been a part of it," he said to a judge in February 2022, before he was ordered to pay a $5,000 fine and sentenced to 75 days in jail. "Got a pardon ... now ... about my lectern," Johnson wrote on X before later asking Trump to free the men imprisoned for plotting to kidnap Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer.



Among the rioters granted clemency by President Trump there are also longtime militia leaders who planned carefully for the riot. They have been implicated in actively conspiring to violently overtake the Capitol and attack police officers. Stewart Rhodes, the founder of the Oath Keepers militia group, and Kelly Meggs, who led its Florida chapter, were among the 14 people whose sentences were commuted. Meggs allegedly participated with his wife in weapons training to prepare for the attack. Before the president intervened, both were slated to spend more than a decade in prison after being convicted of seditious conspiracy. According to the Department of Justice, Rhodes and Meggs had organized "teams that were prepared and willing to use force and to transport firearms and ammunition into Washington, D.C.," and tried "to oppose, by force, the lawful transfer of presidential power."



Of the 14 people whose remaining prison sentences were commuted by Trump, nine were affiliated with the Oath Keepers and five with the Proud Boys, another violent far-right group. At least one other militia leader was outright pardoned: Enrique Tarrio, a former head of the Proud Boys, is now free long before the end of his 22-year sentence. Though he wasn't in Washington during the insurrection, Tarrio egged on Proud Boys who entered the Capitol, posting on social media that he was "proud of my boys and my country" and telling his supporters, "Don't fucking leave" moments after rioters entered the Capitol. In private messages, he took credit for the attack: "Make no mistake," he wrote, "we did this." Some of the Proud Boys, including top members Joe Biggs and Zachary Rehl, went inside the Capitol, where they "overwhelmed officers," according to the Department of Justice. Biggs was sentenced to 17 years in prison and Rehl to 15.



Of course, it wasn't just militia members who seemingly arrived at the Capitol with violence in mind. Also among those pardoned was Eric Munchel, who was sentenced to nearly five years in prison after entering the Capitol clad in a tactical vest and carrying zip ties, with which he intended to "take senators hostage," according to the judge who heard his case. The most important part of the pardons isn't specifically who is released from prison, but the meaning of Trump's gesture: Radical militias are free to act with impunity--as long as they're loyal to Trump. Should an extremist on the right break the law, he can reasonably hope for Trump to pluck him out of the justice system. This is one of the key ingredients to the perpetuation of political violence across society--a belief among those who might carry it out that they can do so, and that they'll get away with it.



In that sense, the pardons mark what's to come. The insurrection was the culmination of increased militia activity during the first Trump administration. But after the riot, as law-enforcement agencies began to prosecute those involved, the militias went underground. Groups such as the Oath Keepers and Proud Boys continued to operate while many of their leaders and members were in prison, but in a less publicly visible way than before. Even without militia groups operating at their peak levels, political violence, particularly by the right, has been ascendant over the past several years. Now, after the pardons, right-wing extremists no longer have to hide.



*Lead-image credit: Illustration by Allison Zaucha / The Atlantic. Sources: Mark Peterson / Redux; Anna Moneymaker / Getty; Evan Vucci / AP; Getty.
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Did He Actually Do That?

Elon Musk either had a slipped-mask moment or is supremely awkward.

by Charlie Warzel




Did Elon Musk actually toss off a Sieg heil! at Donald Trump's inauguration rally today?

A lot of people online seem to think he did, based on data from their eyeballs. Freeze-frame images of Musk on social media show the world's richest man at a podium in Washington, D.C.'s Capital One Arena engaging in what could definitely be construed as a Nazi salute. Video clips of Musk's speech support this conclusion. Musk stands at the podium, graced with the presidential seal, and thanks the crowd. Then he forcefully slaps his right hand to his chest and rather violently extends his arm outward diagonally to the audience. Multiple historians have backed the idea that Musk's gesture was indeed a Nazi salute. "Thank you," Musk says. He makes the gesture to the crowd, turns 180 degrees, and repeats it to the rest of the crowd behind him. "My heart goes out to you," he adds, placing his hand back on his chest.

What's left out of much of the discussion is that Musk is supremely, almost cosmically, awkward and stilted. All close observers of Musk--and I am one--know this.

So which one is it? A mask-off full-Nazi moment or just a graceless tech baron not in full control of both his arms and his feelings? (It wouldn't be the first time he's embarrassed himself onstage using his limbs.) I would urge you to watch the video for yourself.

Musk has not yet commented publicly on what he did, and he did not respond to my inquiry about what, exactly, he thought he was doing up there. (It's worth noting that the video Musk posted of his speech did not show Musk performing the gesture head-on--it cut away to the crowd; a C-SPAN clip shows it in full, though.) Eventually, he will almost certainly deny that he Sieg heiled. If history is a guide, he will post on X, scoffing at the accusations. He could make a self-deprecating joke about being so excited that he wasn't aware of his body. He could act like a troll, like he did when a German magazine likened him to a member of Hitler's cabinet, and he responded, "I did Nazi that coming." The most disturbing response might be if he says nothing at all. So far, he has posted several times on X today without addressing the matter.

Musk's X has given a megaphone to bigots and restored the accounts of banned racists. I've argued that Musk has turned X into a white-supremacist website. Musk himself has spent recent weeks enthusiastically endorsing Germany's far-right political party, Alternative fur Deutschland, or AfD. Members of the party have had documented ties to neo-Nazis; in 2018, the co-leader of the AfD downplayed the significance of the Holocaust and the crimes of the Nazi regime. Musk has endorsed posts about the racist "Great Replacement" conspiracy theory. Even those inside the MAGA movement have voiced concerns about Musk. This month, the former Trump adviser Steve Bannon called Musk "a truly evil guy, a very bad guy." He used the word racist to describe Musk and others in Trump's Silicon Valley inner circle who have South African heritage: "Why do we have South Africans, the most racist people on earth, white South Africans, we have them making any comments at all on what goes on in the United States?"

All of this informs how one might interpret Musk on the stage today. Above all else, Musk is a troll, an edgelord. He delights in "triggering" his ideological enemies, which includes the media. And his gesture--whatever the intent--has done just that. In a way, the uproar online over Musk is reminiscent of an incident in the first months of the first Trump administration, when two pro-Trump influencers were photographed in the White House press room making the "OK" hand gesture. The photo was interpreted by some media members as a white-power symbol. Reporters and organizations such as the Anti-Defamation League traced it back to racist message boards like 4chan's /pol/ board. Eventually, however, the gestures appeared to be part of an attempt, by 4chan, to trick the mainstream media into overreacting and turning the handiwork of a few trolls into national news. The whole affair was exhausting and difficult to follow. A message board that trafficked in hate speech created a fake hate-speech symbol to try to trick the media into calling something racist. (The ADL, it is worth noting, has extended Musk the benefit of the doubt, issuing a statement that Musk made an "awkward gesture in a moment of enthusiasm, not a Nazi salute," and encouraged everyone to "give one another a bit of grace.")

None of that is to suggest that Musk's salute wasn't genuine. A practiced troll consistently crosses redlines because they want to offend and trigger. They also swaddle their actions in enough detached irony and cynicism that allow them to relentlessly mock or harass anyone who dares take them seriously. There is every reason to take a right-wing troll at face value, and yet doing so often means giving them what they want: an intense reaction they can use against you.

For now, all anyone has to understand Musk's motives is a damning video, his past words and actions, and plenty of circumstantial evidence about his beliefs. What is undeniable is that watching Musk do that onstage while thousands stood on their feet cheering was more than ominous. Across the internet, Wired reports, neo-Nazis are thrilled at what they believe is a direct signal from the centibillionaire. In many ways, it is a fitting spectacle to begin the second Trump administration: a bunch of people arguing endlessly over something everyone can see with their own eyes.
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The Crypto World Is Already Mad at Trump

The president's new cryptocurrency is even too brazen for some of his supporters.

by Will Gottsegen




Donald Trump never misses a good brand opportunity. You can buy collectible Trump trading cards, limited-edition autographed Trump guitars, $499 "Trump Won" low-top sneakers, and Trump-endorsed Bibles. Long before he got into politics, Trump peddled liquor (Trump Vodka), education (Trump University), and meat (Trump Steaks). But Trump's latest enterprise--a new cryptocurrency token named $TRUMP--might be his most brazen yet.



After his team launched the token on Friday evening, the price per coin shot from $6 to more than $70 within about a day. Because two of Trump's affiliate companies own 80 percent of the total supply of the coin, Trump essentially manifested more than $10 billion in a single weekend. At one point this weekend, Axios estimated that $TRUMP momentarily accounted for about 89 percent of Trump's net worth, making him one of the richest people in the world. And last night, Melania Trump announced her own coin, $MELANIA.



Throughout Trump's long history of cashing in on his personal brand, there has never been such a dramatic injection of artificial value. Both $TRUMP and $MELANIA are so-called memecoins. There are no business fundamentals under the hood, no practical use cases to speak of. Memecoins are typically spun up in a matter of minutes, whisked to massively overinflated valuations on social media, and promptly dumped on the suckers who bought in a few moments too late. It's an incredibly efficient, incredibly predictable, and incredibly predatory playbook.



The arc of a memecoin's market cycle almost always bends toward zero: A coin inspired by the "Hawk Tuah" girl was worth $500 million just after it launched late last year and swiftly lost 99 percent of its value. Other silly tokens, such as the inauspiciously named $BODEN (an unofficial, unsanctioned riff on President Joe Biden's lame-duck era) have experienced similar collapses. It's the same story in each case: Insiders and early adopters turn a quick profit at the expense of latecomers. And although it's definitely possible that Trump's position of global influence gives $TRUMP more staying power than the typical memecoin, it's arguably even more volatile than cryptocurrencies, such as bitcoin, that are not exactly stable in their own right. The value of $TRUMP has already dipped by more than half and is now worth less than $8 billion.



In a sense, the $TRUMP token represents a natural move for the president. He has made an enormous effort to position himself as a powerful ally of the crypto industry: Trump has said he plans to create a "strategic national bitcoin stockpile" and promoted another crypto business with his three sons just weeks before the election. Trump announced the coin on Truth Social on Friday night at the same time as the pre-inauguration "Crypto Ball," a ritzy celebration emceed by David Sacks, a tech entrepreneur and podcast host whom Trump has tapped as his crypto czar. It was meant as a kind of debutante ceremony: After four years of what the industry has interpreted as targeted sanctions and harassment from SEC Chair Gary Gensler and other steely regulators, crypto is finally free to become the fullest version of itself.



Whether memecoins are even legal is a matter of dispute. Biden's SEC regularly went after crypto companies for issuing coins that appeared to violate existing securities laws. But Trump himself is picking the next SEC chair. There's also the question of what Trump's new tens of billions of dollars on paper end up amounting to in the real world, because most of the total token supply hasn't actually been issued, and because any attempt to start cashing out would no doubt tank the price. Still, even after Trump has promised a new golden age for crypto during his second administration, his new hypothetical billions practically cement his interest in a more hands-off approach to the industry. Keep in mind: Trump called bitcoin a "scam" just a few years ago, when crypto didn't seem to suit his interests. Trump is far less likely to level those kinds of judgments in the future.



Another potential issue is that because memecoins are so lightly regulated, anyone can buy them, whether they are 12-year-olds with a parent's credit card or North Korean hackers looking for leverage over the global economy. Some of the available supply of Trump's official cryptocurrency might already be controlled by foreign interests. There's also the chance that Trump's memecoin gambit could inspire other world political and cultural leaders to release similar coins. (Lorenzo Sewell, the pastor who administered today's inaugural prayer, has already announced a $LORENZO coin.) If foreign actors get their hands on Trump's supposedly America-first economic initiatives, the administration's promise to turn the country into a "bitcoin superpower" starts to feel a little hollower.



Although much of the crypto world has been eagerly awaiting Trump's return to the White House, a new sense of unease has settled over some of the industry's biggest defenders, who recognize that memecoins don't exactly reflect well on crypto. Memecoins are "zero-sum," the investor Balaji Srinivasan, typically aligned with Trump, reminded his followers on X over the weekend. "There is no wealth creation ... And after an initial spike, the price eventually crashes and the last buyers lose everything." Nic Carter, a prominent crypto investor and Trump supporter, reasons that the unease is indicative of a broader panic, a slow-growing sense that Trump can't be controlled in the way the industry might want. $TRUMP "exposed the worst parts of the crypto industry to the public eye in a way that really didn't need to happen, right when we were on the cusp of legitimacy," he told me today.



A Trump Steak might not be the juiciest cut you've ever eaten, but at least it's a piece of real meat--something you can see and touch. $TRUMP enthusiasts won't even get that much.
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Billions of People in the Palm of Trump's Hand

Today leaders of the world's largest technology platforms kissed the president's ring.

by Damon Beres




Among all the images of people cozying up to President Donald Trump at today's inauguration, one in particular will be worth remembering over the next four years. During the ceremony in the Capitol Rotunda, you could see some of the most powerful men on the planet positioned immediately behind members of the Trump family on the dais. There's Tiffany, there's Eric, there are Ivanka and Don Jr., and then, smiling and clapping right alongside the family, there are the tech titans: Mark Zuckerberg, Jeff Bezos, Sundar Pichai, Elon Musk, and Tim Cook. In visual proximity, they're as close to honorary Trumps as anyone could be.

The power that each of these men represents may be rivaled by only the presidency itself. Zuckerberg is the CEO of Meta; Bezos founded Amazon and Blue Origin and owns The Washington Post; Pichai runs Google; Musk heads Tesla and SpaceX and owns X; Cook is Apple's CEO. TikTok's CEO, Shou Zi Chew, was also in attendance in a back row, and OpenAI's CEO, Sam Altman, was reportedly seated in the overflow crowd in Emancipation Hall. These business leaders directly control the tools that billions of people around the world use to communicate, to receive information, to be entertained, to navigate and understand the world. Even an incomplete list of products overseen by these people is striking: Facebook, Instagram, WhatsApp, Threads, X, Gmail, Google Search, Google Docs, Android, iPhones, iPads, Macs, iMessage, Starlink, ChatGPT, TikTok--the world's foremost technology platforms, in line behind Donald Trump.


 It's not unusual for business leaders to rub shoulders with presidents and other elected officials. But this was something else: Inauguration seats closest to an incoming president tend to be reserved for a president's family and figures in politics, and the tech executives on Trump's dais have been hard at work ingratiating themselves into his universe. In the lead-up to today's events, they have demonstrated a remarkable spinelessness. Most attempted to curry the incoming president's favor by giving million-dollar donations to his inaugural fund--in effect, kissing the ring. They gave relatively little, if at all, to Joe Biden's fund; some run companies that had previously declared they would reassess their political donations following the January 6 insurrection--a stance that clearly did not stick. The events of that day have been memory-holed. Now Zuckerberg and Musk have reoriented their products in direct service of the MAGA movement, disposing of content-moderation policies and proclaiming a supposed commitment to free speech that serves the loudest and most odious users. TikTok exalted Trump yesterday when it brought its service back online following a brief shutdown: "As a result of President Trump's efforts, TikTok is back in the U.S.!" the app wrote in a pop-up sent to users. Less than five years ago, Trump had issued an executive order that would have effectively banned the app, calling it a threat to national security.



Regardless of past policies and stated principles, it seems that, as always, business is business. Each tech leader on Trump's dais has a clear financial interest in courting the president. Meta, Google, and Apple all face antitrust suits; TikTok could still be shut down in the United States; and OpenAI, like other generative-AI firms, is doing whatever it can to avoid growth-limiting regulation. Musk's companies have been under numerous recent investigations or reviews by federal regulators. Plus, he will need the support of the government to "plant the Stars and Stripes on the planet Mars," as Trump put it in his speech today.



The tech industry has officially placed itself in the palm of Trump's hand. What will happen the next time the FBI wants to get into a Facebook account or an encrypted iPhone--when the definition of a political threat has changed based on the president's whims? What will happen if Google Search delivers search results that are at odds with Trump's agenda?



