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        Donald Trump Is Just Watching This Crisis Unfold
        David A. Graham

        You might be forgiven for forgetting--ever so briefly--that Donald Trump is president of the United States. Sometimes it seems like he does, too.In the middle of the night, as news about the plane crash at Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport was breaking, Trump posted on Truth Social:
The airplane was on a perfect and routine line of approach to the airport. The helicopter was going straight at the airplane for an extended period of time. It is a CLEAR NIGHT, the lights on the plane were blaz...

      

      
        If Iranian Assassins Kill Them, It Will Be Trump's Fault
        Tom Nichols

        Donald Trump likes to tell his supporters that he's a fighter, a fearless champion who always has their back. Such guarantees, however, apparently do not apply to people who worked for him when they're threatened by foreign assassins. Former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Mark Milley, former National Security Adviser John Bolton, former Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, and the former Pompeo aide Brian Hook have all been targeted by Trump for political retribution. They are also being target...

      

      
        To Truly Succeed, Fail Better
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Between my university lectures and outside speeches about the science of happiness, I do a lot of public speaking, and am always looking for ways to do so with more clarity and fluency. To that end, I regularly give talks in two languages that are not my own--not random languages, of course, but rather those I learned as an adult: Spanish and Catalan.Although I can carry on ordinary conversation i...

      

      
        The <em>Stranger Things</em> Effect Comes for the Novel
        Mark Athitakis

        "When a moment means more," reads a 1984 ad for blank Kodak VHS cassettes, "tape it. And keep it." Keep it? That was a fib. As old-timers know, VHS tapes don't keep well--they wear out; crack; demagnetize into staticky oblivion; disappear into attics or the unloved corners of yard sales. Playback devices have grown scarce and expensive; a Japanese firm that operated the last VCR assembly line ended production in 2016.Despite their obsolescence, however, cassettes routinely appear in popular cultur...

      

      
        The Near Misses at Airports Have Been Telling Us Something
        Juliette Kayyem

        Until just moments before an American Airlines regional plane and an Army helicopter collided over the Potomac River last night, nothing in particular seemed amiss. Conditions were clear, Sean Duffy, the new secretary of transportation, noted in a press conference this morning. The passenger jet, coming from Wichita, Kansas, was about to arrive at Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport--one in a succession of airliners landing about two minutes apart. The Black Hawk helicopter was on a training...

      

      
        The 'Exciting Business Opportunity' That Ruined Our Lives
        Andrea Pitzer

        The first time I recall my mother mentioning Amway, we were in the car late at night, coming back from a meeting at her boss's house. Ten years old, I'd gone upstairs to play and missed the whole point of the whiteboard sitting on an easel downstairs. My mother, however, had been rapt. Riding home with my brother and stepfather, she seemed almost to glow, as if she were throwing off sparks in the darkness.The name Amway, she told me, was short for the "American Way." We could sign up and buy prod...

      

      
        Don't Politicize Aviation Safety
        Conor Friedersdorf

        Yesterday, the United States suffered the first fatal crash of a U.S. airliner in 16 years. American Airlines Flight 5342, a regional jetliner, originated in Wichita, Kansas. Just before landing at Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport, in northern Virginia, it collided with a military helicopter over the Potomac River. Scores of people were feared dead late yesterday. Authorities haven't yet determined the cause of the collision. The National Transportation Safety Board will lead an investig...

      

      
        The War for Your Attention
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsBy now you've probably noticed your attention being stolen, daily, by your various devices. You've probably read somewhere that companies much more powerful than you are dedicated to refining and perfecting that theft. In this episode of Radio Atlantic, MSNBC host and author of The Sirens' Call: How Attention Became the World's Most Endangered Resource explains in painful detail what you're really up against. "It's absolu...

      

      
        Your FOMO Is Trying to Tell You Something
        Faith Hill

        I have a joke I like to make--though it's not funny, and it's not really a joke. Whenever I know I won't be able to join my friends the next time they hang out, I make everyone promise to not have fun without me. Sometimes I have us go around in a circle so that each person can individually pledge to have a bad time. If I check in after my absence and ask how the night was, I expect a shrug, perhaps an assurance that It was fine, but you didn't miss much. If someone says the time without me was gr...

      

      
        The Memo That Shocked the White House
        Ashley Parker

        President Donald Trump intended his flood of executive orders to shock and awe his opponents. But on Monday night, a memo from the Office of Management and Budget instead shocked the Trump White House.That memo, with its call for a "temporary pause" on all federal-government grants and loans, set off widespread panic and confusion within the federal government and among the millions of individuals and institutions reliant on federal funds. But it was released without going through the usual White...

      

      
        RFK Jr. Has a Lot to Learn About Medicaid
        Katherine J. Wu

        Put on the spot, a lot of Americans might hesitate over the difference between Medicaid and Medicare. People who aren't affected by one of these programs, which together enroll about 150 million people in the U.S., don't generally have a need to be well versed in their intricacies, and the two programs sound quite similar. The names don't really hint that Medicare is a federal program that covers older Americans and Americans with disabilities, and that Medicaid covers low-income people in the Un...

      

      
        Why Meta Is Paying $25 Million to Settle a Trump Lawsuit
        Michael Scherer

        Donald Trump spent decades in business gleefully suing and angrily being sued by his adversaries in civil court. But since winning reelection, he has suddenly posted a remarkable string of legal victories as litigants rush to settle their cases. Mark Zuckerberg is the latest. According to two people briefed on the agreement who requested anonymity to discuss the arrangement, Meta will spend $25 million on damages and legal fees, a remarkable turn of events that coincided with other demonstrations...

      

      
        Is This How Reddit Ends?
        Matteo Wong

        The internet is growing more hostile to humans. Google results are stuffed with search-optimized spam, unhelpful advertisements, and AI slop. Amazon has become littered with undifferentiated junk. The state of social media, meanwhile--fractured, disorienting, and prone to boosting all manner of misinformation--can be succinctly described as a cesspool.It's with some irony, then, that Reddit has become a reservoir of humanity. The platform has itself been called a cesspool, rife with hateful rhetori...

      

      
        There Is a Strategy Behind the Chaos
        David A. Graham

        Updated at 4:54 p.m. ET on January 29, 2025.The great federal-grant freeze of 2025 is over, but don't expect it to be gone for good.The Office of Management and Budget, which issued a memo freezing grants on Monday, has revoked it, The Washington Post first reported. The whole thing went so fast that many people may have never had a chance to sort out what was happening. Yesterday, amid widespread confusion about what the order did or didn't do, White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt was un...

      

      
        Strong-Arming Latin America Will Work Until It Doesn't
        Will Freeman

        For a moment on Sunday, the government of Colombia's Gustavo Petro looked like it might be the first in Latin America to take a meaningful stand against President Donald Trump's mass-deportation plans. Instead, Petro gave Trump the perfect opportunity to show how far he would go to enforce compliance. Latin American leaders came out worse off.On Sunday afternoon, Petro, a leftist who has held office since 2022, announced on X that he would not allow two U.S. military aircraft carrying Colombian d...

      

      
        50 Years Ago in Photos: A Look Back at 1975
        Alan Taylor

        Half a century ago, the Vietnam War came to an end with the fall of Saigon, the blockbuster movie Jaws was released, and U.S. President Gerald Ford escaped two assassination attempts. Also in 1975, the Soviet Union and the United States teamed up for a historic cooperative space mission, the first wedding ceremony ever performed in a hot tub took place in California, and much more.To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.

      

      
        It's Not Amateur Hour Anymore
        Paul Rosenzweig

        Updated at 6:20 p.m. ET on January 29, 2025This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.The first 10 days of Donald Trump's presidency have seen such an onslaught of executive orders and implementing actions that Steve Bannon's strategy to "flood the zone with shit" seems apt. But that characterization is incomplete, and it obscures a more frightening truth: The Trump administration's actions have been not just voluminous but efficient and effective. Th...

      

      
        The Attack on Trans Rights Won't End There
        Adam Serwer

        The American populism of the late 19th century was a rebellion of working people against financial elites; the American populism of this century is one of financial elites feigning rebellion while crushing the vulnerable. This is why, just a few short days into his presidency, Donald Trump is already making good on his promise to persecute trans people zealously. On Monday, Trump issued an executive order purging trans service members from the military on the grounds that "expressing a false 'gen...

      

      
        What's Guiding Trump's Early Moves
        David A. Graham

        Few of Donald Trump's foibles have gone undissected, but one glaring thing remains underappreciated: He does not care about U.S. national security.Once you consider Trump's record from this perspective, many of his past and present actions become more coherent. (The political scientist Jonathan Bernstein recently made a version of this point on Substack.) Why else would a president--to choose a few examples--nominate Pete Hegseth and Tulsi Gabbard for his Cabinet, haphazardly store highly classifie...

      

      
        Gulag Humor Is Now Everywhere in D.C.
        Ashley Parker

        These days in Washington, D.C., among a class of Extremely Beltway types--the name-droppers, the strivers, the media gossips--Donald Trump's threats to exact revenge on his enemies have turned into a highly specific (and highly absurd) status competition.Olivia Troye has heard the joke so many times that she already has a well-worn comeback prepared. When nervous journalists and teasing D.C. types crack to Troye--a lifelong Republican who served as former Vice President Mike Pence's homeland-securit...

      

      
        The Problem With $TRUMP
        Danielle Allen

        On Inauguration Day, many felt real euphoria at the prospect of a wholesale renovation of America's institutions. And, as I've argued often, our constitutional democracy does need renovation--the various elites are disconnected from the people, bureaucracy afflicts everyone, and many of us find it impossible to hold our elected officials accountable. Yet I fear that the renovations we're about to get will take us in the wrong direction.Americans have been yielding sovereignty to tech magnates and ...

      

      
        This Is About More Than RFK Jr.
        Nicholas Florko

        Shortly after birth, newborns in the United States receive a few quick procedures: an Apgar test to check their vitals, a heel stick to probe for genetic disorders and various other conditions, and in most cases, a hepatitis B vaccine. Without that last one, kids are at risk of getting a brutal, and sometimes deadly, liver condition. Senator Bill Cassidy of Louisiana happens to know quite a lot about that. Before entering Congress in 2009, he was a physician who said he was so affected by an 18-y...

      

      
        'Malicious Compliance' Is Not the Issue With Trump's Executive Orders
        Tom Nichols

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Senator Katie Britt, Republican of Alabama, is upset. She believes that someone in the United States Air Force decided to interpret President Donald Trump's recent executive order to terminate "all discriminatory programs, including illegal DEI and 'diversity, equity, inclusion, and accessibility' (DEIA...

      

      
        The Libs Are Having Their Paranoia Moment
        Kaitlyn Tiffany

        The #Democrat and #Democrats hashtags, on Instagram, are affixed to a lot of low-quality content: a crying Statue of Liberty; Elon Musk with a Hitler mustache; other, worse memes that aren't even decipherable. But for a short time last week, these posts were blocked from view. Donald Trump's second presidency had only just begun, and suddenly--suspiciously--any platform search for #Democrat or #Democrats returned an error message: "We've hidden these results," it said. "Results from the term you se...

      

      
        What on Earth Is <em>Eusexua</em>?
        Spencer Kornhaber

        Maybe we need new emotions. The human experience has changed a lot lately: Creativity can be outsourced to AI, culture lives in flickering fragments on screens, and we social animals are spending tons of time alone. Perhaps the words we use to describe basic, primordial feelings--joy, sadness, anger, and those other names for Inside Out characters--no longer suffice. Perhaps that's why we've been bombarded with so many neologisms to describe mind states, like brain rot, or Eusexua.What, you haven't...
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Donald Trump Is Just Watching This Crisis Unfold

But he's not taking charge.

by David A. Graham




You might be forgiven for forgetting--ever so briefly--that Donald Trump is president of the United States. Sometimes it seems like he does, too.

In the middle of the night, as news about the plane crash at Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport was breaking, Trump posted on Truth Social:

The airplane was on a perfect and routine line of approach to the airport. The helicopter was going straight at the airplane for an extended period of time. It is a CLEAR NIGHT, the lights on the plane were blazing, why didn't the helicopter go up or down, or turn. Why didn't the control tower tell the helicopter what to do instead of asking if they saw the plane. This is a bad situation that looks like it should have been prevented. NOT GOOD!!!


He raises some valid points--ones that many people might be wondering about themselves. The difference between them and him is that he is the leader of the federal government, able to marshal unparalleled resources to get answers about a horror that happened just two and a half miles from his home. He's the commander in chief of the U.S. armed forces, and the crash involved an Army helicopter. But Trump isn't really interested in doing things. Like Chauncey Gardiner, the simple-minded protagonist of Being There, he likes to watch.

This morning, Trump held an astonishing briefing at the White House where he and his aides unspooled racist speculation, suggesting (without any evidence) that underqualified workers hired under DEI programs had caused the accident. "We do not know what led to this crash, but we have some very strong ideas and opinions, and I think we'll state those opinions now," Trump said, and he did. Vice President J. D. Vance and Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth criticized diversity efforts from the lectern as well. (Trump also misrepresented Federal Aviation Administration programs.) Trump insisted that he wasn't getting ahead of the investigation by speculating, and that he could tell diversity was to blame because of "common sense."

Trump also paused to accuse former Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg of "bullshit," and narrated videos and information he'd seen in the news, interspersing his personal observations as a helicopter owner and passenger. "The people in the helicopter should have seen where they were going," Trump said. At times, he appeared to blame both the helicopter pilots and air-traffic control. Perhaps it would be better to actually gather some information, but Trump is more interested in pontificating.

The pilots, DEI, air-traffic controllers, Buttigieg--the only common thread appeared to be that everyone was to blame, except for Trump himself.

No one could reasonably hold Trump responsible for the crash, just 10 days into his term--though that is the bar he has often tried to set. "I alone can fix it," he has assured Americans, telling them that he personally can master and control the government in a way no one else can. He promised to be a dictator, though only on day one. Yet even while discounting his bluster, it would be nice to see the president doing something more than watching cable news and posting about it.

If he's not going to do that, he could offer some consolation. Almost exactly 39 years ago, after the loss of the Space Shuttle Challenger, President Ronald Reagan memorably described how the astronauts aboard had "'slipped the surly bonds of earth' to 'touch the face of God.'" Trump is giving us "NOT GOOD!!!"

Though exasperating, this passivity is no surprise. It was a running theme of Trump's first administration and is already back in the second. In May 2016, Trump reportedly offered fellow Republican John Kasich a chance to be vice president, in charge of domestic and foreign policy; Trump would be in charge of "making America great again." During Hurricane Harvey, in 2017, he struggled to show empathy for victims or do more than gawk at (and tweet about) the destruction. A few months later, he tried half-heartedly to do more after Hurricane Maria, producing the indelible visual of the president tossing paper towels to victims, like a giveaway at a minor-league baseball game.

Read: That time Trump threw paper towels at Puerto Ricans

Marc Andreessen, the venture capitalist and Trump ally, has claimed that Trump wasn't even running the government during his first term. During the worst of the coronavirus pandemic, Matt Yglesias notes, Trump was more interested in offering punditry on how the government was doing than acting like the head of the executive branch. And on January 6, 2021, according to federal prosecutors, Trump sat at the White House watching the violent sacking of the Capitol and doing nothing to stop it.

This approach to governance--or refusal to approach it, rather--is inextricably tied to Trump's Gardiner-like obsession with television. The president watches hours of news every day, and if reports from inside the White House didn't bear witness to this, his all-hours social-media posts would. Because he has little grounding in the issues facing the government and little interest in reading, television frequently seems to set his agenda. Political allies learned that the best way to get a message to Trump was to appear on Fox News. (Trolls, similarly, learned that a good way to rankle him was to take out ads on the channel.) Trump has used the Fox roster as a hiring pool for his administration.

One vignette from the first Trump administration illustrates the dynamic. In April 2019, as the White House was juggling half a dozen serious controversies, Trump called into Fox & Friends and yakked at length about whatever happened to be on his mind until even the hosts couldn't take it any longer. Finally, Brian Kilmeade cut in and brought things to a close. "We could talk all day, but looks like you have a million things to do," he said. Trump didn't appear concerned about it.