What cannot be forgotten is that these men--who for years have behaved as if they answer to no one--appear to stand for little more than the accrual of wealth and power, regardless of what it means for the people who use their products. Today, they bent the knee.
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TikTok's Near-Death Experience

The party ended--for a moment, anyway.

by Steffi Cao

It was like a party at the end of the world. Before TikTok's owner, ByteDance, pulled the plug on the app last night--getting ahead of the official ban in the United States, which took effect today--the app's most devoted users were going overboard. I watched someone with their hand up a Kermit puppet having (or maybe just performing) an emotional breakdown over the app's impending demise, the frog's mouth gaping toward the ceiling on livestream. Duke Depp, who first went viral on the app for doing a striptease to Akon's "I Wanna Love You" while dressed as Willy Wonka, gyrated on the floor to "WAP." Earlier this week, Meredith Duxbury, Lexi Hidalgo, and other high-profile creators revealed that some of their most successful content had been built on half-truths--one actually didn't use as much makeup as advertised; another had actually done only half the workouts they'd talked about on their channel. You're mad about it? Nothing you can do now! TikTok's over.



Or at least, it was for a second. President-Elect Donald Trump posted on his Truth Social account that he'll sign an executive order after he's inaugurated tomorrow to help bring TikTok back online. TikTok said today that it is "in the process of restoring service" already.

Read: The case for brain rot

Still, assuming that it does actually come back for good--Trump's plan is far from a sure thing in the long run--TikTok may never be the same after this. Social media is a delicate thing; too much downtime means users can divert their attention elsewhere, and too many attempts to curate the culture can destroy its magic altogether. Last night, I took in as much of it as I could before the shutdown. What would it look like when the internet's brain-rottiest app died--when all of the app's users knew well in advance that the thing was on its way out? For nearly six hours, I mainlined TikTok's feeds. It was like Cabaret through the kaleidoscope of the infinite scroll.



Many users held a funeral of sorts, dancing in all black. The Next Level Chef breakout TikTok star Tini made her viral mac and cheese for the occasion. Fancam editors posted smash-cut compilations of highlights from the app's near-decade run. People shared the creators they would miss the most, the people they wanted to thank for being part of their TikTok journey. Adam Ray Okay, a TikTok star known for his disheveled and brash character, Rosa, dressed up as her one last time, complete with stripes of bronzer and misplaced false lashes, to say goodbye to the app.



The app slowly began to lose functions throughout the evening: Comments froze and the refresh button lagged. Posting videos became difficult. Nervously, I exited the app and went back in. Comments reappeared. I breathed. Watched another video. A pixelated shark superimposed onto stick-figure legs walked through a void, set to "It's Quiet Uptown" from the Hamilton soundtrack.

Read: The difference between TikTok and free expression

In my favorites folder, I scrolled through the hundreds of audio clips I'd bookmarked over five years. The very first clip was a lo-fi remix of Megan Thee Stallion's "Hot Girl" that I saved in 2020. I was in college when I first started using the app, downloading it to learn the "Blueberry Faygo" dance, and now I am haggard at the age of 26. Much has changed--I moved to a new city, began my career, experienced heartbreak for the first time, and posted through it all. The Pedro Pascal fancam edit cradled me after I experienced my first layoff. The dense-bean-salad girl wiped my tears when I felt like I was about to teeter off the edge at the grocery store. Chloe Ting's two-week challenge got me through lockdown with her promises to help her followers attain an itty-bitty, teeny-tiny waist and a gigantic, earth-shattering butt.



Everyone's experience with TikTok is, famously, individual: The algorithm seems to know us better than we know ourselves, or so the cliche goes. But the app has also meaningfully shaped aspects of our culture and politics, sometimes for good, sometimes for bad, as with any social platform. Many people found community on TikTok. BookTok transformed the publishing industry; creators encouraged viewers to support indie booksellers and caused books sales to skyrocket. It played a political role: "TikTok teens," with help from K-pop stans, flooded Trump's 2020 Tulsa, Oklahoma, rally with fake ticket bookings just to mess with him. Reporters like Bisan Owda provided unique, on-the-ground reporting about life in Gaza. TikTok's feeds pushed huge amounts of body dysmorphia, prejudice, and alt-right lines of thought--the app has also been a prime suspect in the decline of attention spans, the rise of hyper-consumerism, and the general deterioration of media literacy. Such a consequential app deserved a major fade-out. Perhaps a soft vignette or fade to black, or a final curtain over the whole thing. Maybe a rolling-credits song or a bagpipe solo to play us out.



We didn't get that, of course. Just a pop-up notification as I was midway through a video. This is the nature of TikTok, and really the internet overall: always shifting; here today, gone tomorrow. And then, maybe ...
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Let's Not Fool Ourselves About TikTok

America won't miss the app.

by Kate Lindsay




Before Vine's die-hard fans said goodbye, they wanted to reminisce. The short-form-video app, which shut down in 2017, created lots of viral moments ("And they were roommates ...") and propelled a number of internet creators into the mainstream. It was unlike anything else on the internet at the time: You can still sometimes see the refrain "RIP Vine" thrown around on social media. But for the most part, everybody has moved on. Two of Vine's biggest stars, Logan Paul and Shawn Mendes, are still plenty famous.

I immediately thought of Vine this morning, when the Supreme Court upheld a law that requires TikTok to be sold by its Chinese parent company or face a ban in the United States. After I saw the news I then checked TikTok. The app was a hotbed of nostalgia, with many users reposting their earliest videos from several years ago. The ruling is the latest twist in the ongoing saga over the app's fate: For more than four years, TikTok has been plagued by questions about its ties to the Chinese government. Unless there's a last-minute intervention--still possible!--the app could conceivably shut off on Sunday. (After the Supreme Court's decision, Joe Biden's administration announced that it would leave enforcement of the ban to Donald Trump.)

Read: The internet is TikTok now

It's a lot of fanfare and suspense over an app that, well, just isn't all that important. There's no denying TikTok has had a significant impact on American culture. Its kitschy trends, given names like "coastal grandmother," influence the stores Americans shop at and the products they buy. Why were Stanley cups suddenly everywhere last year? Blame TikTok. Artists are encouraged to create music that might spark a dance challenge on the app. This is part of what TikTok does well: Its algorithm serves users ultra-personalized content, increasing engagement.

But though Americans might be listening to music or shopping for clothing that was made with TikTok in mind, a majority of them are not scrolling the app itself. According to a Pew survey released last year, only a third of U.S. adults said they had ever used TikTok. YouTube touches far more Americans, with 83 percent of adults reporting that they use the platform. Although TikTok is often referred to as the Gen Z app, a larger share of 18-to-29-year-olds are on Snapchat and Instagram.

To some degree, TikTok users seem at peace with knowing they have other options. Few people have flocked to Capitol Hill to protest the ban. For the most part, celebrities are not speaking out about just how dire the stakes of a TikTok blackout could be. Online, people are expressing their dismay with sardonic humor: tearfully saying goodbye to the hypothetical "Chinese spy" that's supposedly been observing their TikTok behavior all these years. Millions have downloaded another Chinese app, Xiaohongshu, whose name translates to "little red book" in English.

Read: It's just an app

TikTok would be the first major social-media platform to face an outright ban in the U.S., but its demise would not be so unfamiliar. Even apart from Vine, Millennials and Gen X users spent their youth on platforms that also one day just disappeared, or became otherwise unrecognizable. Tumblr went through a number of changes that gutted the once-thriving blogging platform. Users eventually find new homes elsewhere: Facebook overtook MySpace, only to cede its cultural cache to Instagram, and TikTok itself absorbed Musical.ly. It's all part of the larger cycle of migration that has always defined social media. The same will likely be true with TikTok. So many social platforms have already cribbed from the app and feature similar algorithmic feeds that keep you scrolling. As Hana Kiros wrote yesterday, "The app might get banned in the United States, but we'll still be living in TikTok's world."

This isn't to say a TikTok ban wouldn't be felt. Influencers with big TikTok followings will have to fight for attention on other platforms that may have different audiences and mechanisms for success. Small-business owners, in particular, may materially suffer. Restaurants are one viral video away from waking up to a line down the street, a designer just one hashtag off from selling out their new product. The app's boon for businesses has been abetted by TikTok Shop, through which users can directly buy items featured in the videos on their feed. Those who went all in on TikTok will surely take a hit as they attempt to set up elsewhere online, but in all likelihood, they will recover.

When I opened TikTok this morning, many of the videos that users were reposting in farewell to the app featured trends I barely remembered from the early pandemic: Morning routines soundtracked by Powfu's 2020 song "Death Bed," and exaggerated lip-synching to anime. Those videos are a testament to how quickly the internet moves on. In a few years, TikTok's most defining moments, like Vine's catchphrases and Tumblr's main characters, will largely have been forgotten.
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The GoFundMe Fires

For now, Los Angeles has no choice but to crowdfund its way out of destruction.

by Lila Shroff




The wildfires in Los Angeles consumed the home of a cancer patient who had just received good news about her recovery--and the home of another whose cancer had just returned. They razed the house of a woman who had lost everything once before in a World War II bombing. They flattened fruit trees and flower beds planted with care. They destroyed a wedding ring on the eve of a couple's 40th wedding anniversary. They burned the beloved instruments of a 90-year-old jazz musician. They demolished a nursery that had just been prepared for a soon-to-be-born baby girl.



These stories of loss are from GoFundMe. Since the wildfires broke out last week, the site has been inundated with thousands of fundraisers for the victims. Collectively, they'd raised more than $100 million as of Tuesday evening, a GoFundMe spokesperson told me. (The company did not immediately respond when asked where the totals currently stand.) In recent days, I've found myself scrolling through page after page of Angelenos documenting their losses. For people like me who don't live near L.A., the destruction can start to read like a set of statistics--more than 12,000 structures damaged or destroyed; roughly 40,000 acres burned. But statistics have a strange way of obfuscating the magnitude and depth of the damage. On GoFundMe, the harm is shockingly visceral. As the catastrophe unfolds, the site is serving as a real-time record of the wildfires' destruction.



Each GoFundMe page is unique in its own way. Some fundraisers are started by victims themselves, others by loved ones looking to help out in whatever way they can. The campaigns come with a description explaining why residents are asking for donations, and many detail the small but irreplaceable possessions that the fires took: family photos and home videos, letters and manuscripts, rare books and childhood diaries. Gone is the artwork residents have spent a lifetime creating. One woman who lost her home had moved in so recently that she hadn't even finished unpacking. Another family had spent years remodeling their house by hand. Multiple people lost a parent's ashes. These fundraisers are inflected with the emotional toll of disaster. They contain the shock of the unimaginable and the mourning of devastation. But they also contain love, gratitude, and extraordinary resilience. "I've still been able to laugh," one victim wrote, "at my Roomba app telling me it's time to replace some parts (just SOME?)."



For those of us without a direct connection to the fires, GoFundMe can help tether us to the losses. That's not just because of the details that are included in each fundraiser. These pages are ricocheting across the internet. They are being passed along in group chats and posted to Instagram and circulated in emails. They are being compiled into lists and spreadsheets that are sometimes overwhelming in length: As Rachel Davies, a writer who put together a list of more than 1,000 fundraisers, told the Associated Press, "I feel connected in a strange way to all these people that I don't know." Through these channels, you might learn whose sibling, former professor, or best friend has suffered. The world becomes a little smaller.

Read: The place where I grew up is gone

That GoFundMe is so full of stories also indicates just how deeply embedded in the infrastructure of natural-disaster response the platform has become. The more than $100 million that has been raised through the site for L.A. wildfire relief so far just about matches the entire amount that was crowdsourced for natural-disaster relief on GoFundMe in 2023. Indeed, in May, Axios reported that over the past five years, the number of fundraisers for natural disasters has increased by 90 percent. "GoFundMe has become a major form of disaster assistance," Emily Gallagher, a finance professor at the University of Colorado at Boulder, told me.



In 2021, a wildfire broke out just miles from where Gallagher lives in Boulder, destroying more than 1,000 homes. Together with colleagues, she researched the use of GoFundMe as her community recovered, and found that victims who used the platform were 27 percent more likely to have started rebuilding their home within a year of the fire. Two-thirds of Americans with homeowners insurance are underinsured for wildfires; if catastrophe strikes, they won't be reimbursed for the full cost of what they lost. Meanwhile, applying for and receiving federal aid can be cumbersome. This is what makes crowdfunding so appealing. Donations can be used for whatever a recipient needs, as soon as they need it.



But there's a dark side to GoFundMe's role in fire relief. Crowdfunding tends to advantage the wealthy: In the fire that broke out near Gallagher, high-income households were more likely to have a friend set up a campaign on their behalf. These households, who had larger and wealthier social networks, then went on to raise substantially more money than lower-income residents with GoFundMe campaigns of their own. The net effect is that those who are most in need of funds may be least likely to receive them. For those who do benefit from the platform, FEMA has warned that funds raised through GoFundMe can affect eligibility for assistance, which may create an added layer of stress and confusion for already overwhelmed disaster victims.

Read: Altadena after the fire

When catastrophic events like the L.A. fires receive national attention, many people want to chip in. Without any personal ties, they may choose to donate to campaigns that, for whatever reason, resonate with them personally. This can lead, as the sociologist Matthew Wade suggests, to what are effectively sympathy markets, where donors are tasked with making moral judgments on who is most worthy of donation. In the extreme, GoFundMe can perversely encourage users to package their despair into marketable narratives. Trauma sells.



This is well understood by the scammers who lurk on the platform. GoFundMe has long struggled with fraud as people concoct stories of misfortune to sham unwitting donors out of cash. (So much so that a website called GoFraudMe once dedicated itself to tracking down fake campaigns.) To help prevent this with the L.A. fires, a GoFundMe spokesperson told me, the company has spun up a centralized hub of verified fundraisers, which have been reviewed by a team of experts. Still, when one victim's friend created a fundraising campaign after she lost her rental home, a copycat emerged within hours. "Someone has tried to just make their way in and try to profit off of my tragedy," the victim told The New York Times.



As the fires continue to devastate Los Angeles, new fundraisers continue to pop up on GoFundMe: one for a 15-year-old soliciting help for his mother, another for a 94-year-old artist who lost a lifetime's worth of paintings and writing. If the fires are a window into our grim climate future, so are the fundraisers themselves. Contained within the stories is a double tragedy. There is the acute loss told by each individual narrative. But these fundraisers add up to tell the story of something much larger: that of a financial system unprepared for the new realities of climate disasters.
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'I Won't Touch Instagram'

TikTok users are searching for a new home. Are there any good ones left?

by Kaitlyn Tiffany




Updated at 10:49 a.m. ET on January 17, 2025

What's going on with TikTok right now? Following the Supreme Court's ruling to uphold the Protecting Americans From Foreign Adversary Controlled Applications Act--the law that requires the app to be divested from its Chinese owner or banned from the United States--TikTok is poised to go dark on Sunday. It's possible that something may yet save it, such as a last-minute sale or an intervention from the Biden administration; an official told NBC News Wednesday night, somewhat firmly, that it was "exploring options" to prevent the ban from taking effect. "Americans shouldn't expect to see TikTok suddenly banned on Sunday," the unnamed official said. But then Bloomberg reported that the administration will not intervene on behalf of the app, citing two anonymous officials with knowledge of the plans. Who knows! If all else fails, President-Elect Donald Trump has also reportedly expressed a desire to save the app.



If TikTok does indeed get banned or directly shut off by its parent company, it would be a seismic event in internet history. At least a third of American adults use the app, as do a majority of American teens, according to Pew Research Center data. These users have spent the past few days coming to terms with the app's possible demise--and lashing out however they could think to.



Some have been posting satirical videos in which they say goodbye to an imaginary Chinese spy that they pretend was personally assigned to watch them and tinker with the recommendation algorithm on their behalf. Many more have been spitefully downloading another Chinese app, Xiaohongshu, which is referred to in English as RedNote and functions like a hybrid of TikTok and Instagram. It has shot to the top of the App Store rankings, and Reuters reports that more than 700,000 new users joined in just two days.

Read: The internet is TikTok now

Earlier this week, I downloaded it myself to see what was going on--most of my feed was quickly populated by videos tagged with #TikTokRefugee. American and Chinese users alike appear to be reveling in brief moments of absurd cultural exchange. I saw a weird amount of content glorifying Luigi Mangione, the accused assassin of UnitedHealthcare CEO Brian Thompson, which seems to be a common experience on the app so far. Much of the text on RedNote is in Mandarin. This has become the subject of further jokes as well as a marketing opportunity for the language-learning app Duolingo (which has reported a surge in new Mandarin learners).



RedNote is not particularly usable for English-speakers. It also seems likely to be subject to the same legislation that is (currently) set to kill TikTok, because of its Chinese ownership. The mass downloading, then, is driven not by practicality, but by a mix of curiosity, pettiness, and that special type of half-snotty, half-sincere rebellion so common online. A viral post saying "Not only do I willingly give my data to China but I also freely give my heart" is obviously a joke. But other users who had posted on TikTok about moving to RedNote told me that they were serious about it and genuinely viewed the impending TikTok ban as a free-speech issue.



Mia DeLuca, a 24-year-old TikTok user from New Jersey who has joined RedNote, told me that she sees the popularity of the app as sending a deliberate message to U.S. lawmakers--"a way for us to stand our ground." Abby Greer, 27 and from Chicago, told me she was aware that social-media platforms derive their value from user data and that she specifically wanted to "hand" her own data "off to the people that will upset Congress the most."



In banning TikTok--unless its Chinese owner, ByteDance, sells it to an American company--Congress cited concerns about national security and Chinese propaganda. Critics of the ban have argued that the national-security concerns are vague, that such a ban is legally dubious under the First Amendment, and that politicians are being disingenuous about their motivations in wanting American young people off the super-popular app--that they are just taking the opportunity to make a ham-fisted move to curtail social-media use.



Britton Copeland, a 26-year-old full-time content creator from Nashville, told me that downloading RedNote rather than an American-owned app was an act of defiance against what she perceives as exactly this kind of government overreach. TikTok, she said, was "being singled out because it is a platform that allows us to speak freely, without control." She was optimistic that seeing RedNote at the top of the App Store charts could pressure Congress to vote in favor of a bill introduced by a handful of Democrats that would delay the ban by 270 days. (This appears to be a lost cause.) "I hope that this has been a wakeup call that my generation takes censorship very seriously, and we will find a way to make our voices heard," she told me.



This is where things get a little convoluted and nonsensical. Most Americans downloading RedNote probably don't even know what its content policies are, given that they are, again, in Mandarin. Those terms of service appear to be highly restrictive, as TikTok's were before it faced significant pressure to hew closer to American norms regarding online speech and was most ardently criticized for removing or minimizing a wide range of content discussing LGBTQ issues and experiences. New users of RedNote have already noticed similar takedowns, and reporters have pointed out that political content is heavily censored on the app.



Of course, it would seem far more logical for Americans to move over to Instagram Reels, the shortform-video product that Meta created to compete with TikTok. Many will. But some TikTok users that I spoke with resented Meta CEO Mark Zuckerberg personally. One referenced his public statements about TikTok's possible dangers. (In a 2019 speech that name-checked TikTok just as it was growing popular in the U.S., he cited social-media apps exported from China as one of the biggest threats to free speech worldwide.) Another referenced indirect lobbying efforts by Meta that may have contributed to the passage of the anti-TikTok bill. "Knowing that Meta lobbied for this bill to pass makes me want to disengage with their apps entirely," Kris Drew, a 27-year-old TikTok user from Texas, told me. Greer expressed even more disdain. "I won't touch Instagram," she said. Of Zuckerberg, she added, "The last thing I want to do is give him the satisfaction."

Read: The age of social media is ending

The RedNote surge aside, TikTok's rapidly approaching deadline represents the end of an era in online life and a strange moment for many--even those who don't consider themselves ardent users. The ban is unpopular and has become even less popular over the past two years among all kinds of Americans. Though it is known as the Gen Z app, tens of millions of other Americans use TikTok; many have fond associations with it stemming from the beginning of the coronavirus pandemic, when they first turned to it for entertainment and connection to the outside world. (Writing in Bookforum, the author Charlotte Shane described the app as "a precious source of solace during an unendingly precarious time.")



Platform exodus is usually somewhat voluntary. Take for example the #DeleteFacebook movement, which came in a few waves during the first Trump administration, or the reports of large numbers of users leaving Elon Musk's X, an outflow that has also gone through phases. People first looked to Mastodon before Meta launched Threads in the summer of 2023--but now Meta is following in Musk's footsteps by rolling back content-moderation policies, so many find that Bluesky makes more sense. Although it's often the case that a platform becomes inhospitable to a large segment of its user base for any number of business reasons (Tumblr's emptying-out in 2018) or political reasons (Livejournal's in 2017), it's relatively rare for one to disappear overnight. The most well-known example is that of the shortform-video app Vine, but it's never happened with a platform of TikTok's size and economic import.



This is a unique situation and people are responding to it with a unique sort of stylized strangeness. Every time I check the X feed, I see another viral bit of gallows humor about the whole thing. For example: "If the government bans rednote i'm just going to start printing out my browser history every night before i go to bed and dropping it off at the Chinese consulate the next morning on my way to work." That one's got 118,000 likes and counting.



This article has been updated to include news on the Supreme Court's ruling.
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The Internet Is TikTok Now

Even LinkedIn copied it.

by Hana Kiros




There are times when, deep into a scroll through my phone, I tilt my head and realize that I'm not even sure what app I'm on. A video takes up my entire screen. If I slide my finger down, another appears. The feeling is disorienting, so I search for small design cues at the margins of my screen. The thing I'm staring at could be TikTok, or it could be one of any number of other social apps that look exactly like it.



Although it was not the first app to offer an endless feed, and it was certainly not the first to use algorithms to better understand and target its users, TikTok put these ingredients together like nothing else before it. It amassed what every app wants: many users who spend hours and hours scrolling, scrolling, scrolling (ideally past ads and products that they'll buy). Every other major social platform--Instagram, Facebook, Snapchat, YouTube, X, even LinkedIn--has copied TikTok's format in recent years. The app might get banned in the United States, but we'll still be living in TikTok's world.



I recently made a game out of counting how many swipes it takes for each of my apps to try to funnel me into a bottomless video feed. From the default screen on the YouTube app, I swiped only once, past a long (five-minute) video, before it showed me a split screen of four "Shorts," the first of which tried baiting me with a few seconds of looping, silent footage. Tapping any would have led me down the app's vertical-video pipeline. I'm confronted with an array of "Reels" almost immediately upon opening Facebook, and need to swipe only once or twice before hitting similar "Videos for you" on LinkedIn. Both of these apps also have dedicated video tabs; Snapchat and Instagram do too. X eschews the carousel, but clicking any video leads to the entry point of something common to all these platforms: the wormhole. The app expands into full-screen mode to serve me an infinite scroll of videos.



The new social media that TikTok ushered in isn't really about your actual social circle anymore. Platforms such as Snapchat, Facebook, and Instagram were built on connections to people you'd met before; now using them feels more and more like scrolling through channels, or peeping into 1 million glass houses. In 2022, Kate Lindsay wrote for The Atlantic that this is the era of "performance" media, "in which we create online primarily to reach people we don't know instead of the people we do."



Read: The age of social media is ending



Not everyone has loved this transition. In the summer of 2022, hundreds of thousands of people signed a petition declaring that "We The People" wanted to return to the "dawn" of Instagram, when timelines were chronological and the algorithm favored photos. Kendall Jenner and Kim Kardashian each shared a plain graphic reading "MAKE INSTAGRAM INSTAGRAM AGAIN (stop trying to be tiktok i just want to see cute photos of my friends.)" The head of Instagram, Adam Mosseri, responded: "If you're seeing a new, full-screen version of a feed or you're hearing about it, know that this is a test," he said. Instagram's video feed clearly passed. Photos, which he called part of Instagram's "heritage," are still on the app, but they are being drowned out by vertical video. On a call with investors last year, Mark Zuckerberg shared that the videos account for half of the time people spend on Instagram.



Why this particular feature--new videos surfaced by the flick of a finger? "Every designer knows that retention for an app, how engaged users are, is directly correlated with how fast the next thing loads," Aza Raskin, who purportedly invented infinite scrolling in 2006 and now speaks about the dangers of social media, told me. In other words, apps are harder to tear yourself away from when they quickly present you with more. The design exploits the human urge for a visual cue that a task is through--an empty plate, say, or the bottom of a page--and hooks us because it never delivers. "It hits below the belt," Raskin said.



The unpredictable and immediate reward of a post you like encourages more hunting. Marrying short videos with rapid context-switching, research suggests, interferes with our ability to act on our prior intentions. We struggle to even remember them. TikTok is especially good at lulling users into a flow state where they are so engrossed that "little else seems to matter to them," researchers at Baylor University, in Texas, have found. Genuine delight drives that feeling. People report having more fun on TikTok than on Instagram, and experiencing more serendipity than what they find on Shorts or Reels: The app, the researchers found, erodes our self-control in a way those competitors just don't.

Read: The government's disturbing rationale for banning TikTok

Some users get so hooked on TikTok in particular that they seem to welcome the possible ban: "  I have an addiction to this app. There's nothing that could stop me. They need to take it away,"  one recently posted. "I might actually get my life back," another said. "I average 14 to 15 hours a day ... It's not just like screen time; it's the constant doomscrolling." Similarly: "yesss phone detox." Last year, Fast Company ran a piece with the headline "I'm Addicted to TikTok. I'm Begging the Government to Ban It." A recent poll found that 44 percent of American adults support a TikTok ban, but only 34 percent view the app as a national-security threat; maybe the rest just want to be saved from themselves.



TikTok's secret sauce is its famously--even uncannily--smart algorithm, which none of the copycats have totally been able to replicate. Much of the app's success might also come from the less professionalized, more unhinged culture that its users have cultivated: I'm just more likely to stumble upon someone doing an impression of how a prepubescent Justin Bieber would have performed the role of Glinda the Good Witch, or covering their head with Nair, than I am anywhere else. If the app goes, I'll have to find another way to check up on a 20-something who has been learning to play the same song on the trumpet since Christmas. She's bad, but she's getting better.



TikTok's ultimate legacy is convincing other major social-media apps that people aren't interested in seeing just people they know. We also appreciate videos that, like little windows, let us peek briefly into the lives of strangers. FCC Commissioner Brendan Carr has said that this aspect of TikTok makes it "uniquely replaceable"--any app can show you a bunch of strangers. Still, those strangers need to actually like the app enough to use it.



Researchers have already pointed out that the motion we use to scroll past videos kind of resembles pulling the lever of a slot machine. That rhetoric can fuel loose language around social-media addiction, confusing unhealthy use with genuine, debilitating craving. But it does seem very possible that, if TikTok ends up banned, people who have developed the impulse to scroll will continue to pull the lever in search of a dopamine rush, or a video you'd actually send to a friend. Without TikTok, we might just hit the jackpot less.
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Biden's Farewell

And what to expect from Trump's inaugural address

by The Editors




This week Joe Biden delivered his farewell address to the nation, in which he warned of the looming threat of unchecked power. Panelists on Washington Week With The Atlantic joined to discuss the president's speech as well as what to expect from Donald Trump's inauguration.

Although Biden's administration can claim various key moments of success over the past four years, his presidency was consciously framed around defending and protecting democratic norms, McKay Coppins said last night. But after he lost his party and the White House "in a pretty dramatic fashion to usher in the return of Donald Trump," McKay continued, "it's going to be hard to make the case that he did what he set out to do."

Meanwhile, Trump has vowed to take dramatic steps in the earliest days of his presidency, including mass deportations. "You're going to see a flurry of executive orders," Zolan Kanno-Youngs said. The administration is "reaching and trying to be creative when it comes to accomplishing" Trump's immigration agenda.

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: McKay Coppins, a staff writer at The Atlantic; Andrew Desiderio, a senior congressional reporter at Punchbowl News; Asma Khalid, a White House correspondent at NPR and a political contributor for ABC News; and Zolan Kanno-Youngs, a White House correspondent for The New York Times.

Watch the full episode here.
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A New Abortion Drug?

A double dose of an emergency-contraception pill may open a back door for Americans seeking abortions in restrictive states.

by Patrick Adams




Over the past several years, a medication called mifepristone has been at the center of intense moral and legal fights in the United States. The pill is the only drug approved by the FDA specifically for ending pregnancies; combined with misoprostol, it makes up the country's most common regimen for medication abortions, which accounted for more than 60 percent of terminations in the U.S. in 2023, according to the Guttmacher Institute, a research group that supports abortion rights. And yet, mifepristone is difficult or impossible to acquire legally in about half of states. Since Roe v. Wade was overturned in 2022, multiple federal lawsuits have threatened access to the pill at the national level.

Now a preliminary study suggests that using another drug in place of mifepristone may be just as effective for terminating an early pregnancy. The drug, called ulipristal acetate and sold as a 30-milligram pill under the brand name Ella, was approved by the FDA in 2010 as prescription-only emergency contraception. In a paper published today in the journal NEJM Evidence, researchers from the reproductive-rights nonprofit Gynuity Health Projects, along with partners in Mexico, reported the results of a trial in Mexico City that included more than 100 women with pregnancies up to nine weeks' gestation. They found that medication abortion using 60 milligrams of ulipristal acetate (the equivalent of two doses of Ella) followed by misoprostol ended 97 percent of patients' pregnancies without any additional follow-up care. (The FDA-approved regimen of mifepristone followed by misoprostol is about 95 percent effective, but because the new study did not directly compare the ulipristal acetate-misoprostol regimen to any other, researchers can't yet say whether it's superior or inferior to the standard regimen of mifepristone and misoprostol or misoprostol alone.)

The new study is small and did not include a control group. But the findings raise the provocative possibility that a drug already marketed as a contraceptive could also serve, at a higher dose, as a medication for abortion--a potential substitute for mifepristone, subject to fewer restrictions, wherever the latter is banned or difficult to get. The American abortion landscape, already fragmented, just got even more complicated.

Ulipristal acetate is a chemical relative of mifepristone and the most effective emergency-contraceptive pill available in the United States. When taken within five days of unprotected sex, it delays ovulation, which in turn prevents fertilization of an egg. Studies show that Ella works better than morning-after pills containing levonorgestrel, such as Plan B One-Step, and is more effective for a longer period of time after sex. Ella may also be more effective than other morning-after pills in people with a BMI above 26, which includes most American women over the age of 20. Although Ella's 30-milligram dose is enough to prevent pregnancy, previous studies have suggested that the amount is highly unlikely to help end pregnancy as mifepristone does, by blocking a fertilized egg from implanting in the womb or disrupting the uterine lining.

Some experts have long suspected that a higher dose of ulipristal acetate could yield a different result. But the field has been generally reluctant to pursue research on the drug as a possible abortifacient out of concern for its role as an emergency contraceptive. Studies have repeatedly shown that a lower dose of mifepristone can act as an effective emergency contraceptive when taken soon after unprotected sex, with few side effects. It's sold that way in a handful of countries where abortion is legal and widely available--but in the U.S., it was never approved for emergency contraception, and reproductive-rights advocates have not pushed for it. "Our idea, when we developed ulipristal acetate, was precisely to get away from abortion," says Andre Ulmann, the founder and former chair of HRA Pharma, the drug's original manufacturer. He and his colleagues worried, he told me, that any association with abortion would endanger their ability to market the drug for emergency contraception.