Read: Donald Trump calls in to Fox & Friends

What's odd is that even as Trump acts so passively, his administration is moving quickly to seize unprecedented powers for the presidency. In part, that's because of the ideological commitments of his aides, but Trump also has a curious view of presidential power as an a la carte thing. He's very interested in acquiring and flexing power to control the justice system, punish his enemies, and crack down on immigration, but he'd just as soon get the federal government out of the emergency-management business.

The presidency is not a spectator sport, though. At the end of Being There (spoiler alert), a group of political advisers conspires to put Chauncey Gardiner forward as the next president. The movie's central joke is that the childlike, TV-obsessed protagonist has inadvertently fooled the nation's most powerful circles into believing that he is profound, simply by stating directly what little he sees and understands. Joke's on us.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/01/trump-airplane-crash/681511/?utm_source=feed
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If Iranian Assassins Kill Them, It Will Be Trump's Fault

The president has denied protection to four men he put in mortal danger.

by Tom Nichols




Donald Trump likes to tell his supporters that he's a fighter, a fearless champion who always has their back. Such guarantees, however, apparently do not apply to people who worked for him when they're threatened by foreign assassins. Former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Mark Milley, former National Security Adviser John Bolton, former Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, and the former Pompeo aide Brian Hook have all been targeted by Trump for political retribution. They are also being targeted by the Iranians, but the regime in Tehran has marked them all for death.

The president may be spoiling for a fight with career bureaucrats and "woke" professors, but when it comes to Iranian assassins, he is willing to walk away from men who carried out his orders. Milley, Bolton, Pompeo, and Hook all served in Trump's first administration--he appointed them to their posts--and they were part of the Trump national-security team when the United States killed Iranian General Qassem Soleimani in a strike in January 2020. In 2022, an Iranian national was arrested and charged with trying to arrange Bolton's murder, and American intelligence believes that other officials--including Trump himself--have been targeted by Iran because of their involvement in killing Soleimani.

The Biden administration briefed the incoming Trump administration on these threats and on the security details it had authorized to protect Bolton and others. Last week, Trump removed the details protecting Bolton, Pompeo, and Hook; yesterday, Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth removed the guards around Milley and announced that he would be investigating Milley for undermining the chain of command during Trump's first term. Trump also revoked the security clearances held by all four men.

From the November 2023 issue: The patriot

The revocation of security clearances is petty, but it harms the administration more than it does any of these men. Retaining a clearance helps former federal employees find work in the consulting world, and it is typical to hold on to them after leaving government service. (I was offered the opportunity to keep mine when I left the Naval War College.) But at more senior levels, clearances allow people in government to get advice from former leaders. Some of these people could have been of significant help to Trump's staff during a crisis, although Trump himself is unlikely to care about that possibility.

Removing the security details, however, could have deadly consequences. The Iranians seem determined to seek revenge for the killing of Soleimani, and sooner or later, they might succeed. ("The Iranians are not good but they're very enthusiastic," a former Pentagon official said in October. "And of course, they've only got to get lucky once.") And the Iranians aren't the only threat out there; the Russians have no compunctions about attacking people in their home country, often using gruesome methods.

Trump takes such threats very seriously where he is concerned. When Biden officials alerted Trump to the danger from Iran, Trump asked for more security from the U.S. government, and during his campaign, according to The New York Times, he even asked that military assets be assigned to protect him, something usually provided only to sitting presidents.

Lesser mortals, however, must fend for themselves: Trump and Hegseth not only took away the security details of these former policy makers but did so with significant publicity, almost as if to broadcast to America's enemies that anyone who wanted to settle scores with these officials would get no trouble from the current White House. (Trump also canceled protection for 84-year-old Anthony Fauci, the former director of the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases, who has been the target of multiple threats from other Americans.) Trump despises critics such as Bolton and Milley, and it is unsurprising that he has no obvious issue subjecting them to physical danger. But even some Republicans --who should be used to this kind of vengefulness from the leader of their party--have been shocked, and are trying to get Trump to reverse course. They are particularly concerned about Pompeo and Hook, loyalists whose lives have been placed in jeopardy for sins that are known only to the president.

Read: Trump can't escape the laws of political gravity

In another time, Americans would rally to protect their own from the agents of one of their most dedicated enemies. Today, most citizens seem either unaware or unperturbed that the president of the United States is exposing his own former staff to immense risks. Nevertheless, it should be said clearly and without equivocation: President Trump will bear direct responsibility for any harm that could come to these people from foreign actors.

This is far more than Trump's usual pettiness. He has always considered the oath of federal service to be little more than an oath of loyalty to him, and he has always been willing to threaten his opponents. (In 2018, he apparently considered handing Michael McFaul, the former U.S. ambassador to Russia, over to Moscow, a move that provoked a level of outrage that seems quaint today.) Trump's message in this second term is that friends and subordinates are literally disposable if they cross him: He will not only humiliate and fire them, but he will also subject them to actual physical danger.

This escalation of Trump's vindictiveness should serve as a very personal warning to anyone willing to work for him in his second term. Senior officials at the Pentagon, the State Department, the CIA, the National Security Council, and other organizations are routinely asked to go head-to-head with representatives of some of the most dangerous nations on the planet, and to contribute to operations against those regimes. In the past, such officials could do so knowing that their own government would do everything it could to keep them--and their family--safe from foreign agents. As one of Bolton's former deputies, Charles Kupperman, told the Times: "Trump's national security team must provide guidance based on their assessment of what needs to be done to protect America without regard to their personal security."

Good luck with that. No one who works in defense or national-security affairs can assume that, when Trump orders them to cross America's many enemies in the world, he will protect them from foreign vengeance. Trump has now made clear that he will abandon people who have taken risks in the service of the United States--even those who were following his own orders--if they happen to displease him. (Or, in the case of Pompeo and Hook, for no apparent reason at all.) Hegseth, for his part, may have no real idea what he's done, and may merely be courting favor from a boss who has elevated him far beyond his abilities. But Trump knows better; he is himself the survivor of an assassination attempt, and no level of security was enough when he thought the Iranians were gunning for him.

People still considering whether to serve Trump can have no illusions about what awaits them. True leaders take responsibility for their team. Trump is no such leader; he will, on a whim, place other Americans in danger and then, as he famously put it in his previous term, take no responsibility at all.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/01/iran-death-threats-trump-staff/681510/?utm_source=feed
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To Truly Succeed, Fail Better

Risking a stumble because you're trying something hard is not just an excellent way to learn; it's also a path to greater happiness.

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.

Between my university lectures and outside speeches about the science of happiness, I do a lot of public speaking, and am always looking for ways to do so with more clarity and fluency. To that end, I regularly give talks in two languages that are not my own--not random languages, of course, but rather those I learned as an adult: Spanish and Catalan.

Although I can carry on ordinary conversation in these languages (and even speak one of them regularly at home), I have a foreign accent and can't express myself with anywhere near the nuance or scientific depth that I can in English. Obliging myself to deliver a formal lecture, therefore, is an uncomfortable experience. But every time I undertake a book tour in these languages, I get better at meeting the linguistic challenge. And I even find that this exercise improves my public speaking in English.

This is a specific example of what turns out to be a broader truth: Doing something you're bad at can make you better at what you're good at, as well as potentially making you good at something new. Understanding this dynamic can give you an edge in your own area of excellence, and enhance your life generally. To be great at what you do, take a chance on flunking something else.

Read: How Catalan survived

Trying to do something but coming up short is not fun. Take up skiing as an adult, and you will almost certainly be frustrated as you fall down over and over. The reason we hate being bad at things and failing is because when goal-directed activity is inhibited or blocked (either by an outside force or our own lack of aptitude), that stimulates our dorsal anterior cingulate cortex, which is part of the brain's pain circuitry. This is the same region affected when we experience social rejection.

This kind of mental pain does, however, have an evolved benefit--creating the motivation to succeed, if not at the activity at hand then at some other one. In a recent study of baseball players, skilled pitchers--who are generally poor hitters--were given batting practice. The scholars found that their inferior performance in batting and their resulting frustration led them to be more driven to improve their pitching.

This motivation effect is also detectable in business activities. As a group of psychologists reported in 2018, when employees are frustrated by their relative incompetence at one task, they tend to be motivated to show more competence for something they're already better at. Perhaps you can relate to this finding when, pushed to perform outside your comfort zone at work, you discovered that you had greater motivation in your regular job afterward.

The mental pain of failure per se can also stimulate you to become better at the activity in which you lack proficiency--if you can reframe the adverse experience as an indicator of personal growth. This is what researchers found in 2022 when they conducted a field experiment at an improvisation club. One group of amateur improvisers was instructed to actively seek the feeling of awkwardness. The scholars found that, compared with improvisers who were not given this instruction, the first group was more engaged in the exercise. Instead of seeing the discomfort as something to avoid, they saw it as central to the process and leaned into it.

Another helpful way to turn the discomfort of failure into a source of progress is what psychologists call "action rumination." Ruminating on failure is widely recognized to be a destructive waste of time, because this type of reflection focuses on self-worth and what failure says about one as a person. Action rumination is different: It is task-focused and involves replaying the exact missteps that one made and how they could be rectified in the future. Scholars have shown that thinking through something you have done poorly in this deliberately corrective way can lead to learning and improvement as opposed to frustration and chagrin.

Read: How to learn new things as an adult

The research is clear that although we hate to fail, doing so can be beneficial for learning a new skill and mastering an old one. This has implications for how to improve ordinary life.

Take, for example, one of the most common sources of emotional pain: rejection in the search for a romantic relationship. Start by recognizing that no relationship is without the risk of failure, and resolve to take some chances. But remember, too, the consoling truth that if a rejection occurs, the distress will almost certainly come with the motivation to take comfort in other successful relationships, such as ones with family and friends, by being better yet at those.

Once you're on the dating market, don't try to avoid feeling nervous. On the contrary, like the improv participants, lean into your uneasiness as a core part of learning and improvement. This will put you more at ease as you stop fighting emotions such as fear and anxiety, and assign value to the discomfort itself. Then, after an unsuccessful date, put personal reproach aside and instead do your rumination by analyzing the encounter forensically, working out how each stage of the date might have gone better. This process will dramatically improve the experience, and raise the likelihood of success over time.

You can put failure--or subpar performance, at least--to good use in many other areas of life. If you're a student, take a class far outside your area of skills and interests, knowing that the struggle to cope with a very novel challenge may improve studying what you do like. Revel in the difficulty of it and dissect the mistakes you make--and you will almost certainly find that you're doing even better at your preferred subject.

Employers can apply these principles as well. I like the "75/25 rule," according to which employees spend three-quarters of their time on their assigned task and one quarter helping others outside their area. The short-term cost of this is friction as people wrestle with novelty and difficulty--and bosses should take care not to make this worse by being punitive or overly critical. But I have seen the long-term benefit of better motivation in the core assignment, as well as a better flow of information and distribution of new skills across different activities within an enterprise.

P. J. O'Rourke: The success of failure

The embrace-failure principle can even be applied to happiness itself. None of us wants to be unhappy. But inviting sources of unhappiness into life can be extremely beneficial. Resolve not to be afraid of fear, anger, or sadness. They are normal and natural parts of life, after all. Dealing with them openly, though uncomfortable, will improve your skills at doing so. And if you let them, they will help you savor the joys of life all the more.

For an upcoming speech, I found an old expression in Catalan to make the very point that risking failure leads to greater prospect of success: Qui no s'arrisca, no pisca. That can be translated as "He who doesn't take a risk catches no fish," but the equivalent English idiom might be: Nothing ventured, nothing gained. Still, the Catalan strikes me as more poetic. See? Something gained.
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The <em>Stranger Things</em> Effect Comes for the Novel

A crop of stories is responding to the fakery of the digital age by embracing the realness of analog objects.

by Mark Athitakis




"When a moment means more," reads a 1984 ad for blank Kodak VHS cassettes, "tape it. And keep it." Keep it? That was a fib. As old-timers know, VHS tapes don't keep well--they wear out; crack; demagnetize into staticky oblivion; disappear into attics or the unloved corners of yard sales. Playback devices have grown scarce and expensive; a Japanese firm that operated the last VCR assembly line ended production in 2016.

Despite their obsolescence, however, cassettes routinely appear in popular culture four decades after their heyday, usually serving as surprising symbols of stability and truth. In modern reality, most media are streamed, digitized, and easily vaporized; not so much owned as leased; pockmarked with ads and often tweaked (or falsified) via AI. In modern fiction, meanwhile, vintage media have emerged as tactile objects that symbolize integrity, solve the crime, and radiate realness.

Catherine Airey's debut novel, Confessions, is a new entrant in this growing subgenre. In the modern-day timeline of this multigenerational family drama, Lyca, an extremely online member of Gen Z, is investigating the mysterious estrangement of her grandmother and great-aunt. The internet offers no clarity on the matter: "I learnt the hard way that googling for answers doesn't just give you them; it leads you into a hall of mirrors, down infinite rabbit holes, leaving you with can upon can of worms." Some answers can't be generated by a search engine, Airey suggests. She is only the latest in a wave of writers distilling the anxieties of the digital age into a celebration of the analog.

The popularity of Stranger Things seems to have a lot to do with the trend; the Netflix series' mid-'80s aesthetic helped revive a "kids on bikes" young-adult genre in books and on TV, where teens go spelunking through a spooky town's secrets. In Jane Schoenbrun's 2024 horror film, I Saw the TV Glow, tapes of a Buffy-esque drama connect a pair of teens attending Void High School (VHS). In Wim Wenders's 2023 film Perfect Days, a man cleaning toilets in Tokyo uses audio cassettes and an old camera (with film!) to shape and capture an existence beyond his humdrum job. Over the past five years, novels including John Darnielle's Devil House, Jeneva Rose's Home Is Where the Bodies Are, and Ransom Riggs's The Extraordinary Disappointments of Leopold Berry have all turned on their protagonists resolving the past via old media. Hybrid essay collections such as Chris Campanioni's forthcoming VHS use analog recordings to explore family history.

To an extent, each of these works satisfies a nostalgic urge. Several of the novels sport visual references to cassettes on their covers, which serve as canny triggers for Boomers and Gen Xers raised on mixtapes (or younger generations who wish they'd been). And although such works channel specific pop-culture memories, they also position old media as avatars of an overarching '90s value: cultural authenticity. The janitor at the center of Perfect Days warms to a young woman who appreciates the sound of his Patti Smith tape, but becomes cranky toward the co-worker who sees his cherished objects only as collectible commodities.

Read: The technology that actually runs our world

Yet old media, in these new works, aren't just cozy reminders of the past--they actively disrupt the fictional present. These recordings shed light on characters' mysteries and personalities; they also set plots in motion. Early in Confessions, in 1977, Roisin--Lyca's great-aunt--is enchanted by the Golden Record attached to the NASA Voyager probes, a collection of songs, voices, and nature sounds meant to explain Earth to possible alien civilizations. "Like a time capsule for other forms of life to discover," Roisin tells her mother. "And they're actually gold."

The record is an early indicator of what old media will do throughout the book: save, compress, reveal. Confessions opens in the '70s in County Donegal, Ireland, where Roisin and her sister, Maire, are fascinated by a house occupied by the "Screamers," a group of devotees of primal-scream therapy. The Screamers' peculiarity makes them fodder for horrific folklore about what really goes on in there. But it's also an escape hatch: Maire joins the Screamers as an artist in residence, setting off a series of events that will eventually encompass sexual assault, 9/11, the Irish battle over abortion rights--and an antiquated video game.

Threaded through this story, which stretches to 2023, are excerpts of Scream School, a text-based choose-your-own-adventure video game about two sisters who have been sent away to a Donegal boarding school. The game becomes an allegory for the novel's larger story, which explores Roisin's and Maire's fates through the lives of Maire's daughter, Cora, and Cora's daughter, Lyca. As Confessions moves into the '80s, Roisin takes up residence in the old Screamers house, which a woman named Scarlett has converted into a Victorian-style B&B that is actually a front for then-illegal abortions.

The physical game cartridge (complete with a J-card) plays a key role in revealing all of this, but it's one of many forms of old media in which Confessions marinates: grainy videos of post-9/11 Manhattan uploaded to YouTube; an old Pentax film camera; handwritten letters; penciled gameplay maps. All of these artifacts add up to reliable evidence in the case of the separated sisters.