Read: The other abortion pill

The new study may very well validate Ulmann's old fears. If further research confirms its findings, Americans seeking abortions may soon have a safe and effective workaround in places where mifepristone is restricted--and American abortion opponents will have a big new target. In an NEJM Evidence editorial accompanying the Gynuity study, Daniel Grossman, a professor of obstetrics, gynecology, and reproductive sciences at UC San Francisco, argued as much, writing, "There is a risk that the findings of this study could be misapplied and used by politicians to try to restrict ulipristal for emergency contraception." Beverly Winikoff, the president and founder of Gynuity Health Projects and a co-author of the study, told me that she knew the stakes when she and her colleagues began their research. But part of Gynuity's mission is to safeguard abortion care. In Winikoff's view, another potential option for medication abortion in the U.S. was too important to ignore.

In 2022, a coalition of groups that oppose abortion sued the FDA in an effort to pull mifepristone off the market. In June, the Supreme Court unanimously struck down the challenge, ruling that the anti-abortion groups lacked standing. But in October, three states filed an updated version of the same suit in federal court; last week, a federal judge ruled that the case can proceed. Currently, 14 states have a near-total ban on medication abortion, and more than a dozen others limit how the drugs can be distributed, with requirements such as an in-person visit, an ultrasound examination, and a 24-hour waiting period. More restrictions may be on the way: Project 2025, the conservative-policy plan developed by the Heritage Foundation for an incoming GOP administration, calls for the FDA to entirely withdraw the drug's approval. President Donald Trump, however, has been inconsistent, saying that he doesn't plan to block access to the abortion pills while simultaneously refusing to rule out the possibility.

In light of the new study, it's hard to imagine that anti-abortion groups won't seek similar restrictions on Ella, threatening its availability as an emergency contraceptive. Anti-abortion activists and Republican lawmakers have repeatedly sought to blur the line between abortion and contraception by reasoning that pregnancy begins not, as federal law states, after a fertilized egg has implanted in the uterus, but at the moment when egg and sperm meet. Students for Life of America claims, for example, that all forms of hormonal birth control are abortifacients. "Abortion advocates have long denied Ella's potential to end an embryo's life, but this study contradicts that narrative," Donna Harrison, the director of research for the American Association of Pro-Life Obstetricians and Gynecologists--which was a plaintiff in last year's Supreme Court case--told me in a statement. "Women deserve to be fully informed about how this drug works, as well as its risks." (Until now, no evidence had indicated the drug's abortifacient potential; at the dose approved for emergency contraception, there is still no evidence that Ella can disrupt an established pregnancy.)

Read: Abortion pills have changed the post-Roe calculus

The Gynuity study points to a possible role for ulipristal acetate as part of an abortion regimen, Kelly Cleland, the executive director of the American Society for Emergency Contraception, told me. But it doesn't change what we know about its use for emergency contraception. For now, Ella remains on the market as just that.
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How America's Fire Wall Against Disease Starts to Fail

Changing the membership of an obscure advisory committee could have an outsize effect on Americans' protection against disease.&nbsp;&nbsp;

by Katherine J. Wu




For more than 60 years, vaccination in the United States has been largely shaped by an obscure committee tasked with advising the federal government. In almost every case, the nation's leaders have accepted in full the group's advice on who should get vaccines and when. Experts I asked could recall only two exceptions. Following 9/11, the Bush administration expanded the group who'd be given smallpox vaccinations in preparation for the possibility of a bioterrorism attack, and at the height of the coronavirus pandemic, in 2021, the Biden administration added high-risk workers to the groups urged to receive a booster shot. Otherwise, what the Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices (ACIP) has recommended has effectively become the country's unified vaccination policy.



This might soon change. Robert F. Kennedy Jr., one of the nation's most prominent anti-vaccine activists and the likely next secretary of Health and Human Services, has said that he would not "take away" any vaccines. But Kennedy, if confirmed, would have the power to entirely remake ACIP, and he has made clear that he wants to reshape how America approaches immunity. Gregory Poland, the president of the Atria Academy of Science and Medicine and a former ACIP member, told me that if he were out to do just that, one of the first things he'd do is "get rid of or substantially change" the committee.



Over the years, the anti-vaccine movement has vehemently criticized ACIP's recommendations and accused its members of conflicts of interest. NBC News has reported that, in a 2017 address, Kennedy himself said, "The people who are on ACIP are not public-health advocates ... They work for the vaccine industry." Kennedy has not publicly laid out explicit plans to reshuffle the makeup or charter of ACIP, and his press team did not return a request for comment. But should he repopulate ACIP with members whose views hew closer to his own, those alterations will be a bellwether for this country's future preparedness--or lack thereof--against the world's greatest infectious threats.



Read: 'Make America Healthy Again' sounds good until you start asking questions



Before ACIP existed, the task of urging the public to get vaccinated was largely left to professional organizations, such as the American Academy of Pediatrics, or ad hoc groups that evaluated one immunization at a time. By the 1960s, though, so many new vaccines had become available that the federal government saw the benefit of establishing a permanent advisory group. Today, the committee includes up to 19 voting members who are experts drawn from fields such as vaccinology, pediatrics, virology, and public health, serving four-year terms. The CDC solicits nominations for new members, but the HHS secretary, who oversees the CDC and numerous other health-related agencies, ultimately selects the committee; the secretary can also remove members at their discretion. The committee "is intended to be a scientific body, not a political body," Grace Lee, who chaired ACIP through the end of 2023, told me. ACIP's charter explicitly states that committee members cannot be employed by vaccine manufacturers, and must disclose real and perceived conflicts of interest.



HHS Secretaries typically do not meddle extensively with ACIP membership or its necessarily nerdy deliberations, Jason Schwartz, a vaccine-policy expert at Yale, told me. The committee's job is to rigorously evaluate vaccine performance and safety, in public view, then use that information to help the CDC make recommendations for how those immunizations should be used. Functionally, that means meeting for hours at a time to pore over bar graphs and pie charts and debate the minutiae of immunization efficacy. Those decisions, though, have major implications for the country's defense against disease. ACIP is the primary reason the United States has, since the 1990s, had an immunization schedule that physicians across the country treat as a playbook for maintaining the health of both adults and kids, and that states use to guide school vaccine mandates.



The committee's decisions have, over the years, turned the tide against a slew of diseases. ACIP steered the U.S. toward giving a second dose of the MMR vaccine to children before elementary school, rather than delaying it until early adolescence, in order to optimally protect kids from a trifecta of debilitating viruses. (Measles was declared eliminated in the U.S. in 2000.) The committee spurred the CDC's recommendation for a Tdap booster during the third trimester of pregnancy, which has guarded newborn babies against whooping cough. It pushed the country to switch to an inactivated polio vaccine at the turn of the millennium, helping to prevent the virus from reestablishing itself in the country.



Read: We're about to find out how much Americans like vaccines



I reached out to both current ACIP members and the Department of Health and Human Services to ask about Kenndy's pending influence over the committee. ACIP Chair Helen K. Talbot and other current ACIP members emphasized the group's importance to keeping the U.S. vaccinated, but declined to comment about politically motivated changes to its membership. The Department of Health and Human Services did not return a request for comment.



Should ACIP end up stacked with experts whose views mirror Kennedy's, "it's hard not to imagine our vaccination schedules looking different over the next few years," Schwartz told me. Altered recommendations might make health-care providers more willing to administer shots to children on a delayed schedule, or hesitate to offer certain shots to families at all. Changes to ACIP could also have consequences for vaccine availability. Pharmaceutical companies might be less motivated to manufacture new shots for diseases that jurisdictions or health-care providers are no longer as eager to vaccinate against. Children on Medicaid receive free vaccines based on an ACIP-generated list, and taking a particular shot off that roster might mean that those kids will no longer receive that immunization at all.



At one extreme, the new administration could, in theory, simply disband the committee altogether, Schwartz told me, and have the government unilaterally lay down the country's vaccination policies. At another, the CDC director, who has never been beholden to the committee's advice, could begin ignoring it more often. (Trump's choice to lead the CDC, the physician and former Florida congressman Dave Weldon, has been a critic of the agency and its vaccine program.) Most likely, though, the nation's new health leaders will choose to reshape the committee into one whose viewpoints would seem to legitimize their own. The effects of these choices might not be obvious at first, but a committee that has less academic expertise, spends less time digging into scientific data, and is less inclined to recommend any vaccines could, over time, erode America's defenses--inviting more disease, and more death, all of it preventable.
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Please Don't Make Me Say My Boyfriend's Name

Why calling loved ones by their name is strangely awkward

by Shayla Love




Dale Carnegie, the self-made titan of self-help, swore by the social power of names. Saying someone's name, he wrote in How to Win Friends and Influence People, was like a magic spell, the key to closing deals, amassing political favors, and generally being likable. According to Carnegie, Franklin D. Roosevelt won the presidency partly because his campaign manager addressed voters by their names. The Steel King, Andrew Carnegie (no relation), reportedly secured business deals by naming companies after at least one competitor and a would-be buyer, and maintained employee morale by calling his factory workers by their first name. "If you don't do this," Dale Carnegie warned his readers, "you are headed for trouble."

By Carnegie's measure, plenty of people are in serious jeopardy. It's not that they don't remember what their friends and acquaintances are called; rather, saying names makes them feel anxious, nauseated, or simply awkward. In 2023, a group of psychologists dubbed this phenomenon alexinomia. People who feel it most severely might avoid addressing anyone by their name under any circumstance. For others, alexinomia is strongest around those they are closest to. For example, I don't have trouble with most names, but when my sister and I are alone together, saying her name can feel odd and embarrassing, as if I'm spilling a secret, even though I've been saying her name for nearly 25 years. Some people can't bring themselves to say the name of their wife or boyfriend or best friend--it can feel too vulnerable, too formal, or too plain awkward. Dale Carnegie was onto something: Names have a kind of power. How we use or avoid them can be a surprising window into the nature of our relationships and how we try to shape them.

The social function of names in Western society is, in many ways, an outlier. In many cultures, saying someone else's given name is disrespectful, especially if they have higher status than you. Even your siblings, parents, and spouse might never utter your name to you. Opting for relationship terms (auntie) or unrelated nicknames (little cabbage) is the default. Meanwhile, American salespeople are trained to say customers' names over and over again. It's also a common tactic for building rapport in business pitches, during telemarketing calls, and on first dates.

Western norms can make sidestepping names a source of distress. For years, Thomas Ditye, a psychologist at Sigmund Freud Private University, in Vienna, and his colleague Lisa Welleschik listened as their clients described their struggles to say others' names. In the 2023 study that coined the term alexinomia, Ditye and his colleagues interviewed 13 German-speaking women who found the phenomenon relatable. One woman told him that she couldn't say her classmates' names when she was younger, and after she met her husband, the issue became more pronounced. "Even to this day, it's still difficult for me to address him by name; I always say 'you' or 'hey,' things like that," she said. In a study published last year, Ditye and his colleagues searched online English-language discussion forums and found hundreds of posts in which men and women from around the world described how saying names made them feel weird. The team has also created an alexinomia questionnaire, with prompts that include "Saying the name of someone I like makes me feel exposed" and "I prefer using nicknames with my friends and family in order to avoid using names."

From the April 2023 issue: An ode to nicknames

Names are a special feature of conversation in part because they're almost always optional. When an element of a conversation isn't grammatically necessary, its use is likely socially meaningful, Steven Clayman, a sociology professor at UCLA, told me. Clayman has studied broadcast-news journalists' use of names in interviews, and found that saying someone's name could signal--without saying so directly--that you're speaking from the heart. But the implications of name-saying can shift depending on what's happening at the moment someone says a name and who's saying it; we all know that if your mom uses your name, it usually means you're in trouble. Even changing where in the sentence the name falls can emphasize disagreement or make a statement more adversarial. "Shayla, you need to take a look at this" can sound much friendlier than "You need to take a look at this, Shayla." And, of course, when someone says your name excessively, they sound like an alien pretending to be a human. "It may be that folks with alexinomia have this gut intuition, which is correct, that to use a name is to take a stand, to do something--and maybe something you didn't intend," Clayman said. Another person could misinterpret you saying their name as a sign of closeness or hostility. Why not just avoid the issue?

In his case studies and review of internet forums, Ditye noticed that many people mentioned tripping up on the names of those they were most intimate with--like me, with my sister. This might sound counterintuitive, but saying the names of people already close to us can feel "too personal, too emotional, to a degree that it's unpleasant," Ditye told me, even more so than saying the name of a stranger. Perhaps the stakes are higher with those we love, or the intimacy is exaggerated. People on the forums agreed that avoiding loved ones' names was a way to manage closeness, but sometimes in the opposite way. "I think this is pretty common among close couples," one person wrote. "It's a good thing." Using a name with your nearest and dearest can feel impersonal, like you're a used car salesman trying to close a deal. If I say my boyfriend's name, it does seem both too formal and too revealing. But if I use his nickname--Squint--I feel less awkward.

Read: Why we speak more weirdly at home

Alexinomia is a mostly harmless quirk of the human experience. (It can cause problems in rare cases, Ditye told me, if, say, you can't call out a loved one's name when they're walking into traffic.) Still, if you avoid saying the names of those closest to you, it can skew their perception of how you feel about them. One of Ditye's study participants shared that her husband was upset by her inability to say his name. It made him feel unloved.

As Dale Carnegie wrote, "a person's name is to that person the sweetest and most important sound in any language." Pushing through the discomfort and simply saying their name every now and then can remind your loved ones that you care. By saying someone else's name, even when it's awkward, you'll be offering a bit of yourself at the same time.
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Los Angeles's Ash Problem

Without rain, neighborhoods covered in fine debris from the fires must find a way to deal with it on their own.

by Katharine Gammon




When my family returned to our home in Santa Monica last Sunday night, we breathed a sigh of relief. Our house was fine, and the air quality was in the "good" category. Schools would reopen the next day. But as we unpacked, I noticed what looked like salt-and-pepper snow delicately dancing over the street. Ash from the Palisades Fire, burning just five miles north of us, was descending all around, coating the car we had left behind. In the backyard, it gathered over the small patch of turf we played on and in small clusters all across the garden, where my kids had recently planted carrots.



The next morning, we walked to school, talking about the blue sky. My 8-year-old pointed out the piles of windblown ash by the curb. That day, the kids would stay inside so the school could clean the debris from the playground equipment and yard.



As I walked the four blocks back home, a city-owned street sweeper buzzed past. When the truck's bristles hit the pockets of ash, they kicked up car-size clouds of dust, sending all the debris back into the air. I clutched my N95 mask tighter against my face, pulled down my sunglasses, and jogged away. I closed the door tightly behind me.



That night, a local bookstore and mediation space held a ceremony to "call in the rain for a land devastated by fire." Rain would help keep more fires from starting, and it would also help wash the ash away. For now, we're left to deal with it on our own, swabbing surfaces, clearing streets, wondering what we're breathing in and what it will do to the waterways that absorb it.



On Tuesday, the debris was continuing to fall, so the school held a "walking-only" recess. When I saw gardeners arriving armed with leaf blowers, my heart sank. (Los Angeles County has temporarily banned their use because they throw up so much dust.) But no one knew exactly the right way to clean up the mess. One neighbor was vacuuming their steps with a Shop-Vac.



With smoke, the hazards are clear: You can see it and smell it, and get out of the way. Our phones have been vibrating with air-quality indexes, which measure pollution in the air, but not ash. With ash circling like toxic feathers, it's hard to know what is safe. The residue from house fires contains far more toxins than that of brush fires. The PVC pipes, lithium-ion car batteries, plastic siding, flooring, and everything else that vaporized in the blazes launched a soup of chemicals--nickel, chromium, arsenic, mercury--into the air. Older homes can contain lead and asbestos. Until Wednesday, the day after walking-only recess, L.A. County had an ash advisory in place, which recommended staying inside and wearing a mask and goggles when leaving the house.



But our lives in Los Angeles are largely outside: This is a city that dines outdoors all year long, where winter temperatures hover in the 60s and surfers are in the water in January. With no rain in the forecast, how long will our lives be coated in a fine layer of toxic dust? Maybe a very long time: A webinar put on by California Communities Against Toxics warned that the amount of ash that the fires had generated would take years to excavate, and created public-health risks.