In 2018, Lyca is tasked with using the Scream School cartridge to put the story together. With the help of a tech-savvy schoolmate who procures a vintage Commodore 64 computer ("It's from the eighties," he says, adorably), they work through the game. No magic wormholes open up ("It's not a very good game," he says), but the experience sets Lyca on the path of accessing family histories, as game maps and letters expose a long-held secret. To keep the letters safe, Lyca stores them in an old laptop--useless as a piece of technology, but essential as a hiding place--as if the letters themselves were a hard drive, only more valuable, because they hold information you can't access through a web browser or alter with a keystroke.

Read: Murdered by my replica?

Confessions is based on a true story: A County Donegal building was home in the 1970s to the Atlantis Foundation, a group of primal-scream practitioners. From the early '80s to early '90s, the building housed a women's commune called the Silver Sisterhood, where residents cosplayed as Victorian-era women for tourists. They also developed text-based video games such as Jack the Ripper and The Secret of St. Bride's. The commune was generally averse to technology, but as one leader later explained, "unlike television, which ... is passive and mind-rotting, computer games call for concentration and commitment."

All new technologies stoke anxiety in artists. Today, AI companies are feeding the texts of books into large language models, prompting authors to pursue legal action against the firms to preserve their copyrights and their livelihood. In his forthcoming history of mechanized art, The Uncanny Muse, the cultural critic David Hajdu argues that the onset of artificial intelligence is just the latest iteration of an ongoing worry that computers might eventually outperform human creators. "The idea that machinery could replace people--and, in some ways, surpass them in performance--became a truism," he writes. "Why shouldn't a machine do the work of a human being, if the human body is essentially a machine, anyway?"

Not all disruptive technologies are created equal, though; tools like ChatGPT raise the stakes for the role of the creative human being in the way that, say, the Moog synthesizer never did. Artists are responding to this dizzying change by remembering a time when technology was a tool for creativity and connection. I Saw the TV Glow imagines a culture unpolluted by the internet, as substantive and innocent as the videotapes its characters pass around like samizdat. Similarly, the game in Confessions is a way of concealing the central family history and documenting a fight over the control of women's bodies. For safety's sake, the details are hard to search for--encoded in physical artifacts only a human could decrypt.

Airey's debut is a historical novel, but its concerns are lodged in 2025. It arrives at a time when artists are looking for ways to represent our strange reality. For many of them, it seems that the answer is in the past, on tape.
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The Near Misses at Airports Have Been Telling Us Something

The deadly crash over the Potomac River is the culmination of an alarming pattern.

by Juliette Kayyem




Until just moments before an American Airlines regional plane and an Army helicopter collided over the Potomac River last night, nothing in particular seemed amiss. Conditions were clear, Sean Duffy, the new secretary of transportation, noted in a press conference this morning. The passenger jet, coming from Wichita, Kansas, was about to arrive at Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport--one in a succession of airliners landing about two minutes apart. The Black Hawk helicopter was on a training mission from Virginia's Fort Belvoir. Both aircraft were in a "standard flight pattern," Duffy said. Referring to the crowded and shared air space around D.C., he added, "This was not unusual."

And that may turn out to be the problem. The precise immediate cause of the crash--which killed all 64 passengers and crew members aboard the airliner and all three people in the helicopter--will not become clear until investigators fully analyze recordings of air-traffic-control communications and the plane's black box. But the accident follows a long string of alarming near collisions at airports across the country--a pattern suggesting that the aviation-safety systems upon which human life depends are under enormous strain.

Conor Friedersdorf: Don't politicize aviation safety

In 2023, the Federal Aviation Administration identified 19 "serious runway incursions," the most in almost a decade. The causes of these events are varied: air-traffic-control staffing shortages, pilot inexperience, demand for air travel, outdated technology. The increase in near misses led the FAA to create a safety review team and issue a rare industrywide "safety call to action" demanding greater vigilance throughout the community. These incidents do not appear to have prompted any major changes in safety practices either nationally or in the Washington area. Last year, the number of serious incursions declined, making the issue seem less urgent.

Reagan National's tight footprint and three intersecting runways, along with the presence of military and other government operations nearby, make the air space surrounding the facility relatively tricky for pilots to navigate. As the popular open-source intelligence account @OSINTtechnical noted on X once footage of the accident and its aftermath began spreading on social media, "For many in the DC-area flying community, the crash tonight wasn't a matter of if, but when." (This morning, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth announced an investigation of the Army helicopter's role in the incident.)

In 2013, an airliner and a military helicopter flying at the same altitude near Reagan National came within 950 feet of each other. Last May, a Boston-bound jet traveling 100 miles an hour on the runway had to abort its takeoff because another plane had been cleared to land on an intersecting runway. Even so, the FAA added additional flight slots to Reagan National last year, over the objections of local politicians who worried about congestion and overburdening capacity.

Read: Inside the busy, stressful world of air traffic control

The crash near Reagan National was the first major aviation disaster involving a U.S. airline since 2009--long enough that nearly a generation of Americans are experiencing this crash as their first. Such incidents have become so rare that Americans come to assume that safety precautions automatically work.

Safety systems are vulnerable to a phenomenon known in the disaster-management world as the "near-miss fallacy"--an inability to interpret and act upon the warnings embedded in situations where catastrophe is only narrowly avoided. Paradoxically, people may come to see such events as signs that the system is working. In her groundbreaking research on NASA after the space shuttle Challenger exploded in 1986, the American sociologist Diane Vaughan faulted the agency for its "normalization of deviance." The direct culprits in the spacecraft's fate were faulty booster-rocket parts known as "O-rings." Vaughn noted that shuttle missions had been experiencing problems with the parts for years, but NASA had downplayed their importance. Engineers were able to normalize O-ring incidents and other safety issues because none had caused significant harm--until one did.

The immediate cause of the crash over the Potomac may turn out to be a single tragic mistake. But this deadly tragedy occurred within a broader context. For some time, our aviation system has been ignoring warning signs and normalizing deviance. Good luck can last only so long, and it ran out last night.
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The 'Exciting Business Opportunity' That Ruined Our Lives

Amway sold my family a life built on delusion.

by Andrea Pitzer




The first time I recall my mother mentioning Amway, we were in the car late at night, coming back from a meeting at her boss's house. Ten years old, I'd gone upstairs to play and missed the whole point of the whiteboard sitting on an easel downstairs. My mother, however, had been rapt. Riding home with my brother and stepfather, she seemed almost to glow, as if she were throwing off sparks in the darkness.

The name Amway, she told me, was short for the "American Way." We could sign up and buy products we already needed for the house, then sign up friends and neighbors to buy things, too. We would get rich by earning a little bit from everything they sold.

It was 1978. I didn't realize that this was one of those moments, like Waterloo or Watergate, after which nothing would be the same. Amway--or, as we soon began to call it, the business--would become the load-bearing beam of my mother's existence for the next four decades.

The business as then practiced in our West Virginia river town had its own culture. I found myself plunged into religious nationalism, anti-communist obsessions, denunciation of the very idea of public schools, and the worship of money. Across my lifetime, versions of these ideas would be marketed again and again to working-class Americans. Amway leaders would help elect presidents. Familiar characters from my childhood--the Amway celebrity Doug Wead, members of the DeVos family, which co-founded the company--would reappear in Republican administrations. In many ways, Amway adherents embraced a fusion of conspiratorial thinking and populism that would remain a central thread of America's political story, prefiguring the Trump era.

But for many years, I had no context for what had swallowed my family. I had no way to understand how I'd managed to lose my mother.

Amway products began to appear around the house. We changed our laundry detergent to SA-8 and swapped our toothpaste for Glister. I rode with my mother to upline distributors' houses to pick up the boxes that had been shipped from headquarters in Michigan. My mother and stepfather sponsored people into the business, who in turn came to our house to pick up their own orders: makeup, hair spray, a liquid soap you could use to clean anything, a portable medicine case of expensive daily vitamins called Nutrilite Double X.

My stepfather, who ran a local charity, began to introduce himself as a businessman. My mother was even more smitten with the beautiful future that Amway offered. Everywhere we went--the mall, state parks, grocery stores--she'd ask people whether they could use a little more money each month. "I'd love to set up a time to talk to you about an exciting business opportunity." The words should have seemed suspect. Yet people almost always gave her their number. Her confidence and professionalism were reassuring, and her enthusiasm was electric, even, at first, to me. "What would you do with $1 million?" she'd ask, spinning me around the kitchen.

My mother and stepfather stayed out late on weeknights and weekends, bringing new recruits to see "the plan." They paid to go to meetings and rallies. I had no idea at the time that these events were hosted not by corporate Amway but by high-level distributors, who were technically independent business operators. We bought books and cassette tapes by the Amway personalities Doug Wead and Dexter Yager, with titles such as Tales of the Super Rich and Becoming Rich: Eleven Principles of Material and Spiritual Success. Wead had been an evangelical minister before gaining a higher profile with Amway. Yager had sold cars and Utica Club beer before becoming one of a handful of top distributors. Their wives wrote a book together. We bought that, too.

We ended up collecting more "motivational tools" than cleaning supplies. A few people sold soap or makeup to their friends at parties, Mary Kay-style. But for us, the business mostly meant recruiting people to sign up and buy products they would use themselves, while earning points toward advancing to the next level and higher bonuses.

We became students of success, advised to set goals of a bigger house and more expensive cars, as if wishing alone could make it happen. But by this point, whatever cash we had was spent on Amway. I had a pair of bell-bottom jeans with three bright satin stripes sewn diagonally across one knee. They were the only pants I owned.

One weekend during the summer of 1980, we packed jars of peanut butter, loaves of bread, and fruit into our car, then drove 300 miles east for a rally at the Washington, D.C., Hilton. On the road, my mother and I imagined what we would do when we reached the Diamond level of the business, when true wealth would arrive.

After we checked in, my brother and I were left to our own devices, running the halls and playing in the elevators. I read a pamphlet about how John Lennon's "Imagine" threatened America as a Christian nation, which introduced me to the (dangerous) phrase secular humanism. I listened as leading Amway distributors denounced public schools for brainwashing children.

In the hotel ballroom, distributors sang along to songs like "Rut Job Blues," about how stupid it was to work a regular job: "I feel so D-U-M-B / I've got a J-O-B." Cheers went up at any mention of Ronald Reagan, who had embraced Amway for years--and would soon be president. (A few years earlier he'd told a crowd of Amway distributors that "for me to come here and talk to you about free enterprise is like saving souls in heaven.")

We went to more rallies--in Pittsburgh, Cleveland, and other faltering Rust Belt cities where people were laid off and looking for hope. We ate up testimonials to God's grace and to his desire that everyone should become as rich as possible. High-ranking distributors encouraged low-level distributors like us to Drop that stinkin' thinkin' and Fake it till you make it.

At one rally, my brother and I ran into Doug Wead's son, who was about our age. After walking around the hotel, the three of us sat in our room and talked. I said how great it would be when our mother and stepfather became Diamonds, so we would be rich, too.

He told me I had it all wrong. His dad didn't make serious money through Amway products. Most of what he earned came from writing books and recording talks. That was how people got rich in Amway--selling motivational books and tapes to distributors like my parents. Didn't I know?

He spoke honestly, without malice, and the words rattled around in my brain for the rest of the trip. I picked at the upholstery on the seat of the car on the ride home. We would never be rich. There was no other plan. We were doomed.

What was it about Amway that so captured a bright, extroverted woman like my mother? Abandoned as a child when her own mother ran off to become a nightclub singer, she'd been raised by her grandparents. She graduated high school with a journalism scholarship to college, but met my father that summer and never left town. She became a stringer for the local paper, later working as a lunchtime anchor and interviewer for our local television station. When I was a preschooler, she took night classes and earned a bachelor's degree in social work. By the time she discovered Amway, my mother had divorced and remarried. My stepfather had a more fundamentalist view of religion than I had been raised with--a view that dovetailed with many Amway leaders' emphasis on biblical literalism and wives submitting to their husbands.

My mother couldn't imagine life without a husband. More crucially, she believed herself destined for something extraordinary. But how could someone achieve greatness in Parkersburg, West Virginia? Amway promised to deliver what nothing else in our town could--or at least to give her a community that would pretend along with her.

For some Americans, joining the business might have been harmless. For us, it was not. Soon my mother and stepfather had no other job. Their bad decisions ricocheted in the echo chamber of Amway culture, where they were encouraged to dedicate themselves more deeply. Surely, any day now, we would make it. Within three years, we were living in a filthy house without electricity, eating food out of a cooler that we kept filled with ice. Then we were evicted, and my mother and stepfather declared bankruptcy. Ordinary people might have thought twice about sticking with Amway. But by that point, we had left the small dreams of ordinary people behind.

A few months later, we climbed in a van headed to New York to stay at another Hilton. It was New Year's Eve. My parents went to see the Rockettes and to hear the same speakers they'd cheered on in other cities, singing songs, giving glory to God, and talking about his vision for America.

When I was a teenager and my mother was in her early 40s, she stopped talking to me about Amway. She filed for divorce from my stepfather and started a graduate-school program in behavioral psychology in hopes of becoming a therapist.

Despite being more than a decade older than her classmates, she was well liked and a good student. My brother and I had already escaped to college, thanks to cobbled-together loans, grants, and multiple part-time jobs. I didn't talk to either of them often, because in 1988, long-distance phone calls were expensive. But my mother called one day to chat.

"Going crazy isn't like being hit by a car," she said in the middle of our conversation. "People make a small but conscious decision to give up. At some point, it's easier than living in reality."

She was deep in clinical work with the mentally ill at the time; I assumed she was drawing on that experience. Still, the line stayed with me. In recent years, I've wondered whether she was talking about herself, and whether there might have been some way to intervene that I didn't see. Because, just two years later, in the last semester of her Ph.D. program, my mother decided to quit and marry a third husband, one who would do Amway with her.

Only much later would I hear stories about distributors like us who had declared bankruptcy and begin to understand how common our experience was. A 1980 study of tax returns conducted by Wisconsin's attorney general showed that the top 1 percent of Amway distributors in that state had lost, on average, $900 in the business. In 1994, Dexter Yager and Amway faced a class-action lawsuit claiming that they had fraudulently misrepresented how much distributors were likely to earn and illegally pressured people to buy books and tapes. The case was settled with Amway promising compensation and changes that would require distributors to make clear that motivational tools were optional and didn't guarantee success. The FTC had determined in 1979 that Amway was not a pyramid scheme, but the company continued to face allegations to the contrary. In 2010 it settled another class-action suit alleging that it operated a pyramid scheme. The company did not admit to guilt but did agree to pay plaintiffs $56 million, in the form of cash and Amway products.

In the years that followed, my mother and I would sometimes talk about real life--a birth, a death, a grandchild--and flashes of who she used to be would shine through. But she also shared long lists of people the Clintons had supposedly murdered, and continued to insist on Amway's tremendous potential. She always sounded a little embarrassed by the things she said, as if she understood that they were hard to believe. I think she wanted me to see that she knew that the most cultlike aspects of the business were over the top, that she hadn't been taken in entirely, that she wasn't some kind of fool. But it didn't matter. In the end, Amway owned her as fully as if she'd believed every word. Despite interventions my brother and I attempted, despite the money she continued to lose year after year, our mother never gave up on the business.


Illustration by Anthony Gerace



When I tell people how I grew up, I get a few different reactions. Sometimes I meet people who thought about joining Amway, and are relieved they never signed up. Sometimes they're surprised that Amway still exists--they thought it disappeared decades ago. Most barely know what it is. And why should they? They themselves might never fall for such a hustle. But whether they know it or not, Amway has deeply influenced American politics for decades.

Amway supported Reagan's candidacy in the 1980s. In the '90s, a co-founder of the business, Rich DeVos, gave the GOP what was believed to be the largest-ever-recorded individual political donation. Less than a decade after I first listened to him on Amway tapes, Doug Wead became Vice President George H. W. Bush's liaison to right-wing Christians. The Bush-era term compassionate conservatism may have been an Amway invention--Wead is said to have coined it. Dexter Yager, who had paid Reagan and Bush to speak at his events, reportedly mass-distributed voicemails pushing support for Republican candidates and accusing Bill Clinton of trying to "force the emergence of deviant lifestyles, of a socialist agenda."

I grew up hearing rumors about the satanic influences motivating Procter & Gamble, which Amway considered a business competitor--stories that led to another lawsuit and required distributors to pay $19 million in damages. Amway didn't invent the art of communal delusion via disinformation--the John Birch Society had already perfected it in the 1960s. The Birchers' influence was in decline by the time we joined the business, but Amway's culture helped carry their unhinged style into the digital era.