The prospect of continued exposure to airborne chemicals sounds ominous, but Thomas Borch, a professor of environmental and agricultural chemistry at Colorado State University, was more sanguine. After the 2021 Marshall Fire tore through towns in the foothills of the Rocky Mountains, Borch studied contaminants in the soil at houses near the fire. Some of the properties had elevated levels of heavy metals, but most were still below levels of concern. And although living among clouds of fine debris might feel apocalyptic, Borch told me that the wind could be helping to dilute the contamination in my neighborhood. "A lot of these ashes spread out over a much bigger area," he said, which helps mitigate their health impacts.



Once ash and soot creep inside homes--through doors and windows, on shoes and clothes--"it's a lot harder to actually get rid of," he added. Cleaning can reinvigorate pollution inside the home, so it has to be done carefully. Borch advised that we vacuum with a HEPA filter and wet-mop surfaces to keep pollution from building up inside the house.



But the real questions regarding human health and ash are still open. Researchers have only recently started to investigate how the ash from structural fires differs from that of wildfires. In Los Angeles, Borch's colleagues have set up 10 coffee-bag-size samplers around the fires (as close as they were allowed to go). They also plan to collect ash from within the burn areas and from windblown dust to compare the different toxins in smoke and ash, as well as their concentrations in the weeks and months following the fires.



If rain does arrive, it will wash out much of the debris, and the city will feel clear again. But that rain could also carry contaminants into streams, reservoirs used for drinking water, or the Pacific Ocean. Perhaps by then the wind will have blown most of the ash away, or in places, such as my neighborhood, outside of the fire's direct path--we will have cleared the ash on our own. (Clearing ash in fire zones is a regulated process.) My family is still waiting to pull up the vegetables in our yard, but I'm no longer worried about bouncing balls and biking. We've been slowly wetting down our stone patio and stairs and trying to gently sweep up the ash, while making sure we're protected by gloves, goggles, and masks. Half of the neighbors are wearing masks outside. We're still swirling around like ash from the crisis, waiting for the rains to put everything back in place.
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America Just Kinda, Sorta Banned Cigarettes

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

by Nicholas Florko




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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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

The fires around Los Angeles are getting under control. But, inevitably, another fire will start.

by Zoe Schlanger




The cruel reality of living through a moment of catastrophic change is that the knowledge of how many other people are also living through it offers no comfort. It is happening to you: Your house is gone. Your father's paintings are gone. Your hundreds of hours of footage, meant to be your film, gone. Your family's efforts, across a whole generation, to establish financial stability, literally up in smoke. That this is also happening to other people is awful. As is knowing that it will almost certainly happen again.



Los Angeles is still smoldering. The winds have died down, but the Palisades Fire is just 39 percent contained, and the Eaton Fire is 65 percent. Many residents are under instructions not to drink their tap water, which ash and melted pipes may have contaminated. Tens of thousands of people under evacuation orders are still waiting to return, perhaps to a burned-out lot, or perhaps to a house still standing but coated in the toxic remains of everything around it.



The fires were, at their worst, unfightable. But destruction at this scale was not inevitable. The question now is what measures anyone will take to limit the damage next time.



Because there will be a next fire. The vegetation--fire fuel--will grow back, fire season will keep lengthening into wind season, and the combination of drought and wind will nurse an errant spark. Fire is part of the ecology in California; a century of suppressing it has only set up modern blazes to be more intense.



The way places such as California prepare for these fires has to change, or more neighborhoods will end up in ruins. Insurance is meant to insulate people from bearing the costs of extraordinary events, but those are becoming ordinary enough that private insurers have been leaving California. The state's FAIR Plan, a pooled insurance plan of last resort, is oversubscribed, and may not be able to cover the claims from these fires alone. If it exercises its power to demand that private insurers help cover the difference, that could send even more fleeing. These are all signs that the state's magical thinking about fire risk has exhausted itself.

Read: Are you sure your house is worth that much?

"California is like a driver that's had five car accidents," Michael Wara, a former member of California's wildfire commission who now heads a climate-and-energy-policy program at Stanford University, told me. The state is at proven risk of catastrophic loss. But because California has spent years trying to keep insurance rates somewhat reasonable, those (still high) rates don't reflect the real risk homeowners face. This creates a problem further up the insurance food chain: Insurers rely on reinsurers--insurance companies for insurance companies--who, Wara said, "are supposed to lose one in 100 times ... They're not supposed to lose, like, four times out of 10, which is kind of where we're on track for in California."

If a few of those companies stop insuring the insurers, there aren't necessarily others to step in. The state is trying to stave off a reinsurance crisis by allowing insurers to incorporate more risk probability and reinsurance prices into their rates, as of last year. But California could still turn into Florida, where all but the most local insurers are leaving the state, or going belly-up, and insurance in places can cost tens of thousands of dollars a year. Because coverage is generally required for anyone seeking a mortgage, soaring rates in California could drive home values down, threatening yet another crisis, this one in real estate. And if existing homeowners can't get insurance, they'll be left bearing the cost of catastrophes all on their own, like many in the burn area around Los Angeles are now.

If nothing changes, more people will get sucked into this doom spiral, because California cannot avoid some level of catastrophe. Wind-driven fires like the ones in L.A. throw embers far ahead of themselves, leading to conflagrations that firefighters can't stop, and the fastest fires are growing faster now. Transferring those risks to insurance will become less and less affordable as the climate warms and more people live in the zone where cities meet wildlands, because the catastrophic risk to homes is high and getting higher. As Nancy Watkins, an actuary at Milliman who specializes in catastrophic property risk, told me, "That actually is not an insurance problem. It's a risk problem."

To bring down risk, she wants to see neighborhoods embark on ambitious missions to "harden" homes and the landscape around them, and then see insurance companies account for those efforts. If each homeowner has removed vegetation from the first five feet around their house, if the neighborhood has kept its roads clear and made firebreaks where fire would be likeliest to enter, a place has much less of a chance of burning down, even in major fires. Plenty of communities, even the most fire-prone ones, still don't do this. Watkins imagines a future database in which each parcel of land is inspected for fire-readiness, so that each neighborhood can be profiled for fire safety and insurers can price rates accordingly. Creating this system would take major effort, she knows, but it would motivate collective action: If it meant the difference between your whole neighborhood getting insurance and being uninsured, you would probably clean up your yard and screen your vents.

Watkins herself lives in the Moraga-Orinda Fire District, a highly flammable area outside San Francisco, which Wara's research has identified as one of the top three places where the worst overnight losses could occur, from an insurance perspective. (Another was Pacific Palisades.) She was one of many in her area who got a nonrenewal notice from her insurer last year. Now she's making her plot as fire-proof as possible, in hopes of coaxing an insurer back. It's like staging a property for sale, she said: "We're staging our home for insurability right now." She cut down a 10-year-old manzanita tree and pulled out her mint garden, but so far she's kept the Japanese maple that came with the house and turns a brilliant red in the fall. Once she has fire-proofed the rest of the property, she plans to invite a fire-chief friend over for dinner and ask, How bad is the maple? "And then do what they say," she told me.

But unless her neighbors make similar efforts, Watkins's risk will still be elevated. And taking these measures can be politically unpopular. Dave Winnacker, who was the fire chief of the Moraga-Orinda Fire District until his retirement last month, told me about trying to pass an ordinance that would require homeowners to keep a five-foot perimeter around their house free of flammable material; the public comments were overwhelmingly in opposition, even though these borders are proved to cut a house's risk of burning down, he said. Residents called it a draconian overreach that would make their home unsightly and bring down property values. He chose that moment to retire. He didn't want to be held accountable for their failure to act the next time fire arrived.



When communities do act, it can save them. Crystal Kolden, a pyrogeographer at UC Merced, studied what happened to Montecito, California--the town of Harry and Meghan, and Oprah--after it decided in the 1990s to take fire prevention seriously. From 1999 to 2017, the town spent $1.6 million total clearing brush, maintaining evacuation paths, building fuelbreaks, and working with homeowners to make sure they'd cleared vegetation around their houses. When the Thomas Fire came through in 2017--a worst-case-scenario fire for the region, with wind speeds around 75 miles an hour--Montecito could have lost 450 to 500 homes, Kolden's research showed. Instead it lost just seven. Yards in Montecito do look a little different from others in California. But "there's a lot of really gorgeous landscaping that does not burn," Kolden told me. Succulents and other fire-resistant plants--think giant agaves--can be close to houses; rock gardens can be beautiful. Palm trees are fine if they're well-manicured enough that they wouldn't throw off flaming fronds, as some in L.A. did this week.



For a wealthy community such as Montecito, less than $2 million across almost 20 years is by no means prohibitively expensive. And according to Wara's research, the state could help fund projects like these at relatively low cost. By spending about $3 billion a year--less than Cal Fire's total fire-suppression budget in 2020, by his calculation--the state could harden about 100,000 homes a year, starting in the most fire-prone areas, and build fuelbreaks in every highly threatened community. That would also cover preventive burns on every acre that needs them, to prevent larger fires later.



Of course, landscaping and building better-sealed homes won't change the fact that the biggest California fires are getting more intense. Climate change is creating more suitable conditions for the worst conflagrations to arise, and they will, again and again, with greater frequency now. Slowing that trajectory is a matter of global action. But yet here Angelenos are, living at the scale of their homes, their parcels of the Earth. Fires in California are like hurricanes in Florida. They're going to happen, and people will live in their path. Stopping them from happening is impossible. But minimizing the damage they wreak is not.
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The Place Where I Grew Up Is Gone

And so is the man who made it magical

by Nancy Walecki


Arthur and his garage, which he built to be tall enough for his hang-gliding gear (Courtesy of Jill Ajioka)



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


When my family woke up last Thursday, we learned that our friend Arthur Simoneau was missing.

The day before, when the Palisades Fire was heading toward the neighborhood where I grew up and where he still lived, my mom had texted his ex-wife, Jill, to ask if she knew where he was--he'd stayed behind to defend our road from fire before. Jill thought he was out of town, at a hot spring. But the next morning, she called to tell us that he'd raced back to his house, and no one had heard from him since. She asked if my father and I could head out from our place nearby to look for him.


The author and her father driving through the canyons to their old house. The driveway entrance to author's childhood home, where the "Bilberry Ln." sign her father made used to be. (Photograph by Brian Van Lau for The Atlantic)




The author's father with the lamp he once installed, next to what used to be their garage (Photograph by Brian Van Lau for The Atlantic)



My old neighborhood began because my dad and Arthur, separately, looked at the hills above Malibu and thought, I should build a house up there. They each bought land in a stretch of Topanga Canyon so sparsely populated that the path from the main road to their parcels was unpaved, running through a hillside of sumac, sagebrush, and toyon that produced red berries in the winter. Each lot had a panoramic view of the ocean and coastline. City water and power did not quite reach our road, so throughout the late '80s and early '90s, Arthur and Dad made the spot habitable, jerry-rigging a well, generators, solar panels, and an unofficial connection to a neighbor's utilities.


Arthur building his home (Courtesy of Jill Ajioka)




Arthur's house, with Andre's Door to Nowhere on the right side of the second floor (Courtesy of Jill Ajioka)



Fires might have been more of a worry up in the hills, but settling there didn't seem much riskier than building a house in earthquake-prone Southern California to begin with. Fire was a part of life, and they upheld the codes, putting in driveways large enough for a fire truck and regularly clearing the brush around their lots. In Topanga Canyon, a clique formed around Arson Watch, a volunteer organization whose members cruise around in logoed jackets, looking for signs of emerging fires.



When we went to search for Arthur last week, Dad took his Arson Watch jacket with him. We were both hoping this 25-year-old piece of nylon could get us through closed roads and into our old neighborhood. But the officers we met weren't buying that my 78-year-old father, with his faded jacket, needed to pass by barricades to a still-smoldering area. We returned home hours later, worried and exhausted, and then an evacuation warning for our area came through on our phones. As we packed the car, Jill called again, to tell us that Arthur was dead.


Arthur's trees after the fire (Photograph by Brian Van Lau for The Atlantic)







My first memory is of Arthur, and in it, he looks the same as he did when I saw him last month. We're standing on my lawn at my third-birthday party, next to the rosebush that Mom was always trying to make happen but that the deer always ate. He asks me how old I am, and when I tell him, he staggers."No way, dude!" he says, feigning disbelief. "You're so old!" He's in a T-shirt, a ponytail, and (as he always was, no matter how formal the occasion) flip-flops. Backpacking at 9,000 feet of elevation, chasing a bear away while camping--flip-flops, because they were easy to slip off and didn't collect burrs as easily as sneakers.



He and Jill spent years constructing their three-story brick rectangle, painted olive green, with fragrant pepper trees along the front walkway. Arthur wanted to build a house with his own two hands, as his grandfather had done. (A bonus: He could design the garage door to fit his car with his prized hang-gliding gear strapped to the roof.) A football field away, across a small canyon, Dad and a construction crew built what he'd thought would be his bachelor pad. After he met my mom, she went with him to Mexico to buy the tiles that she laid in the floors and walls.



Back then, the only other dwelling on our road was a geodesic dome about a half a mile away, occupied by a gay couple who drove a DeLorean and held a support group for gay Filipino men with custody issues. Later on, a germophobic epidemiologist took over the Dome House, as we called it, figuring its remote location would help him avoid contagion. Peculiarity was a neighborhood prerequisite. When Jill and Arthur saw people touring properties who they thought would make annoying neighbors, they would walk around outside naked to scare them off.


Scrapbook photographs of Arthur and Jill building their home, and the trailer they lived in during the years they were building (Courtesy of Jill Ajioka)



A fire came through the canyon in 1993, and Dad and Arthur stayed behind with utility hoses and nearly 20,000 gallons of water to extinguish spot fires that erupted around their newly finished houses. Somehow, everybody and their homes stayed intact, minus a few warped windows.



My parents had kids first, then Arthur and Jill had Andre, who became my first and best childhood friend. Eventually our road got paved, more families moved close by, and we had a neighborhood. We called it simply "the hill" to differentiate it from "town"--Malibu. Our parents would trade off taking us to school, past an abandoned fire truck incinerated in the '93 fire. My parents helped raise Andre; Andre's parents helped raise my brother and me. I only just learned that Dad and Arthur had cleared a path between our two homes so that Arthur could run a phone line from his house to ours. I'd always thought it was so Andre and I could get to each other's houses faster.


Members of the neighborhood, gathered in Arthur's backyard for Andre's second birthday party. Jill is on the far left beside Andre (held by a neighbor); the author and her mother are on the far right. (Courtesy of the family of Arthur Simoneau)





Arthur was our neighborhood's unofficial scoutmaster. We were free to be as weird as we wished, but he would nip any selfishness or malice in the bud with a stern "Not cool, dude." He'd help us wriggle under the chain-link fence next to a No Trespassing sign so we could soak in hot springs in Ojai, and strap pillows around our behinds with duct tape to teach us to rollerblade. He turned a wild garter snake, then another, into pets, Snakey and Snakey 2, who would roam freely in the living room; he'd lecture us extensively on gun safety before showing us how to shoot .22s and stash our guns in the brush if we saw any sheriff's helicopters. He let us believe we were running wild, keeping us safe the entire time. When I woke up the morning after my dad had a heart attack, having slept through the ambulance lights that brought Arthur to our house, I wondered not about what might be wrong, but about what adventure he would take us on that day.



Our houses never really got finished. My brother's bedroom was intended to be a walk-in closet, mine a breakfast nook, and neither had doors. Andre's bedroom, meanwhile, had a surplus: a Door to Nowhere overlooking the driveway. Arthur had always meant to build a staircase there. The land, too, would allow us only so much normalcy. When my parents got us a trampoline, the Santa Ana winds blew it down the hillside, where it landed at a 45-degree angle against a tree and began its second life as our slide. We went through fires, blackouts, mudslides, rockslides, and windstorms. But we had the sense that tolerating these dangers made this life possible--one where you could see the Pacific Ocean from the kitchen and, from your bedroom at night, watch coyotes trot across the yard, backlit by the glow of Los Angeles. My family moved away when I started high school, only because we had to downsize, and other families left too. Eventually, Arthur was the only person from those years who still lived on the road.