In 2021, Doug Wead died. At the time, he was under federal indictment--not for anything related to Amway, but for allegedly funneling Russian money into Donald Trump's 2016 campaign. In Trump's first administration, he nominated Betsy DeVos as secretary of education. An advocate for school choice and religious education, she is married to Rich DeVos's son, Dick, who was president of Amway himself in the 1990s, and whose family still co-owns the company. She said she'd be open to returning to the post, "with the goal of phasing out the Department of Education." The rallies leading up to Trump's latest election, with their euphoric resentments and tent-revival energy, recalled nothing so much as a 1980s Amway function.

My mother had fallen so deep into the delusional communities of Amway and religious extremism that I took a while to realize she was developing dementia. Her Alzheimer's manifested in part as paranoid psychosis. Over time, as her memory failed and her sense of her own importance ballooned, she exchanged my actual childhood for one in which we'd been staggeringly wealthy. She had once been engaged to Trump, she told me. When a court-appointed attorney came to assess her legal competence, my mother threatened to have Trump fire her. For months, my mother believed she was working as Trump's campaign director for Ohio and Michigan. They had met through Amway, of course.

It's hard to leave a delusion behind. In the run-up to the 2024 elections, I noticed the ways in which Trump's political followers likewise struggled to abandon him. Some prominent Trump supporters may see him as a means to wealth or power. Others find meaning and community--or even vindication--in accepting the lies he tells. Maybe, eventually, when they see what his second administration delivers, some voters will peel away.

That's what happened with Amway. The company is still a multibillion-dollar, global enterprise, though its domestic profile is now so much smaller that it has a page on its own website answering the question: "Does Amway still exist?" In the end, more people left than stayed. Those who came to their senses or were unable to sustain the delusion eventually quit. But things can get bleak in the middle.

My mother was an outlier. As the illness devoured her mind, she stopped recognizing her friends. But she still remembered the business. At the beginning of 2020, just three weeks before the pandemic began, I brought her to live with me and my brother in Virginia. She set off the fire alarm and constantly announced that the belongings she'd misplaced had been stolen. But the hardest part was her insistence that we all inhabit her imaginary world--one where she lives in grievance and terror, a place of invented enemies.

When I cleaned out her old house for her, I found storage shelves in the basement filled with Amway binders, makeup tutorials, old catalogs, and hundreds of motivational CDs and cassettes. Like some ritual to release the dead, I emptied the binders one by one. I filled a dozen Hefty bags, and then more. When the outdoor bins could no longer contain the trash, I stacked the rest on the ground by the curb: relics that would help no one, souvenirs of a lost life.
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Don't Politicize Aviation Safety

The tragic airliner crash in Washington underscores the risks of cavalier changes to regulatory agencies.

by Conor Friedersdorf




Yesterday, the United States suffered the first fatal crash of a U.S. airliner in 16 years. American Airlines Flight 5342, a regional jetliner, originated in Wichita, Kansas. Just before landing at Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport, in northern Virginia, it collided with a military helicopter over the Potomac River. Scores of people were feared dead late yesterday. Authorities haven't yet determined the cause of the collision. The National Transportation Safety Board will lead an investigation, hoping to determine what happened and prevent any similar accidents in the future.

There is no reason to believe that the dramatic changes to the federal government made by the Trump administration, or the chaos they introduced, played any role in this tragedy. But the success of regulators in improving the safety of commercial aviation is among the great triumphs of the past half century. And in its first week in office, the Trump administration did take one unrelated step that suggests a cavalier disregard for the consequences of politicizing those efforts: It dismissed all of the members of the federal Aviation Security Advisory Committee, a body that advised the Transportation Security Administration.

"The aviation security committee, which was mandated by Congress after the 1988 PanAm 103 bombing over Lockerbie, Scotland, will technically continue to exist but it won't have any members to carry out the work of examining safety issues at airlines and airports," the Associated Press reported last week. "Before Tuesday, the group included representatives of all the key groups in the industry--including the airlines and major unions--as well as members of a group associated with the victims of the PanAm 103 bombing. The vast majority of the group's recommendations were adopted over the years."

My colleague James Fallows, a longtime pilot who has reported on aviation for decades, noted yesterday that dismantling the committee one week ago "wasn't part of tonight's tragedy," but argued that it is a thoughtless destruction of a taken-for-granted institution that will erode safety over time, when the United States should instead be conserving the gains of recent decades. Pointing his readers to a list of the board's former members, Fallows wrote that it "was collaborative; it combined public, private, military, civilian, academic, and other institutions to pool knowledge; it avoided blame; but it focused relentlessly on lessons learned."

I favor a smaller federal government, and will likely cheer some cuts that the Trump administration makes. My hope is for a bureaucracy that does fewer things and does them well.

But aviation safety in America is the envy of the world--it's among the few things that was working well, having improved significantly in recent decades under a status quo that Donald Trump is disrupting. To what end? Perhaps the Trump administration has some compelling rationale that it hasn't shared for disbanding the Aviation Security Advisory Committee. If so, it should speak up.

Instead, a Department of Homeland Security official offered a vague and unpersuasive statement to Aviation International News: "The Department of Homeland Security will no longer tolerate any advisory committee which pushes agendas that attempt to undermine its national security mission, the President's agenda, or Constitutional rights of Americans," he said.

Congress should demand better answers, for the sake of the due diligence that airline safety warrants, and because stripping a mandated board of all its members would seem to thwart its legitimate power with a technicality. If Congress judges that the board is still useful, it should use the power of the purse to force its restoration, rather than giving in to the president.

Will Republicans, who hold a majority in the House and the Senate, jealously guard the legislature's powers and diligently discharge its oversight responsibilities? Perhaps not. Deferring to presidents from one's own party is a bipartisan sin, however derelict it makes legislators in their duties. While Trump undoubtedly has a popular mandate for aspects of his agenda, however, no voter sent him to Washington to end an aviation-safety committee. He is owed no deference on that move.

Trump is making a lot of changes very quickly. If GOP legislators won't probe this one to see if it is arbitrary or ill-considered, it's hard to imagine what will spur them to exercise their oversight responsibilities--after all, most members of Congress are frequent flyers.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/01/aviation-security-dca/681507/?utm_source=feed
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The War for Your Attention

Chris Hayes explains how bad it's really gotten.

by Hanna Rosin




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

By now you've probably noticed your attention being stolen, daily, by your various devices. You've probably read somewhere that companies much more powerful than you are dedicated to refining and perfecting that theft. In this episode of Radio Atlantic, MSNBC host and author of The Sirens' Call: How Attention Became the World's Most Endangered Resource explains in painful detail what you're really up against. "It's absolutely endemic to modern life," Hayes says. "Our entire lives now is the wail of that siren going down the street."

Hayes talks about his own experience of becoming famous enough to be recognized and becoming a little addicted to that attention. He explains how companies have learned to manipulate natural biological impulses in ways that keep us trapped. And he invokes Marx, who argued that capitalism alienates workers from their labor, to explain how technology is now alienating all of humanity from attention, which is perhaps more insidious because it lives in our psyches. "I think it's because there's something holy or sublime in actual human connection that can't be replicated."



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Child: When my parents are on the phone, it usually makes me feel, like, really bored and makes me want to do something, because I don't really have anything to do. And I'm kind of just, like, sitting there and watching them on the phone.
 Claudine Ebeid: And what do you think about the amount of time that Dad and I spend on the phone?
 Child: Well, I think, like, when they had landlines and stuff, you wouldn't spend too much more time on the phone, and you would spend it on other types of devices.
 But now, since it's all in the phone, you wouldn't really be seeing your parents, like, on a computer. You'd only see them doing that for, like, work or something.


Hanna Rosin: That's our executive producer, Claudine Ebeid, and her daughter. We're hearing from them because when we talk about screen time or how phones are manipulating us, it's often adults talking about kids. But of course, it goes the other way too.

Chris Hayes: Every kid is engaged in a kind of battle for their parent's attention.


Rosin: This is Chris Hayes, my guest this week.

Hayes: I mean, I think every kid notices how distracted parents are by the phone.
 Rosin: Who's the meanest to you about it?
 Hayes: My youngest.
 Rosin: Really? (Laughs.)
 Hayes: Yeah.
 Rosin: Not the teenager?
 Hayes: No, actually, I think the youngest, because youngest children have a real antenna for attention. They come into a family in which they recognize immediately that there is, at some level, a kind of Hobbesian war of all against all for parental attention.


Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin, and this week on the Radio Atlantic: the war for your attention.

You probably know Chris Hayes best as a host on MSNBC. He's the author of a new book: The Sirens' Call: How Attention Became the World's Most Endangered Resource. And he doesn't just mean parental attention. He's talking about attention in politics, commerce, social media--basically, how capitalism found a uniquely human weakness to exploit.

But of course, since the topic is so often seen only through the lens of parents and children, we started out sharing how we can feel like hypocrites when we police our kids' devices.

[Music]

Hayes: The one that I've caught myself doing is: your child asking for screen time when they're, you know, not allowed to or it's not normally the time, and giving them, like, a sharp "no"--and then going back to looking at your phone. (Laughs.)

Rosin: Oh, Chris. One thousand percent. Even the fact that we get to use the term screen time, and guess who doesn't get to use the term screen time. They can't be like, Dad, you only have an hour of screen time a day.

Hayes: That's right. And one of the things I write about in the book is that when we think about the state of boredom, or being bored, I think we associate it with being a child. I mean, I remember days in the summer, particularly, where I was a little underscheduled. I was just sort of sitting around--these periods where you feel like, I have nothing to do.

And the reason I've come to believe that we associate [boredom] with childhood is, as soon as we are old enough to control our lives, we do everything possible to make sure we never feel it. That's why it's associated with childhood: because children don't have full agency. Once we develop full agency, we're like, I'm not gonna be in that state. I'm gonna do whatever it takes not to be in that state. 

Rosin: Chris writes about how there are two kinds of attention: voluntary attention and compelled attention.

Hayes: So compelled attention is part of our deepest biological, neurological wiring. It's the involuntary reaction if you are at a cocktail party and a waiter drops a tray of glasses.

[Glass breaking]

Hayes: You can't help it. You cannot control whether you're going to pay attention to that. It's often the case with, you know, an explosion--

[Loud boom]

Hayes: --or the siren that is on top of an ambulance or a cop car as it goes down the street.

[Siren wailing]

Hayes: That involuntary attention is the part of our neurological wiring in which our attention is compelled, independent of our volition and will, as a kind of almost biological fact, due to the fact that we needed to be alert to danger, basically.

And then there's voluntary attention, which is when we, using the conscious will, flash the beam of thought where we want it to go.

Rosin: So [if] I sit down and read your book, that's voluntary attention.

Hayes: Correct.

Rosin: Is one better than the other?

Hayes: Well, I mean, I think that, look--involuntary attention is probably necessary for the survival of the species. So in that sense, it's fundamental, and I wouldn't say it's worse. The problem is: So let's say you're reading the book. You've made this volitional decision, and as you're reading the book, the little haptic buzz of a notification in your phone goes off.

[Tech vibration noise]

Hayes: Now, you notice that because it's designed to use the deep circuitry of compelled attention to force your attention onto the physical sensation of the phone.

That is a perfect example of the one-way ratchet of what I call "attention capitalism," is that the more important attention gets, and the more that people, corporations, and platforms have sort of optimized for it competitively, the more they will try to use the tactics of compelled attention to get our attention, rather than to get the part of us that's volitional attention.

Now, of course, you still have human will. And in that moment, you're going to decide, Am I going to take my phone out to see what the notification was or not? But that little moment, that little interruption, that's pretty new at scale. I think it's totally new at scale.

And it's also just absolutely endemic to modern life. It's our entire lives now, is that wail of the siren going down the street, the clatter of the drop tray.

[Siren wails, glass breaks, phone buzzes]

Hayes: There's very powerful forces attempting to compel our attention away from where we might want to put it in any moment, because that's a kind of hack for them for getting our attention.

Rosin: Right. You're a little less than aware of it. Like, you're not thinking, I want to look towards the waiter dropping the tray, or I want to look towards the ambulance. You're just kind of reactive.

Hayes: Yeah, you're reactive, and you're at your sort of biophysical base, right? The comparison that I use in the book, and I think this might be helpful for people to think this through, is how hunger works. With food, we have these deep biological inheritances where there's just universal deep wiring towards sweets, for instance, or fats, because they are extremely calorie dense.

You can exploit that at scale, as McDonald's has and other food operations, and find that you could basically sell cheeseburgers and salty fries and Coca Cola all over the world, because you're working on that deep biological substrate in people. But it's also the case when you ask, Well, what do humans like to eat? it's an impossible thing to answer, because the answer is: basically everything, right? It's amazing, all the different things.

And what we see in sort of modern food culture and the food industry is a sort of fascinating kind of battle between these twin forces, right? The kind of industrialized production and fast food that is attempting to sort of find the lowest common denominator, speak to that deepest biological substrate so that they can sell corn syrup to everyone--and then all of the amazing things that people do with food and what food means as culture, as history, as self-expression, as expression of love and bonds.

And I think, basically, there's a very similar dynamic that we now have with attention, where our compelled attention and our deep wiring is being extracted and exploited by very sophisticated, large, and powerful economic entities.

And yet we still do have this thing called voluntary attention. And you know, what's sort of amazing, too, about the internet age is, like--and I say this in the book--like, I've watched hours of people cleaning carpets, which I find totally compelling and almost sort of sublime and soothing. And I wouldn't have guessed that that was a thing I wanted to pay attention to.

You know, the internet has opened this cornucopia of different things you can pay attention to. So we're constantly in this battle between these two forms of attention that are in our heads and the different entities that are trying to compel our attention against our will, and then our own kind of volitional attempt to control it.

Rosin: Chris, were you high when you were watching videos of cleaning carpets?

Hayes: (Laughs.) Mostly not. Occasionally yes, but mostly I have been sober while watching the cleaning carpets, and I've still found them incredibly calming.

Rosin: What? (Laughs.) So that's your ASMR, is carpet cleaning?

Hayes: I don't know if you've seen these, but they take these super, super dirty carpets--it's like a genre video. There's a million different ones now, which indicates that that's not just me. Lots of people feel this way.

Rosin: It's okay. It's okay. There's no judgment in this podcast at all.

Hayes: This is my kink.

Rosin: (Laughs.) You can find your calm wherever you need it. I'm just curious.

Hayes: (Laughs.) So yeah, that's basically how I think about compelled involuntary attention. And I do think that, because I think we're more familiar with it in the context of our appetites and hunger, I think it's a really useful and grounding metaphor, because I think it functions in a very similar way.

Rosin: Essentially, what you're saying is, the way this works is: We've got some biological impulses, let's say, for example, to want social attention, just to be noticed by others. That's in us, and that's fine.

Hayes: Yeah. I mean, I think the reason that it's so foundational, social attention-- and I think it's slightly counterintuitive because I think people have very different attitudes and personal dispositions towards social attention. Lots of people don't like it. But the foundational truth about being a human is: We come into the world utterly helpless and dependent, completely, on care. And the thing prior to that care is attention.

And the best way to see this is the child's wail. The most powerful tool that the newborn has is the cry. And the reason they have the cry is: It's their siren. It compels our attention. And the reason that it compels our attention, and the reason they have to have the ability to compel our attention, is because without attention, they will perish. And that is our human inheritance. That need from the moment we come gasping into the world for others' attention--that is foundational to every single one of us.

Rosin: So we have this need for social attention. It's a basic need. Whether we're an introvert or an extrovert, that's not what we're talking about. We just have this basic need for social attention. What is different about seeking social attention online?

Hayes: Okay, this is really, I think, a key thing to think about. Before civilization, you got social attention from people that you knew that you had relationships with, right? There weren't really strangers. And you might be able to put your social attention on someone you don't know, like a kind of godlike figure or a mythic hero that tales were told of, right? So you could put your attention on a person you don't know, but the social attention you received was all from people that you had a bilateral relationship with. What happens with the dawn of what we might call fame--and there's an amazing book about this that I cite--

Rosin: Leo Braudy.

Hayes: Yeah, Leo Braudy's great book. He says Alexander, basically, is the first famous person, and he explains why. But fame is the experience of receiving social attention from people you do not know, and at scale.