Arthur looking out his window at the clouds above the Pacific Ocean. He could be found in this spot frequently, reading. (Courtesy of Jill Ajioka)





Before my father and I tried to reach the old road, we called the man who had bought our house on the hill. He told us what we didn't want to hear: It had burned down. He thanked my father for building such a lovely home. Dad immediately thought of the nautilus fossil he'd placed in the center of the fireplace, made of rocks he'd collected along the canyon to the house. He wondered out loud if it had survived. On Monday, we finally did make it through the charred canyon, past deflated cacti, and up to the hills. We'd point to the piles of debris: I can't tell if that used to be so-and-so's house. When we saw the hills with nothing on them, I tried to superimpose what I knew of the land on what I saw, and I couldn't. The sumac, sagebrush, and toyon were pulverized. We were on a new, blackened planet that happened to have the same topography as the place where I was raised.


Arthur's home (foreground) and the rest of the neighborhood, burned. The rubble of the author's house, flattened, is on the far left. (Photograph by Brian Van Lau for The Atlantic)





Standing in what I think used to be our living room, I could not tell if a crumbling piece of metal was a washing machine or the 1920s Roper stove that we'd sold with the house. But I did find the nautilus, resting on top of some of the rocks Dad had collected. I thought about Arthur: He would have known how long it would take for the sumac to grow back.



So many people here are staring down losses like these. At least 10 of my friends' childhood homes burned. If I drive down the coast right now, I can see hundreds of flattened houses where people I've never met were raised. All around Los Angeles, histories are vanishing. When we first found out that Arthur was missing, the fires' official death count included just a few people; it has since risen to 25.



Dad and I drove away, and as we turned on a road where Arthur would lead us on bicycle rides, Dad gently mentioned that we'd found only one nautilus. He had actually placed two in the fireplace, and the one he loved the most was still missing. I couldn't believe I'd forgotten. Yes, there were two.










This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2025/01/palisades-fire-malibu-deaths/681337/?utm_source=feed
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Griff Witte Joining <em>The Atlantic</em> as a Managing Editor






The Atlantic has hired Griff Witte as a managing editor to lead its growing politics and accountability team. Editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg writes in an announcement, shared below, that Witte's "experience on the democracy beat, in particular, will help us in our coverage of the various challenges to the American way of governance."

Witte is currently the senior politics and democracy editor for The Washington Post, and in his 23 years at the paper has reported from across the United States and in more than 30 countries, including as bureau chief in Kabul, Islamabad, Jerusalem, London, and Berlin.

The Atlantic announced a number of new writers at the start of the year: Caity Weaver as a staff writer, who will begin with The Atlantic next month and comes from The New York Times Magazine; staff writers Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer, both recently of The Post (see their first report, "The Tech Oligarchy Arrives," from Donald Trump's inauguration on Monday); and contributing writers Jonathan Lemire and Alex Reisner.

Below is the announcement from Jeffrey Goldberg:

Dear everyone,
 We're very happy to let you know that Griff Witte is joining The Atlantic as a managing editor. Griff, who is currently the senior editor at The Washington Post in charge of political and democracy coverage, will be leading our growing politics and accountability team. As many of you know already, Griff is a journalistic force, who has led his 50-person team at The Post with energy, creativity, smarts and ambition. His experience on the democracy beat, in particular, will help us in our coverage of the various challenges to the American way of governance.  
 Griff comes to us after a storied, 23-year run at The Post, where he spent much of his time as a foreign correspondent. As a stalwart of the foreign desk, he covered insurgencies in Afghanistan and Pakistan, wars in Gaza, the Arab Spring uprising in Egypt, the return of autocracy in central Europe, and the dawn of the Brexit era in Britain. His reports on refugees crossing into Europe, and on hate-preachers radicalizing followers in Britain, were recognized, respectively, by the National Press Foundation and the Overseas Press Club. In between international postings, Griff served as the newspaper's deputy foreign editor and guided prize-winning coverage of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.
 In his new role for us, Griff will help build and lead our coverage of politics and democracy, with a special focus on government accountability and investigations. In addition to his own impressive track record of reporting stories on these broad beats, Griff has earned the admiration of his reporters for his ability to edit the sort of complicated, scoop-driven, and otherwise revelatory stories that will be critical to our mission as we try to cover and explain the actions of the Trump Administration. Griff is highly collaborative and fearless, qualities that will serve The Atlantic well in the months and years ahead.
 Griff's decision to join The Atlantic represents an intergenerational homecoming, of sorts. His father, the legendary artist Michael Witte, illustrated covers and made other art for The Atlantic in the 1980s (and if we're lucky, we'll get him drawing for us again).


Witte will report to deputy executive editor Yoni Appelbaum and work closely with deputy editor Juliet Lapidos and other editorial leaders.
 
 Press Contact: Anna Bross, The Atlantic | press@theatlantic.com




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/press-releases/archive/2025/01/griff-witte-joining-atlantic-managing-editor/681402/?utm_source=feed
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Trump Targets His Own Government

A new executive order could enable Trump's promise of revenge.

by Lora Kelley




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


Within hours of taking office on Monday, Donald Trump released a raft of executive orders addressing targets he'd gone after throughout his campaign, such as immigration, government spending, and DEI. He issued full pardons for 1,500 January 6 rioters, and signed the first eight executive orders--of dozens so far--in front of a cheering crowd in a sports arena. But amid the deluge of actions, Trump also signed an executive order that takes aim at his own federal bureaucracy--and allows his perceived enemies within the government to be investigated and punished.

The executive order, titled "Ending the Weaponization of the Federal Government," opens by stating as fact that the Biden administration and its allies used the government to take action against political opponents. Democrats, it says, "engaged in an unprecedented, third-world weaponization of prosecutorial power to upend the democratic process." Its stated purpose, to establish "a process to ensure accountability for the previous administration's weaponization of the Federal Government against the American people," reads like a threat. The order calls out particular targets, including the Department of Justice and the Federal Trade Commission--agencies that Trump and his supporters allege betrayed them under President Joe Biden. Trump's team, led by whoever is appointed attorney general and director of national intelligence, will be sniffing out what it determines to be signs of political bias. These officials will be responsible for preparing reports to be submitted to the president, with recommendations for "appropriate remedial actions."

What exactly those remedial actions would look like is not clear. The vagueness of the order could result in a "long-running, desultory 'investigation,'" Quinta Jurecic, a fellow in governance studies at the Brookings Institution and a contributing writer to The Atlantic, told me in an email.

But the information gathered in such investigations could lead to some federal employees being publicly criticized or otherwise punished by Trump. And beyond theatrics, this order could open the door to the "prosecutions that Trump has threatened against his political opponents," Jurecic noted. Put another way: In an executive order suggesting that Biden's administration weaponized the government, Trump is laying out how his administration could do the same.

Trump's Cabinet is still taking shape, and whoever ends up in the top legal and intelligence roles will influence how this order is executed. Pam Bondi, Trump's attorney-general pick, is an established loyalist with long-standing ties to Trump (he reportedly considered her for the role in his first term, but worried that her past scandals would impede her confirmation). Bondi, in her first Senate confirmation hearing last week, attempted to downplay Trump's persistent rhetoric on retribution, and avoided directly answering questions about how she, as head of the Justice Department, would engage with his plans to punish enemies. She said that she wouldn't entertain hypotheticals about the president, though she did claim that "there will never be an enemies list within the Department of Justice." Tulsi Gabbard, Trump's nominee for director of national intelligence, has a history of political shape-shifting, though she has lately shown fealty to MAGA world.

Well before Trump took office, his allies were signaling their interest in turning federal bureaucracy, which they deride as "the deep state," into a system driven by unquestioning loyalty to the president. As my colleague Russell Berman wrote in 2023, some conservatives have argued, without even cloaking "their aims in euphemisms about making government more effective and efficient," that bureaucrats should be loyal to Trump. Russ Vought, the nominee for director of the Office of Management and Budget (an unflashy but powerful federal position), who today appeared before Congress for the second time, has previously written that the executive branch should use "boldness to bend or break the bureaucracy to the presidential will."

The executive order on weaponizing the federal government is consistent with the goals of retribution that Trump expressed on the campaign trail. And accusing rivals of using the government for personal ends has been a favored Republican tactic in recent years. Still, this order confirms that, now that he is back in office, Trump will have no qualms toggling the levers of executive power to follow through on his promises of revenge. Many of Trump's executive actions this week are sending a clear message: If you are loyal, you are protected. If not, you may be under attack.

Related: 

	Trump's pardons are sending a crystal-clear message.
 	Why 2025 is different from 2017






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump's second term might have already peaked.
 	The attack on birthright citizenship is a big test for the Constitution.
 	You're being alienated from your own attention, Chris Hayes writes.




Today's News

	A shooter killed at least one student and injured another before killing himself at Antioch High School in Nashville.
 	Donald Trump said last night that by February 1, he would place a 10 percent tariff on Chinese products. He has also pledged to put a 25 percent tariff on products from Canada and Mexico by the same date.
 	An Israeli military assault in the occupied West Bank began yesterday, killing at least 10 people and injuring 40 others, according to the Palestinian Health Ministry.




Evening Read




Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic. Source: Getty



Be Like Sisyphus

By Gal Beckerman

This anxious century has not given people much to feel optimistic about--yet most of us resist pessimism. Things must improve. They will get better. They have to. But when it comes to the big goals--global stability, a fair economy, a solution for the climate crisis--it can feel as if you've been pushing a boulder up a hill only to see it come rolling back down, over and over: all that distance lost, all that huffing and puffing wasted. The return trek to the bottom of the hill is long, and the boulder just sits there, daring you to start all over--if you're not too tired.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The online porn free-for-all is coming to an end.
 	The quiet way RFK Jr. could curtail vaccinations
 	The "dark prophet" of L.A. wasn't dark enough.
 	On Donald Trump and the inscrutability of God




Culture Break


Sony Pictures Classics



Watch. I'm Still Here (out now in select theaters) tempts viewers into a comforting lull before pulling the rug out from under them, David Sims writes.

Examine. In an age of ideological conformity and technological brain-suck, the world needs more disobedient artists and thinkers, Jacob Howland writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Will Trump Keep the Cease-Fire on Track?

A conversation with Yair Rosenberg about Trump's approach to Israel, Gaza, and the Middle East so far

by Isabel Fattal




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


For weeks, Donald Trump has been exerting influence on events in the Middle East. After winning the 2024 election, he dispatched his Middle East envoy, Steve Witkoff, to the region to help the Biden administration get the Israel-Hamas cease-fire and hostage-release deal over the finish line. Now, a little more than 24 hours into his presidency, Trump has already begun to undo much of President Joe Biden's decision making from the past four years, including on foreign affairs. I spoke with my colleague Yair Rosenberg, who covers both Trump and the Middle East, about the new president's goals and approach to the region.



Isabel Fattal: What moves has Trump made on the Israeli-Palestinian front since taking office yesterday?

Yair Rosenberg: Shortly after inauguration, Trump rescinded Joe Biden's February executive order that erected an entire sanctions regime against extremist Israeli settlers. This order allowed the administration to impose stiff penalties on violent settlers in the West Bank and anybody who supported them, and--as I reported in March--could have eventually applied not just to individual actors and organizations on the ground but also to members of Benjamin Netanyahu's government and the Israeli army.

Biden's executive order was seen as a sword of Damocles hanging over the settler movement. It effectively cut off some important people on the Israeli hard right from the international financial system, because if you're under U.S. sanctions, a lot of institutions cannot touch you. The settler movement was so concerned about this that they pressed Netanyahu to lobby against the sanctions in Washington, and some members even took the Biden administration to court in the United States. All of that now goes away: not just the sanctions, but the executive order that created the entire regime. Trump is also reportedly expected to end the U.S. freeze on 2,000-pound bombs that Biden put in place during the war in Gaza, and impose sanctions on the International Criminal Court over its attempted prosecution of Israeli officials--something Biden resisted.

Isabel: Trump told reporters last night that he is "not confident" that the Gaza cease-fire will last, adding that "it's not our war; it's their war." How durable is the cease-fire deal right now?

Yair: Trump is right to be skeptical. It's not at all clear whether this is actually going to hold. The first of the agreement's three phases, which we are in right now, is 42 days long. Israel is releasing nearly 2,000 Palestinian prisoners, including convicted mass murderers, in exchange for 33 women, children, and elderly hostages in Gaza held by Hamas, some of them living, some of them dead. That part of the deal seems likely to continue according to plan.

But partway through this period, the two parties are supposed to negotiate for the release of the remaining male hostages, for whom Hamas is demanding a much steeper ransom than this already steep price. And if those negotiations don't bear fruit, it's entirely possible the war will resume, especially because hard-right politicians in Netanyahu's government have already vowed to press on until Hamas is eliminated.

The question becomes: How committed are Israel and Hamas to actually getting this done? And how committed is Trump to keeping the cease-fire on the rails? From his comments, it doesn't seem like he knows. He's speaking like a spectator instead of an actor. So we have no idea what he intends to do.

Isabel: What would it look like for Trump to truly commit to keeping the cease-fire on track?

Yair: It would require his administration to make it more worthwhile for both sides to compromise and stick to the deal rather than capsize it. Most Israelis support the current deal, but the accord's most bitter opponents are the hard-right politicians in the current Netanyahu government, making the cease-fire harder to sustain as time goes on. But the Israeli far right is also hoping to get many items on their wish list over the next four years, much like they did during Trump's previous term. Among other things, they seek U.S. support for Israeli annexation of the West Bank, the removal of the sanctions we discussed, and backing for Israel in its ongoing war with Iran and its proxies. If Trump is committed to the continuation of the cease-fire--an open question--he could make clear that some of these benefits come with a price, which is calm in Gaza. And Trump, both in his previous term and in recent weeks, has shown that he is willing to offer incentives that Biden would not.

Hamas is even harder to influence, because they're a messianic terrorist group. Fundamentally, they don't seem to care about not just how many of their own fighters they've lost but also how many Gazan civilians have been killed in this war. For them, every casualty is either immaterial or an asset in a gruesome PR war against Israel. But they do have sponsors abroad--like Qatar, which hosts some of the group's political leaders. The Qataris want to be on the right side of the next Trump administration, like any other state in the Middle East. And so Trump has the ability to put pressure on the Qataris, who can then push Hamas to compromise on what they're willing to accept in the next hostage exchange.

These methods aren't guaranteed to work. It's true that the U.S. has some sway over events, but these countries and actors have their own national interests and make decisions based on their own internal politics. Americans on both the right and the left tend to overestimate the U.S.'s role in world developments. Frankly, if there were a magic button here, Biden would have pushed it already.

Isabel: What can we learn about Trump's second term from how he has handled this cease-fire situation thus far? What does it tell us about how he might relate to the region?

Yair: The thing to understand about Trump's approach to politics, as I've written, is that he has few if any core beliefs, which means that he is both incredibly flexible and easily influenced. Both domestic and international actors know that if they can give Trump something he wants, he might give them something they want. It doesn't matter if they are a traditional U.S. ally or not. It doesn't matter if they're a democracy or not. It's entirely about whether you are in his good books. So everybody is now scrambling to get on Trump's good side, to make down payments on the things they hope the most powerful person in the world will then pay them back for. In a real sense, that's what this cease-fire is--for Israel, for Qatar, for Egypt, it's all jockeying for advantage by trying to give Trump a win now so he'll give them a win later.

Expect the next four years to look a lot like this, with international actors such as Saudi Arabia and Israel and domestic actors such as American evangelicals and Republican neo-isolationists all playing this game of thrones, hoping to curry favor with the ruler now holding court.

Related:

	How Trump made Biden's Gaza peace plan happen
 	Trump doesn't believe anything. That's why he wins.






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump's pardons are sending a crystal-clear message.
 	Did Elon Musk just do a Nazi salute?
 	What everyone gets wrong about Tulsi Gabbard
 	Donald Trump is the new language cop.




Today's News

	Attorneys general from 22 states sued to block Donald Trump's executive order attempting to ban birthright citizenship.
 	The former leader of the Proud Boys and the founder of the Oath Keepers have been released from prison after Trump signed an executive order yesterday that pardoned or commuted the sentences of more than 1,500 January 6 defendants.
 	Former President Joe Biden issued numerous preemptive pardons yesterday, including for members of his family, General Mark Milley, Anthony Fauci, and members of the January 6 House select committee.






Dispatches 

	The Wonder Reader: Isabel Fattal explores Americans' changing relationship with alcohol.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Underwood Archives / Getty



Please Don't Make Me Say My Boyfriend's Name

By Shayla Love

Dale Carnegie, the self-made titan of self-help, swore by the social power of names. Saying someone's name, he wrote in How to Win Friends and Influence People, was like a magic spell, the key to closing deals, amassing political favors, and generally being likable ... "If you don't do this," Dale Carnegie warned his readers, "you are headed for trouble."
 By Carnegie's measure, plenty of people are in serious jeopardy. It's not that they don't remember what their friends and acquaintances are called; rather, saying names makes them feel anxious, nauseated, or simply awkward. In 2023, a group of psychologists dubbed this phenomenon alexinomia.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	What Trump did to police officers
 	Eliot A. Cohen: The U.S. needs soldiers, not warriors.
 	Good on Paper: Maybe we do need DOGE.
 	The tech oligarchy arrives.
 	The Trump shift
 	"Dear James": My sad, sad friend talks only about herself.




Culture Break


Will Heath / NBC



Watch. The comedian Dave Chappelle took a break from punching down to deliver a timely and sincere message on Saturday Night Live (streaming on Peacock), Hannah Giorgis writes.

Scroll. TikTok went dark in the U.S. on Saturday night, only to be resurrected on Sunday. Steffi Cao details the chaotic moment for the most controversial app in America.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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A True-Crime Reading List

Spend time with tales of an audacious prison break, a mobster's downfall, and more.

by Stephanie Bai




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


In today's reading list, Atlantic journalists offer an intricate examination of those who swindle or hurt others, and those who must live with the fallout. The stories below follow a con man turned true-crime writer, a prison break facilitated by a dog crate, the spectacle of murder fandoms, and more.



The Con Man Who Became a True-Crime Writer

In his old life, Matthew Cox told stories to scam his way into millions of dollars. Now he's trying to sell tales that are true.


By Rachel Monroe

The True Story of the Married Woman Who Smuggled Her Boyfriend Out of Prison in a Dog Crate

She wanted to escape her marriage. He wanted to escape his life sentence.


By Michael J. Mooney

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

The childhood friends behind the most audacious string of sports-memorabilia heists in American history


By Ariel Sabar

The Perfect Man Who Wasn't

For years, he used fake identities to charm women out of hundreds of thousands of dollars. Then his victims banded together to take him down.


By Rachel Monroe

The Gross Spectacle of Murder Fandom

After four University of Idaho students were killed, TikTok and Reddit sleuths swarmed the campus. The community is still struggling with the wreckage they left behind.


By McKay Coppins

The Mobster Who Bought His Son a Hockey Team

A tale of goons, no-show jobs, and a legendary minor-league franchise that helped land its owner in prison


By Rich Cohen

The Tomb Raiders of the Upper East Side

Inside the Manhattan DA's Antiquities Trafficking Unit


By Ariel Sabar

The Rise and Fall of an All-Star Crew of Jewel Thieves

They were highly sophisticated. The local police seemed helpless. Then a retired septuagenarian detective stepped in.


By Geoff Manaugh





The Week Ahead 

	Season 2 of The Night Agent, an action series about an FBI agent who is drawn into the mysterious world of the Night Action organization (streaming on Netflix on Thursday)
 	We Do Not Part, a book by Han Kang that follows the friendship between two Korean women and the massacre on Jeju Island (out Tuesday)
 	Presence, a horror film told from the perspective of a spirit bound to a family's suburban home (in theaters Friday)




Essay


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



America Just Kinda, Sorta Banned Cigarettes

By Nicholas Florko

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


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	The hipster grifter peaked too soon.
 	A singing chimp isn't the wildest part of Better Man.
 	Where Han Kang's nightmares come from
 	A Palestinian story unlike any other
 	A Holocaust novel confronts fiction's limits.






Catch Up on The Atlantic 

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




Photo Album


A young child runs across a rectangle of light in a dreamlike image. (Mitja Kobal / Kolari Vision)



Take a look at the top images in this year's "Life in Another Light" biannual infrared-photography competition.



When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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How Americans Drink

Perspectives on moderate alcohol consumption have flip-flopped over the decades.

by Isabel Fattal




This is an edition of The Wonder Reader, a newsletter in which our editors recommend a set of stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight. Sign up here to get it every Saturday morning.

"Alcohol ambivalence has been with us for almost as long as alcohol," my colleague Derek Thompson wrote this week. He notes that according to the Greek comic poet Eubulus, of the fourth century B.C.E., "although two bowls of wine brought 'love and pleasure,' five led to 'shouting,' nine led to 'bile,' and 10 produced outright 'madness, in that it makes people throw things.'"

But perspectives on moderate drinking have flip-flopped several times since then. Derek spent days poring over the research to try to answer a seemingly simple question: Is moderate drinking okay? The answer, as you might expect, is not simple at all. Today's reading list explores Americans' changing relationship with alcohol, and what we know about its risks and rewards.



On Drinking

Is Moderate Drinking Okay?

By Derek Thompson

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

Read the article.

America Has a Drinking Problem

By Kate Julian

A little alcohol can boost creativity and strengthen social ties. But there's nothing moderate, or convivial, about the way many Americans drink today.

Read the article.

Not Just Sober-Curious, but Neo-Temperate

By Shayla Love

How sobriety went from a radical social movement to a tool of self-optimization

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	Has alcohol left humanity better or worse off? In 2023, Conor Friedersdorf solicited readers' opinions.
 	Social media is attention alcohol: A fun product has the same downsides as booze, Derek wrote in 2021.




Other Diversions

	Let's not fool ourselves about TikTok.
 	Eight perfect episodes of TV
 	Milk has divided Americans for more than 150 years.




P.S.


Courtesy of Melissa Gutknecht



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "A few years ago we were on a bike ride near Lake Leelanau in Michigan in November," Melissa Gutknecht, 56, from New Haven, Connecticut, writes. "It was unseasonably warm, the leaves were changing, and a storm was brewing. What a beautiful day."

I'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Isabel




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2025/01/americans-alcohol-consumption/681370/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Soda's Rebound Moment

Discouraging soda drinking has been a public-health aim for decades. But the beverage is still embedded in American life.

by Lora Kelley




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


For a few years in the 2010s, America seemed to be falling out of love with soda. But some blend of price-conscious shopping, kooky social-media trends (milk and coke, anyone?), and perhaps a streak of fatalistic behavior on the part of Americans has made the beverage newly relevant.

Soda consumption declined consistently over the decade leading up to 2015, in part because of backlash from a health-conscious public and a series of soda-tax battles; some soda drinking was also displaced by the likes of energy drinks, coffee, and bottled water. However, in 2017, the CDC announced that rates of sugary-beverage consumption had plateaued--at a rate far above the government-recommended limit. Now soda sales are ticking back up modestly: Coca-Cola and Dr Pepper both saw soda-case sales rise in the past year, and total sales volumes for soft drinks have risen, according to the investment-bank advisory firm Evercore ISI; last year, Coca-Cola was among the fastest-growing brands for women, Morning Consult found. Soda is having a cultural moment too: Addison Rae's "Diet Pepsi" was a, if not the, song of the summer. And the U.S. president-elect is famously a fan of Diet Coke, reportedly drinking a dozen a day during his first term.

Compared with 20 years ago, Americans are drinking far fewer sugar-sweetened beverages, particularly soda--but compared with a decade ago, they are drinking almost as much, Dariush Mozaffarian, a physician and a nutrition expert at Tufts, told me. Researchers have suggested that there are links between drinking large amounts of sugary drinks and a range of negative health outcomes, but the people most open to changing their soda habits may have already changed them, Mozaffarian noted. In order for cultural norms around soda to shift, drinking it needs to become uncool, he argued. That's not an impossible goal, but it can be achieved only through a combination of sustained policy efforts, strong messaging from public-health officials, and perhaps even a bit of help from celebrities.

Public-health messaging alone can't get people to change their behavior. Soda brands have been "a part of our cultural life for decades," my colleague Nicholas Florko, who covers health policy, told me. "And so there is going to be some reluctance if you tell people" to ease up on "this thing that your parents, your grandparents, your great-grandparents, have been drinking forever." Part of the draw of soda is that it's generally quite cheap. To undercut that appeal, activists and politicians have pushed to implement taxes on sugary drinks; in many cases, they have received major pushback from industry and business groups. Researchers have found that, in places where sugary-drink taxes managed to pass, they do help: One study last year found that sales of sugary drinks went down by a third in American cities with soda taxes, and there's no evidence that people traveled beyond the area looking for cheaper drinks. But these taxes require political will--and pushing for people's groceries to cost more is not always an appealing prospect for politicians, Nicholas pointed out, especially in our current moment, when Americans are still recovering from the effects of high inflation.

Soda taxes are controversial, but a soda tax isn't just about cost: Part of the reason such policies work, says Justin White, a health-policy expert at Boston University, is that they can make sugary drinks seem less socially acceptable. "Policies affect the norms, and norms feed back into people's choices," he told me. Now new soda norms are emerging, including a crop of sodas that claim to be gut-healthy (although, Mozaffarian said, more research needs to be done to confirm such claims).

Soda feels like an intrinsic part of American life. But generations of canny advertising and celebrity endorsements, Mozaffarian noted, are responsible for embedding soda in so many parts of America--think of its placement in ballparks and other social spaces--and in the day-to-day rhythms of offices and schools. Curbing soda consumption would require a similarly intentional shift.

Related:

	Being alive is bad for your health.
 	Public health can't stop making the same nutrition mistake.






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Franklin Foer on how Biden destroyed his legacy
 	Let's not fool ourselves about TikTok.
 	The secretary of hard problems
 	L.A. isn't ready for what's next.




Today's News

	The Supreme Court upheld a law that will effectively ban TikTok in the United States if the social-media platform's Chinese parent company does not sell it by Sunday.
 	The Israeli cabinet voted to approve a cease-fire deal with Hamas, which is expected to take effect Sunday.
 	South Dakota Governor Kristi Noem testified in her Senate confirmation hearing for the role of secretary of Homeland Security.






Dispatches 

	The Books Briefing: Two novels take different approaches to resurrecting the dead, Maya Chung writes.
 	Atlantic Intelligence: TikTok is set to be banned in the U.S., following a decision by the Supreme Court. But the legacy of its algorithm will live on, Damon Beres writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



'I Won't Touch Instagram'

By Kaitlyn Tiffany

If TikTok does indeed get banned or directly shut off by its parent company, it would be a seismic event in internet history. At least a third of American adults use the app, as do a majority of American teens, according to Pew Research Center data. These users have spent the past few days coming to terms with the app's possible demise--and lashing out however they could think to.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Where Biden turned the battleship
 	No, Biden can't change the Constitution.
 	The GoFundMe fires




Culture Break


Apple TV+



Watch. The first season of Severance was a chilly riot, too cool to offer viewers catharsis. The second season (streaming on Apple TV+) digs into more human questions, Sophie Gilbert writes.

Commemorate. The death of David Lynch, America's cinematic poet, is shocking only because it seemed he'd be with us forever, David Sims writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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TikTok Will Never Die

Even with a ban, its algorithm's influence will live on.

by Damon Beres




This is Atlantic Intelligence, a newsletter in which our writers help you wrap your mind around artificial intelligence and a new machine age. Sign up here.


TikTok is an AI app. Not an "ask a bot to do your homework" kind of AI app, but an AI app all the same: Its algorithm processes and acts upon huge amounts of data to keep users engaged. Without that fundamental, freakishly well-tuned technology, TikTok wouldn't really be anything at all--just another video or shopping platform.

The app is set to be banned in the United States, following a decision by the Supreme Court earlier today. But the legacy of its algorithm will live on, as my colleague Hana Kiros wrote in an article for The Atlantic yesterday: "Although it was not the first app to offer an endless feed, and it was certainly not the first to use algorithms to better understand and target its users, TikTok put these ingredients together like nothing else before it." The app was so effective--so sticky--that every meaningful competitor tried to copy its formula. Now TikTok-like feeds have been integrated into Instagram, Facebook, Snapchat, YouTube, X, even LinkedIn.

Today, AI is frequently conflated with generative AI because of the way ChatGPT has captured the world's imagination. But generative AI is still a largely speculative endeavor. The most widespread and influential AI programs are the less flashy ones quietly whirring away in your pocket, influencing culture, business, and (in this case) matters of national security in very real ways.




Illustration by The Atlantic



The Internet Is TikTok Now

By Hana Kiros

There are times when, deep into a scroll through my phone, I tilt my head and realize that I'm not even sure what app I'm on. A video takes up my entire screen. If I slide my finger down, another appears. The feeling is disorienting, so I search for small design cues at the margins of my screen. The thing I'm staring at could be TikTok, or it could be one of any number of other social apps that look exactly like it.
 Although it was not the first app to offer an endless feed, and it was certainly not the first to use algorithms to better understand and target its users, TikTok put these ingredients together like nothing else before it. It amassed what every app wants: many users who spend hours and hours scrolling, scrolling, scrolling (ideally past ads and products that they'll buy). Every other major social platform--Instagram, Facebook, Snapchat, YouTube, X, even LinkedIn--has copied TikTok's format in recent years. The app might get banned in the United States, but we'll still be living in TikTok's world.


Read the full article.



What to Read Next

	I'm scared of the person TikTok thinks I am: "TikTok's recommendation algorithm is known for its accuracy and even its 'magic,'" Kaitlyn Tiffany wrote for The Atlantic in 2021. "What does it mean if the videos it picks for you are totally disgusting?"
 	Critics of the TikTok bill are missing the point: "America has a long history of shielding infrastructure and communication platforms from foreign control," Zephyr Teachout wrote in March.




P.S.

Algorithmic feeds obviously have a profound effect on how people receive information today. That can be troubling in times of disaster and political strife. As Charlie Warzel wrote for The Atlantic yesterday, "The experience of logging on and consuming information through the algorithmic morass of our feeds has never felt more dispiriting, commoditized, chaotic, and unhelpful than it does right now."

-- Damon
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How Does a Real Person Become a Character?

Two novels take different approaches to bringing the dead back to life.

by Maya Chung




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


The gulf between the living and the dead defines humanity. Yet artists and writers have always attempted to reach across the divide, whether through ghost stories, alternate universes, or historical fiction, hoping to bring people back to something resembling life. Even the attempt, when done well, can be powerful, restoring a voice and likeness to those with whom we can no longer interact. But this trope is also a minefield, especially when dealing with real people, and missteps have high stakes: Fictionalizing a life risks turning a person into a puppet, or reducing them to a symbol or a caricature. This week, we published two reviews that take very different approaches to resurrecting the dead--particularly victims of atrocious violence.

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	A Palestinian story unlike any other
 	The hipster grifter peaked too soon.
 	The forgotten inventor of the rape kit
 	A new kind of immigrant story


The South Korean author and 2024 Nobel laureate Han Kang writes novels informed by the history of her home country, especially its "bloody past as a pawn in great-power politics and the war against Communism," as Judith Shulevitz writes about We Do Not Part, Han's latest book to be translated into English. That past, according to Shulevitz, "seeps in, and all the more so when the details have largely been forgotten or obscured." We Do Not Part contends with the long-suppressed story of the 1948 massacre on Jeju Island, in which anti-Communist authorities killed tens of thousands of people. Those dead have never been fully accounted for, because searching for them was a crime; they populate Han's story, not as fully formed figures, but as ghosts that haunt the living. When the narrator arrives on Jeju, it seems "suspended between life and death." She notices the howling wind and the falling snow. Shulevitz writes that these elements strike the reader as "restless spirits" of the untold numbers who died decades ago, and notes Han's "characteristically light touch": The presence of her ghosts is felt in the weather, rather than in characters who speak or act.