Now this is a very strange experience. And the reason I know this is because I happen to live it. And so in the progression of civilization, you start to have famous people, and more and more people can be famous with the dawn of industrial media: movie stars, pop stars, all this stuff.

But it's still a very, very, very tiny percentage of people that can be known by strangers--that can have social attention being paid to them by strangers. That just generally doesn't happen for most people, and most people are gonna have received social attention from people they have relationships with, and they might put their social attention on all sorts of public figures--the president or celebrities and other people--but they're not getting it from people they don't know.

That just is a very tiny sliver of humans that can have that experience, and now it is utterly democratized for everyone for the first time in human history. I mean, it's genuinely new, genuinely a break, has not happened before. Anyone can have enormous social attention from oceans of strangers on them. You can have a viral moment online. You can cultivate a following. This experience of social attention from strangers--precisely because it is so at odds, I think, with our inheritance--is weird and alienating. And there's a bunch of ways it is. One of the ways it's alienating is that we are conditioned to care what the people we love think about us.

We're conditioned to care if we've hurt someone that we have a relationship with. But it's very different if you've insulted or hurt just a total stranger who's saying mean things to you, or you've disappointed them, or they're angry at you. That comes into you, psychologically, indistinguishably from it coming from kin or lover or friend.

Rosin: So we just basically, our--I don't know if I want to call them our intimacy compass--something gets scrambled. We just don't have the category to react or manage that category of social attention. We just don't know what to do with it.

Hayes: Truly, there's a kind of clash here between the data set we're trained on, if you will, and what we're encountering. And the reason--again, this is a place that I really know, right? I didn't used to have people come up to me on the street, and then I became famous enough that people did. And I've experienced all the ways that that's strange and alienating, and I've given a lot of thought--partly as a kind of full-time psychological undertaking, so that I don't go crazy, because I do think it's kind of distorting and madness inducing in its own way.

And what we've done is basically democratize the madness-inducing aspects of celebrity for the entire society. Every teenager with a phone now can be driven nuts in precisely the way that we have watched generations of celebrities and stars go crazy.

Rosin: You mentioned Bo Burnham in your book and the movie he made, Eighth Grade. When he talked about why he made that movie, he said that same thing. He had a similar experience to you--he went viral at a pretty young age--and then he realized that every eighth grader was having the kind of experience that he had had, which he found so alienating but that had now become a common experience. Can you read a paragraph for me from your "social attention" chapter, which I think is relevant to this conversation?

Hayes: Sure. I'd love to.

Rosin: Just the paragraph that starts with "the social media combination."

Hayes: "The social media combination of mass fame and mass surveillance increasingly channels our most basic impulses--toward loving and being loved, caring for and being cared for, getting our friends to laugh at our jokes--into the project of impressing strangers, a project that cannot, by definition, sate our desires but feels close enough to real human connection that we cannot but pursue it in ever more compulsive ways."

Rosin: That really hit me. It's a dark vision. It's like they tap into our thirst perfectly but then just keep the glass of water just out of reach, you know?

Hayes: Well, and I think that's because there's something holy or sublime in actual human connection that can't be replicated.

Rosin: Yeah.

Hayes: --that, you know, the thing that we're chasing is something ineffable and nonreplicable. And it's the reason we chase it, because it's what makes life worth living, at a certain level, is to be recognized and seen. Relationships of mutual support and affection and care with other people--you know, that's it. That's the stuff of it. And we are given a tantalizing facsimile that some deep part of us cannot help but chase, but it can't also be the real thing.

Rosin: When we come back: who exactly is benefiting from this attention economy, why it feels so bad for the rest of us, and what we can do about it. That's after the break.
 
 [Break]
 
 Rosin: We're back. And we're starting with something that everyone who gets social attention from strangers learns.

Hayes: What you quickly find is that positive compliments and recognition--they just sort of wash off you. But the insults and the negativity cuts and sticks. I mean, do you not feel that way as someone who has some public profile?

Rosin: Yes, yes. It's happened to me, and I was so surprised at how hurt I was. And when I look back, I think, like, I literally don't really know those people. Like, there's just something so, Ugh. It's, like, ancient, the feeling--like you're being pilloried or something, like you're in the public square--and it feels terrible, and I don't understand why. Like, I could just shut my computer, and it'd be gone, but it does not feel that way, internally.

Hayes: Yeah, and I can think of days I spent in that haze. You know, when you come out of it, you're like, Why did I let myself feel that way? Like, Why did I spend a whole day? Like, Why was I--I can even think of moments of being distracted from my kids because I was sitting there and feeling wounded and hurt and ruminating on a mean thing someone who I don't know said online. And I'm distracted, and my attention's on that instead of my wonderful child sitting on my lap, you know? (Laughs.)

Rosin: Well, I think the lesson to learn from that is what you're talking about in this book, is how vulnerable we are. Even when it doesn't make intellectual sense, there is some way that we're vulnerable in this moment. We can't completely control our reactions and choose, voluntarily, not to pay attention to this thing. We don't have that kind of agency--not yet, anyway.

Hayes: That's exactly right. You know, attention is the substance of life. That is what our lives add up to. It's in every moment, we are choosing to pay attention to something, or we're having it compelled, but we're paying attention to something. And that's what adds up to a day and a week and a month and a year and a life.

And it's also finite. You know, this is one of the key points I make, is that part of the value--and the reason it's so valuable, and the reason there is such competition for the extraction of attention--is that unlike information, it's capped. It's a finite resource. It's that people are figuring out how to take one or two extra slices of the pie, not grow it. And that's the other thing that leads to the feeling of alienation and the feeling that something has been taken away from us because of its finitude.

Rosin: Well, let's talk about attention as a resource, because we've talked a lot about how it works in us, the individuals, and permeates our lives, but I want to talk about a broader social context. You make this very compelling analogy between our attention problem and Marxist ideas. I did have this image of you at a bookstore one day, like, being bored and coming across a copy of Das Kapital, and like, a lightning bolt goes off. Yes! It's like Marx but for the information age. It's a really compelling analogy. Can you explain it?

Hayes: Yes, I mean, you know, I started reading Marx in high school, which is a weird thing to say, but it's true. Here's the basic argument Marx makes about labor.

So he's living at this time where there's this new thing called "wage capitalism," "wage labor." People, you know, sell their labor on a per-hour basis.

Rosin: And how is that different from people's relationship to labor before? Just so we get the analogy.

Hayes: Totally. So let's think about a cobbler, right? You're in the preindustrial age. You got your little shop. You make a shoe. And there's a few things about this process that are distinct. One is, there's a telos; there's an arc to it. You start with the raw materials, then you put them together, then you put the sole on, then you put the finish on. In the end, you have a shoe, and you own that shoe, and then you sell it in your store in exchange for money.

Now, compare that experience to the wage laborer in a shoe factory who is at one position stamping soles 10 or 12 hours a day, six days a week. In both cases, you could say that sort of preindustrial cobbler and the shoe-factory worker are both laboring.

But now there's this distinct thing called "labor as a commodity" that has a wage price and a set of institutions to take the labor in exchange for that wage, and a set of technological and economic developments that produce a situation in which you go from being the cobbler, who makes the whole shoe, to being in a factory 12 hours a day, stamping a sole.

And Marx talks about this as the root of alienation. You're just alienated from yourself, from your humanity. You're not doing a recognizably human thing. You're doing something that feels robotic and mechanical, but also that the value that you're creating is literally outside of you. I mean, to go back to the cobbler, when he makes the shoe, he actually owns the shoe. If he wanted to make the shoe and give it to his kids, he could do that--and sometimes cobblers would, right? But the factory worker doesn't have that. The factory worker is alienated from the value of the shoe. He's stamping the sole, and when it goes down the line, it gets sold off somewhere else. It's literally outside of him. It's alien to him.

So this is the basic Marx labor theory of value, right? That you have this transformation in society, economic conditions, institutions that took a thing that was fundamentally human--effort, toil, whatever you want to call it--and transformed it into this new thing that was a commodity that could be priced and bought and traded.

Rosin: Called labor.

Hayes: Called labor. And I think, basically, there's something happening right now with attention that's similar. People have always paid attention to things, and that attention has always had some value, and there's people who have utilized that value for all kinds of purposes--P. T. Barnum, Mark Antony: "Friends, Romans, countrymen, lend me your ears."

You know, there's always been a value there, but we've entered an age that I think is similar to the industrial age--but for attention--where a set of institutions, technologies, and arrangements have produced a world in which our attention is being extracted from us, commodified, and sold at a price, often in millisecond auctions to advertisers.

And that extraction leads to a profound sense of alienation, similar in some ways to that sense of alienation and that alienation of the laborer. And yet there's one more way in which it's even more insidious, I would argue, which is that compelled, involuntary aspect.

So labor can be coerced forcibly. I mean, you can, you know, use a whip or a gun to make someone do something. If you put a gun to someone's head and say, Dig a ditch, you're coercing. You're forcing that labor. But they know they're doing it. If you fire a gun, your head will snap around before you know you're even doing it.

And so because of this involuntary, compelled aspect of our biological wiring for attention, this new competitive attention capitalism is working to extract it at such a deep level that it's compelling it, at some way, before we're even able to make a volitional choice about it. And that feeling is this profound, deep feeling of alienation.

I think this alienation is so ubiquitous. I think we all feel versions of it, and I found the concept of alienation, which I always found a little foggy in the past, very clarifying. Something that should be within us is outside of us, and that within us is my control over my own thoughts. That's the thing that should be within me. That's the nature of consciousness itself, what it means to be of free will, and yet that is being extracted and commodified and taken outside of me.

Rosin: So we're not exactly compelled. Nobody's holding a gun to our head. So I don't know that you could say it's worse. It's just more confusing because we are participating. So in some sense--

Hayes: Yes, that's a good point. Yes, there's not the same sense of violation, right? Because in some ways it feels like we're consenting. I think you're right. That muddies it and also gives us a weird feeling of shame and guilt.

Rosin: One consequence we're seeing is the kind of people who thrive in this age--obviously, Donald Trump. You mention Elon Musk a lot in the book, which I think is a specific point. Like, the Trump point is kind of obvious. Like, why someone like that thrives in an age of attention, I think we intuitively understand that. Musk is a little more complicated.

Hayes: Well, look--here's what unites them, right? It's fundamentally: These are people that understand that attention matters more than anything, even at the cost of negative attention. And this is really the key thing to understand, I think, that has really warped our public discourse. The thing that separates social attention from other, more elevated forms of human interaction is that it's necessary but not sufficient.

Someone flirting with you across the bar is social attention, a pleasant kind. Someone screaming at your face because you're too close to them on the subway is also attention. And that's the weird thing about attention. It could be of either valence and everything in between.

In a world that increasingly values attention over all else, what you get is you unlock the universe of negative attention and its power, because if all that matters is attention, then negative attention is just as good as positive attention. Now, most of us are conditioned to not like negative attention. But there's a certain set of people who, either through a sort of intellectual understanding--sometimes this happens, where you'll read interviews with creators who are like, Oh yeah. Once I started trolling, I got more views, right?

So part of it is: The algorithms select for negative attention. But part of it is just a deep brokenness in their personality, and I think this is true of both Donald Trump and Elon Musk, to seek out negative attention because it's attention. And this creates a kind of troll politics writ large, and I think we're sort of watching, in some ways, the Musk era supplant the Trump era, if that makes sense?

Rosin: What do you mean? What do you define as the Musk era?

Hayes: So most politicians, they want positive attention, and if they can't get positive attention, they want no attention and then, underneath that, negative attention, right? So it's like, you want people to like you and know your name, or you want to stay out of the news. And what Trump realized is that, no, it doesn't matter whether it's positive or negative, as long as you're getting attention,

Musk has now taken this insight to actually having captured a platform that he purchased, where he is now operationalizing this at scale. So it's like the higher synthesis of the insight of Trump. He's understood that attention is the most valuable resource, and this is true in monetary terms. I mean, look at what's happened--this I actually get wrong in the book because I was writing it too early.

Look what happened: He buys Twitter, okay? He buys it for $44 billion. So he gets it so he could be the main character on this. He so obsessively pursues this attention that it destroys the actual value of the entity. So lighting $25 billion on fire, right, all in this sort of broken pursuit of attention. But then, using this attention and using the platform, he helps elect a president who puts him, essentially, at the seat of power that produces an enormous boon in his personal wealth because people are like, Oh now he is close to power, and it has netted him hundreds of billions of dollars in his personal value.

And it's the most incredible allegory for the entire attention age. Here are these two guys, Donald Trump and Elon Musk, who seem to recognize more than anyone that attention is the most valuable resource and that you should do whatever you can to pursue it, even if that means acting like a maniac. And it's kind of worked for both of them.

Rosin: That seems so huge and overpowering. I mean, there's a way of listening to you and reading this book and fully seeing it. Like, we can see the train wreck in our own lives and sort of out there in the world. But you might read the book and think, Okay, this is my own ordeal--like, something I have to combat. I have to put my phone away. I have to chain myself to the trees or whatever. 

Hayes: Yeah. I mean, so the first thing I would say is that the cause for optimism, which I have some, is that I feel this is pretty untenable and unsustainable, because I think the sense of exhaustion and alienation so ubiquitous and profound that I don't think it can keep going that way. And actually, I think that there's unbelievable latent energy for something different than what this is.

There are ways that attention can still be bought and sold that isn't this particular to-the-second, algorithmic, infinite scroll that we're all now trapped in, right? So I think you are going to see flourishing of alternate means. And you see this, I mean--Substack, the longform newsletter. We're seeing it happen. Like, Substack is growing because people do want to read long things from people that they think are interesting, and not just algorithmic serving of short-form video. That's a different model. It's a for-profit model, but it's a different model and, I think, a better one and one that's less extractive and alienating for our attention.

You know, vinyl records were completely supplanted by cassette tapes and then CDs. And then, starting about 10 years ago, they started growing, and they've been growing every year, and they've been growing at huge paces, and there's now a thriving vinyl industry. And the reason is that, I think, when you are streaming music, you have the twitchy, short-form attention extraction of going to the next song, or maybe I want something else. When you put on a record, you commit, right?

The commitment mechanism is the triumph of the volitional will over the involuntary attention compulsion, right? It's like Odysseus lashing himself to the mast, right? We make a commitment: I'm going to read this email from this Substacker I subscribe to. I'm going to listen to this album, which I've put on vinyl. These commitment methods--and, again, they could be in for-profit context--I think we are going to see flourishing and more energy behind that.

And the other example I use, because I talked about hunger before, is to think about what's happened with how opposition to the sort of corporate, industrial food system the U.S. has worked. So you've had an entire thriving ecosystem and set of businesses built up in opposition to precisely the forms of extractive and exploitative food capitalism that I think is parallel to attention capitalism.

And I think we are going to see that. There are people that market dumb phones now, and I think there's gonna be a lot more of them. I can imagine a world in which, in the same way that a certain kind of parent doesn't feed their kids fast food, you start to see that more and more, that people kind of just opt out of this entire system, to the extent they can.

Rosin: Do you think we're being exploited, and we should be mad about it?

Hayes: Yeah, I do. I do. I think that there's something pretty dark and insidious about how the major platforms, particularly, are engineering this kind of attention compulsion. And I think we are going to enter an era in which we start regulating attention seriously. You're seeing this call--you know, in Australia, they've already banned social media for children under 16. You're going to see more and more calls for that. But also, I can imagine other ways that we try to regulate it, whether it's hard caps--regulated hard caps on screen time. I mean, that sounds so crazy and kind of un-American, but I don't know. Maybe that's a good idea!

Rosin: Well, I take hope in the schools. I mean, schools, not just in the U.S. but all over the world, are starting to get pretty serious about no phones at all during class time, which is radical. If you're a teenager, that's a radical change in your life. So that's hopeful. I will say one thing your book has really done for me very concretely is make me appreciate my group chats.

Like, after I read your book, I went back and I thanked--you know, I thought, Oh, you know, I've got a couple of group chats that are so fun. And I just went and thanked everybody on them.

Hayes: That makes me so happy to hear that, because this is a book written by a person who genuinely loves the internet and has loved the internet most of his adult life. I mean, I'm an early internet adopter, and what the group chat is doing is: It's using technology to connect actual people that know each other.

And there's lots of stuff that could happen in group chat that could be messy or bad, because humans can be mean or gossipy to each other. But fundamentally, there's not an interposition of some entity trying to monetize it. It's a noncommercial space. It's a technology that's a noncommercial space.

It feels like the early noncommercial internet. You just go on with your friends, and you make jokes, and you share stuff, and that's it. No one comes in with a five-second ad. No one tries to extract your attention against your will. It's a set of bilateral relationships, voluntarily entered to, in a space that is noncommercial.

And that's the other thing we really need. Like, we have physical public spaces that are noncommercial, and they are so vital, whether that's schools or libraries or parks. Increasingly, the internet is just totally captured by commercial spaces. And it used to be entirely noncommercial, and now it's entirely commercial. And those commercial spaces will ultimately further the kind of extractive attention capitalism I'm critiquing. But there are ways to create--and the group chat right now is the chief among them--noncommercial spaces of digital connection.

Rosin: Okay, everyone listening, go do more group chats. Just go engage in your group chats. And Chris, thank you so much for joining me today. Thank you for writing this book and explaining this all to us.

Hayes: Thank you for reading it. It really means a lot to me and thank you for having me.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode was produced by Kevin Townsend and edited by Claudine Ebeid. Rob Smierciak engineered, and Ena Alvarado fact-checked. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

My thanks again to Chris Hayes for joining me. His new book is The Sirens' Call: How Attention Became the World's Most Endangered Resource.
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Your FOMO Is Trying to Tell You Something

Maybe you <em>are</em> missing out.

by Faith Hill




I have a joke I like to make--though it's not funny, and it's not really a joke. Whenever I know I won't be able to join my friends the next time they hang out, I make everyone promise to not have fun without me. Sometimes I have us go around in a circle so that each person can individually pledge to have a bad time. If I check in after my absence and ask how the night was, I expect a shrug, perhaps an assurance that It was fine, but you didn't miss much. If someone says the time without me was great, I actually find that rude.

I don't think I'm the center of the universe, nor do I want to get in the way of my friends' happiness. No--I just have chronic FOMO: "fear of missing out." I feel deeply haunted by the thought that if I don't go to the party or the dinner or the coffee stroll, my one wild and precious life will be void of a joyful, transformative event--one I'd surely still be thinking about on my deathbed, a friend at my side tenderly holding my hand and whispering, Remember? That time we went bowling and the guy in the next lane over said that funny thing? Every year, my New Year's resolution is to keep one night of the week free from social plans. Almost every week, I fail.

This is no way to live, you might be thinking. FOMO tends to be described as a dark impulse, something that keeps you from being present as you worry instead about what better option could be around the corner, or scroll miserably through the online evidence of what fun everyone is having without you. A quick Google search yields results nearly all about overcoming or dealing with or coping with the fear of missing out--usually by talking yourself out of it. But I suspect my FOMO may have served me well. Sometimes you need a little anxiety to push you into doing something positive. And if you don't go on the hike or the beach trip or the roller coaster, you quite literally will miss out. Why are we all so set on pretending that's not the case?

Read: Americans need to party more

When the author and speaker Patrick McGinnis coined the term FOMO, he didn't consider the fear a sinister force. He was a wide-eyed business-school student from a small town, surrounded by intellectual, career, and social opportunities. He wanted to say yes to everything, he told me. Once, he tried to go to seven birthday parties in one night. Then 9/11 happened, and he felt an even greater urge to take advantage of every minute. FOMO was a sign of abundant potential--that he could learn, that he could have meaningful experiences, that each day might be different from the one before. "If you don't believe there's possibility," he said, "why would you have FOMO?" The 2004 op-ed in which he named the phenomenon gently poked fun at his fellow business students madly juggling invites. He never guessed that more than a decade later, people would be talking about FOMO with such seriousness (nor, I imagine, studying it with grim rigor, publishing studies with titles such as "Fear of Missing Out, Need for Touch, Anxiety and Depression Are Related to Problematic Smartphone Use").

The world has changed since 2004, though. Social media began feeding the feeling of always being left out of something. Optimization-and-productivity culture encouraged the idea that one can engineer their schedule to accommodate the ideal number of enlightening, spiritually fulfilling plans. Then, naturally, a backlash arrived. It might be best summed up by a newer term: JOMO, or the "joy of missing out." The idea is that you should savor your solitude, fully embrace the choice to do what you want to do rather than what others are doing.

Sounds reasonable. And yet, as an introvert, I know that socializing often sounds unappealing before I actually start doing it. What I'm in the mood for isn't a very good gauge of what I should do, or what future me will enjoy. (Let's face it--she's a stranger!) What is a helpful indicator is FOMO: whether I have the uneasy suspicion that if I do what's comfortable, I might not undergo something that would have stretched me or brought me closer to people. Without it, I never would have jumped into the frigid ocean last February for a polar plunge, or gone camping in September with a group of more than 30 people, most of whom I didn't know. I would never do anything after work, when I'm reliably exhausted.

That's not to say you should run yourself into the ground trying to do everything. FOMO isn't a master you need to obediently follow but, as McGinnis put it, a "tap on the shoulder" reminding you that your existence is transient and you need to decide how to spend it. He distinguishes between two types of FOMO. One is "aspirational FOMO," which is when you identify an exciting or interesting experience--one that might make your life fuller. Simply imagining that potential reward can lead to the release of dopamine in the brain. The other is "herd FOMO," which is the fear of getting left out of a collective encounter--a prospect so appalling that it can trigger a fight-or-flight response, complete with a rushing heartbeat and sweaty palms. "Part of the brain goes berserk," McGinnis told me. He thinks that people should lean into the first type, the kind that's about embracing possibility, not avoiding pain.

Read: The easiest way to keep your friends

Each time you act on aspirational FOMO, you get more data about what you enjoy, what matters to you, what's worth making time for. In that sense, FOMO-driven action might lead you to feel less FOMO overall. Many college students, McGinnis said, fear missing out when they first arrive on campus--but this is what can lead them to meet people, discover interests, and ultimately have a better sense of what they don't mind skipping. "When you're 30 and somebody invites you to a bar and you've been to 4,000 bars," he told me, "you have such perfect information about this thing that you can make a decision without even fretting."

I am, admittedly, a FOMO extremist; on the precipice of turning 30, I still feel the need to go to the bar for the 4,001st time. Maybe that's my herd FOMO talking. But I also think that I will never have enough data to know what any given night will be like. Every time, the conversation is a little different; every time, my knowledge of a friend is deepened or complicated, even if that change is barely perceptible. Every so often it turns out that someone really needed me there. The activity isn't the point, after all; I'm not looking to stack my social resume with pastimes that make it sound like I had fun. I'm trying to spend the time I have with people I love. And I do fear missing out on that.
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The Memo That Shocked the White House

The directive from the Office of Management and Budget that froze most federal funds on Monday had not gone through the usual approval process.

by Ashley Parker




President Donald Trump intended his flood of executive orders to shock and awe his opponents. But on Monday night, a memo from the Office of Management and Budget instead shocked the Trump White House.

That memo, with its call for a "temporary pause" on all federal-government grants and loans, set off widespread panic and confusion within the federal government and among the millions of individuals and institutions reliant on federal funds. But it was released without going through the usual White House approval processes.

The memo was produced by the budget office alone, which failed to get proper sign-off from the White House, according to a senior White House official and a second person familiar with the memo. The team headed by Trump's deputy chief of staff for policy, Stephen Miller, had requested to see the memo before it went out, but OMB never sent it over, these people said.

As a result, the White House was caught off guard as the memo sparked the sort of chaos that Trump's team had hoped would be a vestige of his first term. Within 48 hours, OMB was forced to rescind the memo.

After the memo was initially released, White House staffers--knowing they faced a communications problem, if not also a policy one--prepared White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt to handle questions on the funding freeze at her inaugural briefing yesterday.

As anticipated, reporters peppered her with questions about which federal programs might be affected by the freeze. "I have now been asked and answered this question four times," a slightly exasperated Leavitt said. "To individuals at home who receive direct assistance from the federal government: You will not be impacted by this federal freeze."

In response to the confusion, OMB sent out a clarification memo yesterday, insisting that the pause did "not apply across-the-board" and was intended to affect programs from the Biden administration that were not in sync with Trump's day-one executive orders, such as DEI initiatives and "the green new deal"--which Republicans use as a catchall term for climate programs.

But if the OMB memo was not properly vetted, it should not have come as a complete surprise. A slide deck labeled "Office of Management and Budget" that outlines priorities and goals in line with Trump's agenda--marked "confidential," bearing the seal of the executive office of the president, and dated January 2025--has been circulating on Capitol Hill. The presentation, focused on what it calls "regulatory misalignment," presents columns of problems paired with actions intended to address them.

The Impoundment Control Act of 1974, for instance, is listed as a problem because it undermines the president's ability "to ensure fiscal responsibility." The suggested action is restoring "impoundment authority" by challenging the act's constitutionality in court. Both Trump and Russell Vought, his nominee to lead the budget office, have argued that the Watergate-era law--which generally prevents the executive branch from spending less than what Congress has appropriated for various programs and purposes--is unconstitutional.

Another problem, according to the presentation, is that "existing legal interpretations protect entrenched bureaucratic practices." To solve that, it calls for the appointment of "a bold General Counsel at OMB with a mandate to challenge outdated legal precedents that protect the status quo."

An OMB spokesperson, Rachel Cauley, told me that, despite outlining in detail many steps that Trump actually took once in office, the slide deck was not the work of Trump's incoming team. "Trump officials have never seen this document before and it's pretty apparent it was generated before Trump was in office," Cauley wrote to me in a text message.

But whatever its origin, the slide deck seems to have been oddly prophetic. The source familiar with the OMB memo that touched off so much controversy this week said that it had been drafted by Mark Paoletta, who was appointed by Trump as the agency's general counsel. OMB declined to comment on that claim.

Even after OMB rescinded its Monday memo, confusion reigned. This afternoon, Leavitt tried to clarify things with a post on X: "This is NOT a rescission of the federal funding freeze," she wrote. "It is simply a rescission of the OMB memo."

Her post did little to resolve the lingering questions surrounding federal funds, but made it perfectly clear how the White House now feels about the memo.










This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/01/omb-white-house/681506/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



RFK Jr. Has a Lot to Learn About Medicaid

Trump's pick for health secretary showed a poor understanding of a key part of the job.

by Katherine J. Wu




Put on the spot, a lot of Americans might hesitate over the difference between Medicaid and Medicare. People who aren't affected by one of these programs, which together enroll about 150 million people in the U.S., don't generally have a need to be well versed in their intricacies, and the two programs sound quite similar. The names don't really hint that Medicare is a federal program that covers older Americans and Americans with disabilities, and that Medicaid covers low-income people in the United States.
 
 Most Americans, though, are not nominated to become secretary of the Department of Health and Human Services. Robert F. Kennedy Jr. is. And yet today, at his confirmation hearing before the Senate Finance Committee, he made clear that he also does not know very much about Medicare and Medicaid.



As HHS secretary, Kennedy would oversee a suite of government agencies, including the FDA, CDC, and National Institutes of Health, that are focused on improving American health. He also would oversee the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services, which, as the name implies, manages those two programs. HHS services, in other words, touch the lives of every American--and Medicaid and Medicare are, in particular, two of the most common ways for people to directly benefit from the government's services.



During the three-and-a-half-hour hearing, in which the Senate committee pressed Kennedy on a range of issues--his anti-vaccine views, endorsements of conspiracy theories, stance on abortion, potential financial conflicts--senators grilled Kennedy on various aspects of the two government programs. In his new role, Kennedy could be charged with overseeing substantial changes to one of them. Donald Trump has pledged to preserve Medicare. He has made no such promise about Medicaid, which health-policy experts anticipate may be targeted for spending cuts. (On Tuesday, Medicaid reimbursement portals abruptly stopped working after the Trump administration ordered a freeze on federal grants and loans; states have since regained access to the portals.) Some Republicans have argued that an increased focus on public-health insurance in the U.S. won't make Americans healthier, and Kennedy appeared to echo that viewpoint today when he criticized Medicaid, saying "our people are getting sicker every single year," and lamented the program's expansion to people with higher incomes. "The poorest Americans are now being robbed," he said.



But Kennedy also seemed to mix up the two programs when he described them. Part of the issue with Medicaid, he said, is that "the premiums are too high, the deductibles are too high." The majority of people enrolled in Medicaid don't pay premiums or deductibles; federal law actually prohibits premiums for the program's lowest-income enrollees. (He did seem better versed in Medicare Advantage, a program that provides private insurance coverage for older Americans and that he himself is enrolled in.)



To be fair, Kennedy was in a high-pressure situation. But being HHS secretary is a high-pressure job. Kennedy had time to prepare in advance of today's hearing. If confirmed, he won't need to master every minute detail of Medicare and Medicaid, but he will need to be able to navigate both programs--their differences, their weaknesses, and how they might evolve. People who are eligible for both programs, for instance, have created sticking points in the health-care system, in part because coordinating coverage between the two is difficult and can complicate care. When pressed by Senator Bill Cassidy of Louisiana on how to deal with that issue, Kennedy suggested that the programs should be "consolidated" and "integrated"--but when asked how that might happen, said, "I'm not exactly sure."



Kennedy struggled with other policy specifics, too. One of his goals, Kennedy said, is to fulfill Trump's directive to improve the quality of care and lower the price of care for all Americans. But he was vague on any plans to reform Medicaid, explaining that he'd "increase transparency" and "increase accountability." When pushed by Cassidy to clarify, Kennedy said, "Well, I don't have a broad proposal for dismantling the program."



Nor did Kennedy have a clear sense of how he would approach one of the more contentious and legally sensitive health questions of the past few years: whether women whose lives are threatened by pregnancy should be able to receive emergency abortions under EMTALA, the law that requires emergency rooms that receive Medicare funding to provide care to anyone in a life-threatening situation. The Biden administration argued that this federal law supersedes state abortion bans, and in 2024, after the Supreme Court demurred on the issue, the administration made clear to doctors, in a letter co-authored by Health and Human Services Secretary Xavier Becerra, that abortions could qualify as emergency treatment. Kennedy admitted this morning that he didn't know the scope of the authority he'd have to enforce the law in his new job.



Jacinda Abdul-Mutakabbir, a clinical pharmacist at UC San Diego, told me that Kennedy's apparent failure to understand the intricacies of the two programs wasn't just a harmless fumble. If the health secretary is not well versed in the programs he's tasked to run, he might not appreciate the impacts of his decisions. Should health coverage for some of the most vulnerable Americans be altered--perhaps even taken away--then health disparities in this country would likely widen. And if any part of his agenda does include increasing transparency, as Kennedy described in today's hearing, expertise will have to be a prerequisite. "You can't increase transparency on something you don't have clarity on," Abdul-Mutakabbir told me. (Kennedy's press team did not immediately return a request for comment on his performance at today's hearing.)



During the hearing, Kennedy's more radical views on vaccines and infectious disease did come up. He copped to describing Lyme disease as "highly likely a militarily engineered bioweapon." (The bacterium, which has been around for at least tens of thousands of years, is not.) He stood by his assertion that the measles vaccine killed two children in Samoa in 2018. (The vaccine did not; those children died following the administration of an improperly mixed vaccine by two nurses who were ultimately sentenced to five years in prison for the act.) He said that young children are at "basically ... zero risk" from COVID-19. (Young children are at risk, especially babies under six months of age, who have similar hospitalization rates from the disease as adults 65 to 74 years old.) Kennedy's falsehoods about infection and immunity were already well known, though. What the country learned today was that he may lack basic competency in some of the most wide-reaching aspects of his future job--and didn't take the time to prepare answers for Congress, which he'll ultimately have to answer to.
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Why Meta Is Paying $25 Million to Settle a Trump Lawsuit

Facebook's parent company has reached a deal with the president, and Elon Musk's platform says it's negotiating its own settlement.

by Michael Scherer




Donald Trump spent decades in business gleefully suing and angrily being sued by his adversaries in civil court. But since winning reelection, he has suddenly posted a remarkable string of legal victories as litigants rush to settle their cases. Mark Zuckerberg is the latest. According to two people briefed on the agreement who requested anonymity to discuss the arrangement, Meta will spend $25 million on damages and legal fees, a remarkable turn of events that coincided with other demonstrations by Zuckerberg of new fealty toward Trump.