In her recent novel The Rest Is Memory, Lily Tuck takes a different approach. She imagines the life of Czeslawa Kwoka, a real Polish girl who died at Auschwitz in 1943. Tuck had been struck by a few photos of her in The New York Times, and was able to find only the sparsest biographical information. Curious, she decided to write a novel that would, as Robert Rubsam writes, "fill in the blanks." Tuck weaves her invented story with passages of nonfiction--facts, records, statistics about the Holocaust. Though this approach certainly contextualizes Czeslawa's life, it also means that the biographical information Tuck fabricates about the girl feels "flimsy, easily dwarfed by the documentation," Rubsam points out.

These two novels show how fraught literary efforts to revive the dead can be. In Han's book, the massacred remain anonymous and inaccessible, their memories seeping into living Koreans in strange and eerie ways. Tuck, conversely, tries to enliven her Czeslawa with invented details and anecdotes, but her portrait has something of the opposite effect--a character who doesn't feel quite real. Yet there is a way to breathe life into the dead without ventriloquizing them, Rubsam argues: One effective example is Patrick Modiano's Dora Bruder, inspired by the story of a young Jewish girl who ran away from home during World War II and was later deported to Auschwitz. Modiano concludes that no one, himself included, can know how Dora spent those days when she was missing. By acknowledging this, Rubsam writes, "Modiano allows the absence to testify on her behalf," proving that the sum of Dora was much greater than the parts he can assemble after the fact. Perhaps the key is to let the absences lie, to acknowledge the blank spaces and honor the things we don't--and can't--know.


Illustration by Sophia Deng



Where Han Kang's Nightmares Come From

By Judith Shulevitz

In her novels, the South Korean Nobel laureate returns again and again to her country's bloody past.

Read the full article.



What to Read

The Radium Girls, by Kate Moore

In the late 1910s, corporations used radium, a radioactive material found in uranium ore, to make the numbers and dials on watches glow in the dark. They hired young women to paint the substance on, and employees were encouraged to twirl the brushes between their lips to get them to a fine point. The radium accumulated in their bones, killing many of them--they glowed at night as it destroyed their bodies from the inside. Ultimately, groups of these women took two separate companies--the United States Radium Corporation and the Radium Dial Company--to court, and after years of efforts, their former employers were finally held accountable. Although financial compensation was important to cover medical bills and support their families, the women mainly wanted the truth exposed; at least 50 of them died before the trials concluded. Moore demonstrates that USRC and Radium Dial knowingly sentenced the painters to death for the sake of profit, denying that there was any risk to their health even when their own medical examinations proved otherwise. More important, she puts these workers front and center, as women who had full lives before, and after, they picked up a paintbrush.  -- Vanessa Armstrong

From our list: What to read when the odds are against you





Out Next Week

? Dark Laboratory, by Tao Leigh Goffe

? Something Rotten, by Andrew Lipstein


? 99% Perspiration, by Adam Chandler




Your Weekend Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



Beyond Doomscrolling

By Charlie Warzel

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

Read the full article.





When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.


Sign up for The Wonder Reader, a Saturday newsletter in which our editors recommend stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight.


Explore all of our newsletters.
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The End of the DEI Era

As Donald Trump returns to the White House, a newly emboldened anti-DEI bloc has gained powerful allies.

by John Hendrickson




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


It's often hard to discern, definitively, when one societal trend ends and a new one begins. But right now across the United States, one change couldn't be clearer: Many DEI programs are sputtering or dying, and the anti-DEI movement is ascendant.

Some people, especially but not limited to those on the right, have long viewed contemporary efforts to strengthen DEI practices as performative, meddlesome, or ineffective. In the past several weeks, though, with Donald Trump's return drawing closer, the DEI opposition has been growing louder. What's more, this newly emboldened anti-DEI bloc has also gained powerful allies.

Many Americans might not have even been familiar with the concept of DEI (diversity, equity, and inclusion) until the latter half of 2020, when, following the murder of George Floyd and subsequent nationwide protests against racism and police brutality, many corporations and universities scrambled to bolster their diversity efforts. DEI programs can involve hiring practices, but they also refer to company culture and everyday corporate decisions about how an organization is run. During the final months of the first Trump administration, some people in mainstream circles saw attacking DEI as akin to publicly displaying prejudice. Now, not even five years later, for a large swath of the country, the idea of DEI has become a catchall insult. DEI is part bogeyman, part always-there scapegoat for some combination of bureaucracy, overreach, or mediocrity.

Last week, Trump's current right-hand man, Elon Musk, blamed the historically destructive Southern California wildfires on DEI practices within the Los Angeles Fire Department. "They prioritized DEI over saving lives and homes," Musk wrote on X, reposting a document related to the LAFD's "racial equity action plan" for fiscal year 2020-21. The former Fox host Megyn Kelly likewise went after the LAFD, zeroing in on the organization's female leadership and its first openly LGBTQ fire chief, Kristin Crowley, who is a 22-year veteran of the department: "Who takes comfort [in] 'I'm going to die, but it's in the presence of an obese lesbian'? This is ridiculous," Kelly said on her podcast.

The actor James Woods, who for a time thought he had lost his home in the Palisades fire, also brought up DEI while attacking Crowley. In a post on X, he highlighted a paragraph from her official bio on the department's website regarding her commitment to "creating, supporting, and promoting a culture that values diversity, inclusion, and equity." Those three words were all Woods needed to pounce: "Refilling the water reservoirs would have been a welcome priority, too, but I guess she had too much on her plate promoting diversity," he wrote.

In his recent appearance on The Joe Rogan Experience, Mark Zuckerberg awkwardly praised "masculine energy" and lamented that "a lot of the corporate world is pretty culturally neutered." His company, Meta, just confirmed that it intends to scuttle certain DEI programs. Zuckerberg's Rogan interview, like his cozying up to Trump, is part of a careful calibration, one in which the issue of DEI is top of mind. Stephen Miller, Trump's incoming deputy chief of staff for policy, reportedly told Zuckerberg late last year that the 47th president is intent on going to war against DEI culture in corporate America. Zuckerberg apparently got the message. In an internal memo obtained by Axios, Janelle Gale, Meta's vice president of human resources, explicitly said that "the legal and policy landscape surrounding diversity, equity and inclusion efforts in the United States is changing."

Whether or not you agree with Meta's decisions about how to run the company, Gale is correct that the landscape is shifting. At the start of the year, McDonald's announced that it was scrapping its "aspirational representational goals." Shortly after Trump's electoral victory, Walmart said that it planned to end its racial-equity training programs for staff and was reevaluating DEI goals around suppliers. But it's not just the tech bros or corporate behemoths. Last month, the University of Michigan announced that it would end the practice of requiring diversity statements as a component of faculty hiring, promotion, and tenure decisions. The change came following an extensive New York Times Magazine investigation that argued that the school's costly investment (roughly a quarter of a billion dollars) in DEI initiatives had all but failed.

The battle over DEI will likely get uglier. Hasty policy changes in either direction are unlikely to yield the best results. But one thing that's obvious is that the onset of post-DEI culture has already taken hold in certain realms. A recent Financial Times story cited an unnamed "top banker" who felt "liberated" and excited at the prospect of no longer having to self-censor. "We can say 'retard' and 'pussy' without the fear of getting cancelled," the banker said. "It's a new dawn."

Related:

	Does med school have a DEI problem?
 	The real "DEI" candidates






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Nancy Walecki: "The place where I grew up is gone."
 	A Gaza deal closed, but no closure
 	Elon Musk imagined a cover-up.
 	America just kinda, sorta banned cigarettes.




Today's News

	Israel's cabinet is not expected to vote until at least tomorrow on the cease-fire deal with Hamas, which would include a hostage and prisoner exchange, according to Israeli officials.
 	Senate confirmation hearings were held today for some of Donald Trump's nominees, including Doug Burgum for secretary of interior and Scott Bessent for secretary of the Treasury.
 	In President Joe Biden's farewell address last night, he warned against an "oligarchy taking shape in America" and the threat it poses to democracy.






Dispatches 

	The Weekly Planet: The endless plastic in American homes makes modern house fires burn hotter, faster, and more toxic than their predecessors, Zoe Schlanger reports.
 	Time-Travel Thursdays: The raw-milk debate is but one flash point in the nation's ongoing dairy drama, Yasmin Tayag writes.
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Is Moderate Drinking Okay?

By Derek Thompson

Like millions of Americans, I look forward to a glass of wine--sure, occasionally two--while cooking or eating dinner. I strongly believe that an ice-cold pilsner on a hot summer day is, to paraphrase Benjamin Franklin, suggestive evidence that a divine spirit exists and gets a kick out of seeing us buzzed.
 But, like most people, I understand that booze isn't medicine.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The right way to look for a new job
 	The internet we have, and the one we want
 	The internet is TikTok now.
 	Brace for foreign-policy chaos.
 	A sweeping January 6 pardon is an attack on the judiciary.




Culture Break
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Read. Pagan Kennedy's new book, The Secret History of the Rape Kit, doubles as an account of the largely unknown history of the rape kit's real inventor, Sheila McClear writes.

Examine. Many Americans used to think that getting married and having children were essential to living "happily ever after." But that calculus has shifted, Stephanie H. Murray reports.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Milk Has Divided Americans for More Than 150 Years

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

by Yasmin Tayag




This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present and surface delightful treasures. Sign up here.


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

            

            
        


        
            
                A car drives past homes and vehicles destroyed by the Palisades Fire at the Pacific Palisades Bowl Mobile Estates on January 12, 2025, in Los Angeles.
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                [image: A firefighting helicopter drops water on a wildfire on a hillside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A firefighting helicopter drops water as the Palisades Fire grows near the Mandeville Canyon neighborhood and Encino, California, on January 11, 2025.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Patrick T. Fallon / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of repair vehicles at sunset passing near many burned beachfront homes]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of repair vehicles at sunset passing near beachfront homes that burned in the Palisades Fire on January 15, 2025, in Malibu, California. Multiple wildfires fueled by intense Santa Ana Winds are still burning across Los Angeles County, with at least 25 people dead, more than 12,000 structures destroyed or damaged, and 40,000 acres burned.
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                [image: A firefighter uses a chainsaw to cut branches of burning brush.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A firefighter works on the Palisades Fire in Mandeville Canyon, a neighborhood of Los Angeles, California, on January 12, 2025.
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                [image: A group of women in long black-and-green garments attend a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Iranian Basij paramilitary force attend a parade in Tehran, Iran, on January 10, 2025.
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                A model showcases a creation by Spanish designers Juan Foronda and Rafa Diaz during the 13th edition of the We Love Flamenco fashion show in Seville on January 13, 2025.
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                [image: A worker walks in front of a large sculpture of Karl Marx.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A worker walks in front of the Karl Marx monument, known as the "Nischel," in Chemnitz, Germany, on January 14, 2025.
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                [image: A group of men wearing nothing but traditional loincloths jog together in a city street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Shinto believers of Teppozu Inari Shrine run around the shrine to warm up before taking a bath in cold water to purify their souls and bodies during an annual new-year ritual in Tokyo on January 12, 2025.
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                Hindu pilgrims carrying their belongings walk over floating pontoon bridges to reach Sangam, the confluence of the Ganges, Yamuna, and mythical Saraswati rivers, on a foggy winter evening during the Maha Kumbh Mela festival in Prayagraj on January 13, 2025.
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                [image: An elevated view of a large crowd of Hindu holy men, many with their arms raised]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Naga Sadhus, or Hindu holy men, arrive to take a dip in Sangam, to mark the Maha Kumbh Mela festival, in Prayagraj on January 14, 2025.
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                [image: An aerial view of a dense neighborhood full of houses with solar panels on their roofs]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Solar-power panels sit on the roofs of houses in Yuanlong Village in Yinchuan City, in China's Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region, on January 15, 2025.
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                [image: An aerial view of palace-like structures atop a rocky mountain]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of structures atop Laojun Mountain, seen at sunset in Luoyang, Henan province, China, on January 12, 2025
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                [image: A steam train travels through a snow-covered forested area.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A steam train travels through the Harz forest to the top of Germany's Brocken, near the village of Schierke, on January 13, 2025.
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                [image: A woman and child look up at volcanic ash rising above a volcano.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman and child look up at volcanic ash rising into the air during the eruption of Mount Ibu, as seen from Duono Village, in West Halmahera, North Maluku province, Indonesia, on January 15, 2025.
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                [image: A man rides a horse through a bonfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man rides a horse through a bonfire as part of a ritual in honor of Saint Anthony the Abbot, the patron saint of domestic animals, in San Bartolome de Pinares, Spain, on January 16, 2025.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Manu Fernandez / AP
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A red fox hunts mice in the snow, pouncing.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A red fox hunts mice in the snow in Kars, Turkey, on January 12, 2025.
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                [image: A distant view of several skiers on a broad snow-covered slope]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Skiers on the slopes at the L'Alpe Du Grand Serre resort, in the North Alps, in La Morte municipality, near Grenoble, on January 13, 2025.
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                [image: An aerial view of snow-covered sand dunes in a desert]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of snow-covered dunes in the Taklimakan Desert after a snowfall on January 15, 2025, in Bayingolin Mongol Autonomous Prefecture, Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region, China.
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                [image: Branching ice crystal structures form on a salt lake.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "Frost flowers" form on the surface of a salt lake during cold weather in Yuncheng, Shanxi province, China, on January 16, 2025.
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                [image: Two flamingos rest, each standing on one leg in shallow water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Flamingos rest near a beach in Kuwait City on January 13, 2025.
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                [image: Many bomb-damaged and destroyed buildings in Gaza]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Destroyed buildings are seen inside the Gaza Strip from southern Israel, on January 13, 2025.
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                [image: Workers stand beside a rescue cage suspended above a mine shaft.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Operators look on as a cage is lifted from an abandoned gold-mine shaft in Stilfontein, South Africa, on January 16, 2025. Rescuers racing to clear a disused South African gold shaft of illegal miners said on January 16, 2025, that a final sweep appeared to show nobody left underground, after 78 bodies and more than 200 miners were lifted out this week. Police cracking down on illegal mining operations had encircled the 2.6-kilometer (1.6-mile) mine shaft since August, cutting off food and water. A total of 87 bodies have been retrieved, and 1,907 miners have resurfaced.
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                [image: A person uses a duster to clean one of several ornate chandeliers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Team member Jennifer Allison cleans a chandelier as they are lowered for maintenance at the Blackpool Tower ballroom on January 14, 2025 in Blackpool, England.
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                [image: An aerial view of illuminated ice sculptures at an ice festival]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of illuminated ice sculptures at Harbin Ice and Snow World, seen at sunset on January 15, 2025, in Harbin, Heilongjiang province, China
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                [image: Half a dozen people wearing animal costumes and masks pose together on a snowy day.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Masked revelers wait for the start of the carnival parade in the village of Vevcani, North Macedonia, on the eve of Orthodox Saint Basil's day, marking the beginning of the new year in the Julian calendar, on January 13, 2025.
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                [image: A crowd of people inside an arena run from, and are knocked down by, a bull.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants try to control a bull during the annual Jallikattu bull-taming festival in the village of Palamedu, on the outskirts of Madurai, India, on January 15, 2025.
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                [image: A dark, well-defined cloud looms above a cityscape.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A shelf cloud rolls across Newcastle, Australia, ahead of a storm that brought wild winds and rain to the region on January 15, 2025.
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                [image: A murmuration of starlings form a cylindrical shape in the sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A murmuration of migrating starlings is seen in the sky near Beersheba, Israel, on January 12, 2025.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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