The Meta settlement follows a flurry of other legal developments. On November 20, 2024, lawyers for Trump and for Elon Musk's company X filed a joint letter to the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals in San Francisco without press release or fanfare. That court was expected to rule on the legal merits of a set of 2021 lawsuits that Trump had filed against X, Facebook, and YouTube, alleging that the companies had unlawfully removed his social-media accounts under government pressure weeks after the January 6, 2021, attack on the U.S. Capitol.

Oral arguments in 2023 had gone poorly for Trump, and many legal observers saw little hope for him. As recently as August 2024, nearly two years after Musk took over the company formerly known as Twitter, X had filed a brief with the Ninth Circuit arguing that Trump's case lacked merit and that it had been properly dismissed by a lower court.

Read: Why Trump won't stop suing the media and losing

Now, the attorneys told the court in the November letter, no ruling would be needed in the case. "We write to advise the court that the parties are actively discussing a potential settlement," read the joint letter, which was also signed by lawyers for Trump's co-plaintiffs.

The attorneys did not explain the sudden shift in strategy. The merits of the case had not changed, but the broader context had: The litigants were no longer adversaries, and the plaintiff was about to become president of the United States. Musk had just spent more than $250 million to help elect Trump, moved into his Palm Beach property, accepted a position as a transition adviser, and was celebrating his new nickname--"first buddy." The day before the letter was filed, Trump had appeared in South Texas with Musk to watch the launch of Musk's latest Starship rocket.

In seeking to settle with Trump, X, it turned out, was at the start of a trend. A series of litigants that have fought the newly reinstated president in court--in some cases for years--have now lined up to negotiate. ABC News and its parent company, Disney, settled with Trump in December.

Meta's CEO, Mark Zuckerberg, who had been threatened with jail by Trump as recently as September, traveled to Mar-a-Lago on January 10 to negotiate a settlement with Trump in the Facebook case, which named Zuckerberg personally as a defendant.The Wall Street Journal reported today that $22 million will go to fund Trump's presidential library, and the rest will go to legal fees and the other plaintiffs. "We don't have any comment or guidance to offer," the Meta spokesperson Andy Stone told me in a text message, before confirming the $25 million settlement.

These agreements stand to give the most litigious president in American history symbolic victories for himself and financial victories for his legacy. The settlement negotiations raise the question of whether Trump is using his new powers to bully his legal opponents into submission, and whether the litigants are seeking to purchase favor as they try to navigate the many regulatory threats from his new government.

Neither X nor the president's legal team has publicly disclosed the terms of their settlement discussions with Trump, or even confirmed whether the cases have been settled. Ari Holtzblatt, the attorney for X who filed the settlement notice in the Ninth Circuit, declined to comment when reached by phone. The White House did not respond to a request for comment.

Multiple co-plaintiffs with Trump, who filed his 2021 case as class-action lawsuits, also declined to comment this week when reached by The Atlantic. "No comment at this time," Jennifer Horton, a Michigan schoolteacher who lost her Facebook account after posts that were flagged for COVID misinformation, wrote to me in a text message. "Check back with me later in week. I can't talk right now," the radio host Wayne Allyn Root, who lost his Twitter account, wrote in an email.

Paul Rosenzweig: It's not amateur hour anymore

Trump based his 2021 legal crusade against the social-media giants on the assertion that they banned his accounts because of government pressure, in violation of the First Amendment. His co-defendants, including the feminist writer Naomi Wolf, have claimed substantial financial harm--"at least $1 million," in Wolf's case--from having their own accounts banned. The companies have argued that Trump has failed to show clear evidence that their decisions were directly dictated by a government power. Trump's argument also has been complicated by the fact that he ran the federal executive branch at the time that his accounts were shut down; Joe Biden was still president-elect.

Ironically, some legal observers argue that Trump might now be committing the very sin that he accused Democrats of perpetrating against him--using the power of his incoming presidency to pressure private companies to take actions for his personal benefit. They worry that the companies are agreeing to settlements less from fear that they would lose in court than fear that they would win.

"Trump may be doing what he claimed Biden was doing, but he never really did," Eric Goldman, a law professor at Santa Clara University who has been tracking the X and Meta cases, told me. "If there is a cash settlement, it is because it's just a staggering economic transaction to buy influence."

The precedent for such legal surrender was established late last year by ABC News, which Trump sued for defamation; the case concerned comments by the network host George Stephanopoulos that Trump had "been found liable for rape," when a New York court had found him liable for sexual abuse under state law--though the judge later clarified that the behavior in question was "commonly considered 'rape' in other contexts." ABC News struck a settlement with Trump in mid-December that sent $15 million from its parent company, Disney, to help build his future presidential library and paid $1 million in legal fees, shocking First Amendment attorneys. (Attorneys for Disney had concluded that the case posed substantial risk, The New York Times reported, and that the settlement was a small price to pay to resolve it.)

The Wall Street Journal reported earlier this month that the parent company of CBS News, Paramount Global, was considering a settlement with Trump over his $10 billion claim that 60 Minutes illegally interfered with the election by favorably editing an interview with Vice President Kamala Harris. Paramount is in the process of merging with Skydance Media, a deal that would require approval by Trump appointees. "We have no comment," the Paramount Global spokesperson Justin Dini told me in a statement.

Trump has also sued Gannett, the owner of The Des Moines Register, alleging consumer fraud for a poll that the Register published before the 2024 election that showed Harris with a lead over Trump in Iowa days before the election. (Trump won the state.) Gannett has signaled that it intends to contest the case in federal court.

The Founding Fathers, for all their foresight, did not concern themselves with the possibility that a future president might use civil litigation to extract money or fealty. The U.S. criminal code does little to prevent the president, who is exempt from its primary conflict-of-interest provisions, from continuing civil litigation or profiting from court cases once he takes office.

Read: The strategy behind Trump's policy blitz

Richard Painter, the chief White House ethics lawyer for President George W. Bush, told me that the current situation gives enormous power to a president who has indicated a willingness to use litigation to get his way. "What law prevents him from basically extorting media companies? Absolutely no law at all," Painter said. "These suits are going to settle. It is not just the money he is getting from it. We are going to have the media be cowed by the president of the United States."

The Trump case against YouTube and Sundar Pichai, the CEO of its parent company, Google, filed in 2021 with the X and Meta cases, has been lying dormant in a Northern California courtroom since December 2023, pending the outcome of the Ninth Circuit appeal of the case against X.

Musk's decision to settle before an opinion now opens the possibility that the YouTube case will be revived unless that company, too, seeks a settlement. Jose Castaneda, a spokesperson for Google, declined this week to comment on the company's legal strategy.
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Is This How Reddit Ends?

The site has become a reservoir of humanity on the web. Now it, too, is turning to AI.

by Matteo Wong




The internet is growing more hostile to humans. Google results are stuffed with search-optimized spam, unhelpful advertisements, and AI slop. Amazon has become littered with undifferentiated junk. The state of social media, meanwhile--fractured, disorienting, and prone to boosting all manner of misinformation--can be succinctly described as a cesspool.



It's with some irony, then, that Reddit has become a reservoir of humanity. The platform has itself been called a cesspool, rife with hateful rhetoric and falsehoods. But it is also known for quirky discussions and impassioned debates on any topic among its users. Does charging your brother rent, telling your mom she's an unwanted guest, or giving your wife a performance review make you an asshole? (Redditors voted no, yes, and "everyone sucks," respectively.) The site is where fans hash out the best rap album ever and plumbers weigh in on how to unclog a drain. As Google has begun to offer more and more vacuous SEO sites and ads in response to queries, many people have started adding reddit to their searches to find thoughtful, human-written answers: find mosquito in bedroom reddit; fix musty sponge reddit.



But now even Reddit is becoming more artificial. The platform has quietly started beta-testing Reddit Answers, what it calls an "AI-powered conversational interface." In function and design, the feature--which is so far available only for some users in the U.S.--is basically an AI chatbot. On a new search screen accessible from the homepage, Reddit Answers takes anyone's queries, trawls the site for relevant discussions and debates, and composes them into a response. In other words, a site that sells itself as a home for "authentic human connection" is now giving humans the option to interact with an algorithm instead.



The company announced the feature last month as an improved "search experience" that pulls "information ... from real conversations and communities across all of Reddit." Reddit Answers includes links to those conversations, which users are free to click, read, and comment on. Even so, using Reddit Answers is a demoralizing experience. It's streamlined, yes: The AI responds to questions in bulleted lists, with bold headings followed by summaries of and brief quotes from actual Reddit discussions. But these answers lose the messy, endearing excess of any good Reddit thread. They appear like takeaways instead of teasers, final answers instead of entry points for further discovery; you are unlikely to fall down a rabbit hole of posts from here. Nor are you encouraged to unfurl a thread of people debating, reviewing, and building upon legitimately useful advice. Instead of a Redditor, you feel like you're just here to peck meat off of some bones.



Consider, for example, requesting tips for traveling with a baby on an airplane. Reddit Answers generates a list of ideas--perhaps "Pack Essentials" or "Board Early"--decontextualized from the parents who gathered this wisdom, the horrifying and hilarious anecdotes in their original posts, and the heartwarming support and tips in additional responses. Perhaps the greatest value of a good Reddit thread is the informed disagreement on best purchases and practices--what really were the best earbuds of 2024, and for what reasons. The chatbot's bulleted summaries steamroll that back-and-forth. The AI answer isn't even clearly more efficient or useful than reading answers yourself. Aside from the specificity, caveats, and elaboration unique to human conversations, many Redditors already format their responses in digestible lists. (In one thread asking for tips for flying with a baby, the top comment is a list in which every other bullet reads "snacks.")



For less pragmatic matters, it's hard to imagine any advantage to using Reddit's AI. Asking the chatbot for music recommendations will return a boring, unwieldy list. The Reddit thread "What's a dead giveaway someone grew up as an only child?" has some fantastic responses--doesn't immediately know which half of a sliced cake is bigger, can't roughhouse, leaves rooms without announcing where they are going--while the AI answers are bland: "Difficulty Sharing," "Difficulty in Relationships." Why would I ask an AI about the odds that the New York Mets re-sign Pete Alonso, what makes focaccia in Liguria special, or the annoying thing about transplants to New York City? Reddit, for its part, seems to understand the limitations: When I reached out to ask about this product, a spokesperson told me over email that in part, "Answers simply summarizes redditors' existing posts and conversations without presenting an opinion or perspective of its own" and directs users to relevant discussions.



The site exists as it always has outside of Reddit Answers, but the embrace of generative AI feels foreboding. This is a trend across much of the digital and now even physical worlds, as tech companies stuff the technology into apps, smartphones, and glasses. AI can legitimately make life easier--helping more quickly summarize complex topics, write computer code, or edit photos, for instance. But many applications of AI remain limited and frequently superfluous. Google, instead of organizing humanmade information, is blending the web through frequently flawed "AI Overviews." Apple is touting an Apple Intelligence service that has sent fake-news alerts (a problem that the company solved by temporarily turning off this part of the feature altogether) and that strip-mines texts into "lifeless summaries," as my colleague Lila Shroff noted. Mikey Shulman, the CEO of Suno, an AI music start-up, recently said that making music is "not really enjoyable"--his product can do that work instead. Algorithms, instead of helping bring you to humans, are being pitched as the web's start, middle, and end point.

Read: Apple lost the plot on texting



All of these generative-AI applications, of course, are only as good as the content they draw from. (Reddit has long been prized as a trove of high-quality AI-training data.) Without human answers, there is no Reddit Answers--and so, should the feature really take off and Redditors stop engaging with one another, the chatbot will be drained of biological intelligence, and soul as well. It's the same with any AI tool seeking to synthesize, summarize, and boil portions of the web to their essence: Eventually, the pot will burn dry.
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There Is a Strategy Behind the Chaos

The drama over federal-grant spending this week isn't mere disorganization; it's part of a broader effort to remake the government from the inside.

by David A. Graham




Updated at 4:54 p.m. ET on January 29, 2025.

The great federal-grant freeze of 2025 is over, but don't expect it to be gone for good.

The Office of Management and Budget, which issued a memo freezing grants on Monday, has revoked it, The Washington Post first reported. The whole thing went so fast that many people may have never had a chance to sort out what was happening. Yesterday, amid widespread confusion about what the order did or didn't do, White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt was unable to answer specific questions about it. State and local officials of both parties were bewildered, and yesterday afternoon, a federal judge blocked the order. Today, OMB folded--at least for now. The White House says that it has withdrawn the grant freeze in the memo, but not the executive orders mentioned in it, some of which assert a freeze on spending. Part of the goal appears to be to short-circuit court proceedings that might produce an unfavorable ruling.

This episode resembles the incompetent fumbling of the first Trump administration, especially its earliest days. But this was no fluke and no ad hoc move. It's part of a carefully thought-out program of grabbing power for the executive branch, and this week's drama is better understood as a battle over priorities within the Republican Party than as unmanaged chaos.

The abortive grant freeze is an example of the second Trump administration's strategy to drastically deploy executive power as part of a bigger, and somewhat paradoxical, gambit to shrink the federal government as a whole. "The great challenge confronting a conservative President is the existential need for aggressive use of the vast powers of the executive branch to return power--including power currently held by the executive branch--to the American people," Trump's nominee to head the OMB, Russell Vought, wrote in Project 2025, the blueprint for a conservative administration created by the Heritage Foundation, a Trump-aligned right-wing think tank. The strategy is to seize power and dare both Congress and the courts to stop it. This tactic is unpredictable, as this week's misadventures show, but it's also relatively low-risk. The ideologues inside the administration want to see what they can get away with, and if it doesn't work, so be it.

Read: 'It's an illegal executive order. And it's stealing.'

But the administration has other staffers who are more responsive to politics. President Donald Trump, for example, has relatively weak ideological commitments. The court injunction yesterday was a nuisance, but what really seems to have done in the freeze was the backlash--not so much from the public, but from state and local officials, including many Republicans, who were outraged about the withdrawal of funds and lack of communication. The political team won this round over the ideologues, but there will be more.

At a mechanical level, the fight over the freeze was a battle over impoundment, the power of the executive branch to not spend money appropriated by Congress. Federal law on this is as settled as any: A law passed in 1974 prevents impoundment, except in cases where the president seeks permission from Congress. But Trump and some of his aides argue that that law is unconstitutional.

In a letter to Congress in the last days of the first Trump administration, Vought (then the head of OMB) wrote that the law "is unworkable in practice and should be significantly reformed or repealed." In September, the attorney Mark Paoletta co-wrote a report for Vought's nonprofit, the Center for Renewing America, arguing that the power of impoundment was constitutional; Trump has now appointed Paoletta the general counsel of OMB, a position he also held in Trump's first administration. And as my colleague Russell Berman reported yesterday, Vought refused to commit to abiding by the Impoundment Control Act during his confirmation hearings. And Vought and his allies had a plan for how to knock it down.

"President Trump will take action to challenge the constitutionality of limits placed on the Impoundment Power," the Trump presidential campaign said--in other words, he planned to disobey the law, litigate any challenges, and hopefully get a favorable ruling from the Supreme Court. It's worked in the past.

This all goes to show that sometimes the chaos has a strategy behind it. Things just didn't shake out the way Vought's crew had hoped this time.

One curiosity is why the administration wouldn't just try to go through Congress to rescind funding passed during Joe Biden's presidency. After all, Republicans now control both the House and Senate. The White House might have a few reasons for wanting to do it on its own. First, legislation is slow, and Trump prefers to show results fast. Second, Republican margins are narrow, and although GOP elected officials and voters favor cuts in the abstract, they don't always favor cuts to particular things that voters like, so the White House might struggle to get even the requisite simple majority to rescind some of the spending it tried to freeze this week. Third, impoundment per se is not the only goal--it's also a means to the ideological end of seizing power for the executive branch.

In Project 2025, Vought laments that Congress has yielded too much power to the presidency. "The modern conservative President's task is to limit, control, and direct the executive branch on behalf of the American people. This challenge is created and exacerbated by factors like Congress's decades-long tendency to delegate its lawmaking power to agency bureaucracies," he wrote. Paradoxically, his plan for limiting the executive branch is to give it more muscle.

Jonathan Chait: Trump's second term might have already peaked

As if to prove Vought's point about congressional deference, Speaker Mike Johnson has backed the White House thus far. Just a decade ago, conservatives were furious that then-President Barack Obama was using executive orders to do things that congressional Democrats had failed or declined to do. Now the use of much more radical executive orders is the first recourse of the Republican president.

Because this effort is core to the ideological agenda of Project 2025 principals such as Vought, the revocation of this executive order likely won't be the last effort we see along these lines. And having to back down for political reasons tends to make the internal battles only fiercer. Trump's attempts to decimate the civil service and clear out career bureaucrats are well known, but Project 2025's authors reserved special animus for those they expected to be on their side during the first Trump administration.

"I had a front-row seat on many of these issues and importantly [saw] how bad thinking would end up preventing what we were trying to accomplish, from less-than-vigorous political appointees who refused to occupy the moral high ground, particularly in the first two years of the president's administration," Vought said in a 2023 speech. He has no intention of letting that happen again.



This article originally stated that Russell Vought is the head of OMB. In fact, he is Donald Trump's nominee to lead OMB.
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Strong-Arming Latin America Will Work Until It Doesn't

Trump's mass-deportation plans could come back to hurt the U.S.

by Will Freeman




For a moment on Sunday, the government of Colombia's Gustavo Petro looked like it might be the first in Latin America to take a meaningful stand against President Donald Trump's mass-deportation plans. Instead, Petro gave Trump the perfect opportunity to show how far he would go to enforce compliance. Latin American leaders came out worse off.

On Sunday afternoon, Petro, a leftist who has held office since 2022, announced on X that he would not allow two U.S. military aircraft carrying Colombian deportees to land. He forced them to turn back mid-flight and demanded that Trump establish a protocol for treating deportees with dignity.

Colombia had quietly accepted military deportation flights before Trump's inauguration, according to the Financial Times. But the Trump administration began flaunting these flights publicly, and some deportees sent to Brazil claimed that they were shackled, denied water, and beaten. Petro saw all of this as a step too far, and reacted. He clarified that he would still accept deportations carried out via "civilian aircraft," without treating migrants "like criminals" (more than 120 such flights landed in Colombia last year).

Trump responded by threatening to impose 25 percent tariffs on all Colombian goods (to be raised to 50 percent within a week), impose emergency banking sanctions, and bar entry to all Colombian-government officials and even their "allies." The message was clear: To get his way on deportations, he would stop at nothing, even if this meant blowing up relations with one of the United States' closest Latin American partners.

Quico Toro: Trump's Colombia spat is a gift to China

Petro almost immediately backed down. He seemed to have taken the stand on a whim, possibly in part to distract from a flare-up in violence among armed criminal groups inside his country. The White House announced that Colombia had agreed to accept deportation flights, including on military aircraft. Petro gave a tepid repost, then deleted it.

For Trump, the incident was a perfect PR stunt, allowing him to showcase the maximum-pressure strategy he might use against any Latin American government that openly challenges his mass-deportation plans and offering a test case for whether tariffs can work to coerce cooperation from U.S. allies. For Latin America, the ordeal could not have come at a worse time.

Across the region, leaders are bracing for the impact of deportations--not only of their own citizens, but of "third-country nationals" such as Venezuelans, Nicaraguans, and Cubans, whose governments often refuse to take them back. They are rightfully worried about what a sudden influx of newcomers and a decline in remittance payments from the United States will mean for their generally slow-growing economies, weak formal labor markets, and strained social services, not to mention public safety, given the tendency of criminal gangs to kidnap and forcibly recruit vulnerable recent deportees.

If Latin American governments are trying to negotiate the scope or scale of deportation behind closed doors, they do not appear to be having much success. Several leaders seem to be losing their nerve. Mexico's president, Claudia Sheinbaum, went from expressing hope for an agreement with the Trump administration to receive only Mexicans to accepting the continued deportation of noncitizens--perhaps because Trump threatened to place 25 percent tariffs on all Mexican goods as soon as February 1. Honduras threatened to expel a U.S. Air Force base on January 3 if the United States carried on with its deportation plans. By January 27, Honduras folded, saying that it would accept military deportation flights but requesting that deportees not be shackled. Guatemala is trying to draw the line at taking in only fellow Central Americans.

Most Latin American leaders will bend to Trump's wishes on mass deportation rather than invite the strong-arm tactics he threatened to use on Colombia. One reason is that tariffs can really hurt the countries whose cooperation Trump needs most on deportations. Unlike most of South America, Mexico, Colombia, Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador still trade more with the United States than with China. Only with Mexico, the United States' largest trade partner, does the leverage go both ways, but even there it is sharply asymmetrical (more than 80 percent of Mexican exports go to the U.S., accounting for nearly a fifth of the country's GDP).

Latin American countries could improve their bargaining position by taking a unified stand and negotiating with Trump as a bloc. But the chances that they will do so are slim and getting slimmer. Today, Honduran President Xiomara Castro called off a planned meeting of the Community of Latin American and Caribbean States, a left-leaning regional bloc, to discuss migration, faulting a "lack of consensus."

Juliette Kayyem: The border got quieter, so Trump had to act

Latin American presidents have relatively weak incentives to fight Trump on migration. The region is home to more than 20 million displaced people, millions of whom reside as migrants or refugees in Mexico, Colombia, Peru, and elsewhere--and yet, migration is simply not that big of a political issue in most countries. That could change if deportations reach a scale sufficient to rattle economies, but Latin American leaders are focused on the short term, much as Trump is. Presidential approval ratings tend to rise and fall based on crime and the economy more than immigration, and at least for now, anti-U.S. nationalism is not the political force it has been in the past.

So Trump will likely get his way in more cases than not. But he shouldn't celebrate just yet, because the short-term payoff of strong-arming Latin America will come at the long-term cost of accelerating the region's shift toward China and increasing its instability. The latter tends, sooner or later, to boomerang back into the United States.

"Every South American leader, even pro-American ones, will look at Trump's strategy vis-a-vis Panama, Colombia, and Mexico and understand the risks of being overly dependent on the U.S. right now. The majority will seek to diversify their partnerships to limit their exposure to Trump," Oliver Stuenkel, a Brazilian international-relations analyst, posted on X in the middle of the Colombia standoff. He's right. Latin American leaders, even several conservative ones, moved closer to China during Trump's first term, which is not what Trump wants. Reducing China's presence in Latin America seems to be his No. 2 priority in the region (see his threats to Panama over the Hong Kong company operating near its canal). Chinese investments in dual-use infrastructure and 5G technology pose long-term national-security risks to the United States. But Trump's tariff threats and coercion could rattle Latin America and help China make its sales pitch to the region: We're the reliable ones. The long-standing lament that Latin American conservatives, centrists, and leftists share is that whereas the United States comes to the region to punish and lecture, China comes to trade. Trump's current approach gives that complaint extra credence.

From the September 2024 issue: Seventy miles in hell

Trump's deportation plans threaten to destabilize parts of Latin America, which will have repercussions for the United States. The arrival of hundreds of thousands of people to countries without the economic or logistical capacity to absorb them could leave the region reeling. Consider that the Trump administration is negotiating an asylum agreement with El Salvador--a country with one of the weakest and smallest economies, and highest rates of labor informality, in all of Central America. If Venezuelans, Nicaraguans, and Cubans are sent there, they are almost guaranteed not to find jobs. People deported to Honduras and Guatemala will also likely struggle to find work and face recruitment by gangs. And because remittances make up about a fifth of GDP in Guatemala and about a quarter in El Salvador, Honduras, and Nicaragua, large-scale deportations threaten to deliver a brutal shock to their economies. Mexico's economy is bigger and sturdier, but economists have shown that large influxes of deportees there, too, tend to depress formal-sector wages and increase crime. The inflow of workers might still benefit economies like Mexico's in the long run. But in the short to medium term, Trump's mass-deportation plans are a recipe for instability.

The lesson of the past several decades--Trump's first term included--is that Latin American instability never remains contained within the region. It inevitably comes boomeranging back to the United States. Mexican cartels didn't gain far-reaching influence just in their country. They fueled a fentanyl epidemic that has killed more than a quarter million Americans since 2018. Venezuela's economic collapse under authoritarian rule didn't bring misery only upon that country; it produced one of the world's biggest refugee crises, with more than half a million Venezuelans fleeing to the United States. Instability nowhere else in the world affects the United States more directly, or profoundly, than that in Latin America.

In the 1980s and '90s, internal armed conflicts raged in Colombia and Central America, and Mexico confronted serial economic crises. Since then, the United States' immediate neighbors have become relatively more stable, democratic, and prosperous. But slow growth, fiscal imbalances, and, above all, the growing power of organized crime have tested that stability in recent years. Trump is adding to the pressure with mass deportations--then hoping to contain whatever erupts by simply hardening the southern border. That's quite the gamble.
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        50 Years Ago in Photos: A Look Back at 1975
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            Half a century ago, the Vietnam War came to an end with the fall of Saigon, the blockbuster movie Jaws was released, and U.S. President Gerald Ford escaped two assassination attempts. Also in 1975, the Soviet Union and the United States teamed up for a historic cooperative space mission, the first wedding ceremony ever performed in a hot tub took place in California, and much more.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Bruce Springsteen sings and plays guitar onstage in 1975.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Bruce Springsteen performs with the E Street Band at Alex Cooley's Electric Ballroom on August 21, 1975, during their Born to Run tour in Atlanta, Georgia.
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                [image: A line of people climb a steep staircase on a building's roof to board a helicopter that has landed on a very small rooftop space.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A CIA employee helps Vietnamese evacuees onto an Air America helicopter from the top of 22 Gia Long Street, a half mile from the U.S. embassy, on April 29, 1975, shortly before Saigon fell to the advancing North Vietnamese army.
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                [image: Joe Perry poses alongside his Corvette Stingray convertible, in an alley.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Aerosmith guitarist Joe Perry poses for a portrait with his Corvette Stingray on August 10, 1975, in Waltham, Massachusetts.
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                [image: Betty Ford performs dance movements alongside 8 or 9 other dancers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                First lady Betty Ford, on a visit with her husband to China in 1975, joins members of a dance troupe for an impromptu series of movements. Mrs. Ford herself was a serious dancer earlier in her life.
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                [image: People line up outside a movie theater beneath a marquee that reads "Jaws, Now a terrifying motion picture"]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Crowds line up outside the Rivoli Theatre to see the motion picture Jaws in New York City in August of 1975. The blockbuster film, released in June of 1975, grossed more than $100 million within two months, and soon became the highest-grossing film in the North American box office at the time.
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                [image: People work inside a large wind tunnel, using a crane to move a huge scale model of the space shuttle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A one-third-scale model of NASA's Space Shuttle orbiter is placed in the test section of the Ames Research Center's 40-by-80-foot wind tunnel in 1975. The shuttle's first orbital launch would take place in April of 1981.
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                [image: Several people stand outside a large aircraft, as one (carrying a weapon) boards through a rear staircase.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Six terrorists took over the OPEC headquarters in Vienna, Austria, on December 21, 1975, and held dozens of people hostage, including several OPEC oil ministers. Here, the attackers are seen boarding a DC-9 aircraft they had demanded to fly them to Algeria. Mediators from the Interior Ministry stand at center as an armed terrorist boards the plane. Three people were killed in the initial attack, but after negotiations, all remaining hostages and terrorists walked away just days later.
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                [image: A young woman stands, waiting, wearing large glasses and a t-shirt with an image of a peeled banana on it, and the text "Banana's."]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption from September of 1975: "A young woman watches as her car goes through testing at an auto emission inspection station in downtown Cincinnati, Ohio. All light duty, spark ignition powered motor vehicles are tested annually for carbon monoxide and hydrocarbon emissions, and given a safety check."
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                [image: A police officer on horseback rides in shallow water toward several people.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A mounted police officer pursues white demonstrators who attempted to invade an area being used by Black swimmers at Carson Beach in South Boston on August 10, 1975. Black and white swimmers threw rocks and bricks at one another at times. About 500 Black protesters were at the beach in predominantly white South Boston in response to a request by Black leaders who said they wanted to "reassert the rights of all Boston residents to use all public facilities."
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                [image: Mr. Rogers holds up puppets Henrietta Pussycat and X the Owl.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fred Rogers of Mister Rogers' Neighborhood holds puppets Henrietta Pussycat and X the Owl during an interview.
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                [image: Evel Knievel, seen in mid-air, on a motorcycle, during a jump over several rental vans.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                American stuntman Evel Knievel practices jumping over three vans in the parking lot of Wembley Stadium on May 23, 1975. Several days later, Knievel's attempt to jump over 13 buses in front of a crowd inside Wembley Stadium ended in a crash that left him with a broken pelvis.
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                [image: Tina Turner and Ike Turner perform on stage with backup singers and band members.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Singer Tina Turner performs live on stage with Ike Turner (background) and the Ikettes in London, England, in October of 1975.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Michael Putland / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two men stand beside an experimental race car with two normal rear tires, and four small front tires.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Team owner Ken Tyrrell (left) stands beside Derek Gardner, designer of the Tyrrell P34 (Project 34) Formula One race car while Patrick Depailler, of France, sits inside the radical six-wheeled race car in the pit lane at the Silverstone Circuit following the car's trial shakedown run on October 9, 1975, in Towcester, England.
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                [image: A skateboarder rides through a large concrete storm drain.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A skateboarder rides through a concrete storm drain in this 1975 photo illustrating the emerging teen sport of skateboarding, in Claremont, California.
                #
            

            
                
                
                George Rose / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Members of the Monty Python comedy troupe in 1975. From left, John Cleese, Terry Gilliam, Michael Palin, Terry Jones, Eric Idle, and Graham Chapman]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Monty Python comedy troupe, from left, John Cleese, Terry Gilliam, Michael Palin, Terry Jones, Eric Idle, and Graham Chapman, pose for a photo in Los Angeles, California, on May 16, 1975. The group's second motion picture, Monty Python and the Holy Grail had just premiered in the United States several weeks earlier.
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                [image: A football fan wears a helmet and a gas mask as another fan blows cigarette smoke toward them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "Jim Ondrus of Mount Clemens, Michigan, wears a gas mask during the opening minutes of the Detroit-St. Louis NFL game in Pontiac, Michigan, on December 21, 1975, as another spectator teases him with billowing cigarette smoke. Smoking and the banning of it in the stadium has been the subject of a recent court action in Michigan."
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                [image: A television presenter sits inside a life-sized open model of a spacecraft inside a TV studio.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption, from July, 1975: "James Burke, television popularizer of science, sits inside the life-size model of a spacecraft at the BBC TV studio. The BBC and Burke planned model coverage of the Apollo-Soyuz historic linkup in space. The BBC TV Space team created specially-built life-size models of the manned sections of the Apollo and Soyuz craft." Apollo-Soyuz was a cooperative space mission between the United States and the Soviet Union, where two crewed spacecraft met in orbit, docking for two days in July of 1975.
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                [image: A large audience in a park watch a guitarist playing on a large stage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Thousands attend a free concert in San Francisco's Golden Gate Park featuring the Grateful Dead and Jefferson Starship, on September 28, 1975. Here, the Jefferson Starship guitarist Craig Chaquico performs at the front of the stage.
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                [image: Ronald Reagan and his wife Nancy Reagan stand side-by-side near a podium, waving to photographers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "Washington, D.C.: With wife Nancy by his side, Ronald Reagan announces on November 20, that he is a candidate for the Republican presidential nomination." Reagan lost the nomination to incumbent President Gerald Ford that year, but went on to win the presidency in 1980.
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                [image: A man wearing a top hat and a woman in a bikini are married while sitting in a hot tub.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The first legal wedding ceremony ever performed in a hot tub took place when Leslie Davis and Richard Bustardo got married during the Backyard Living Show in Los Angeles, California, on March 26, 1975. The ceremony was held in a five-foot hot tub, with the bride wearing a bikini and the groom attired in swimming trunks and top hat.
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                [image: Five members of a pop band perform in a television studio.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Scottish pop group the Bay City Rollers perform on an episode of Saturday Night Live with Howard Cosell, broadcast live from the Ed Sullivan Theater in New York City.
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                [image: Two men kneel down inside an electronics shop crowded with 1970s-era portable electronics.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Potential customers try one of hundreds of radio-tape recorders at an electronics shop in Tokyo's Akihabara district in Japan, on November 18, 1975.
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                [image: Actors Penny Marshall and Cindy Williams stand in costume in a fictional beer bottling plant.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                From left: Actors Penny Marshall and Cindy Williams, seen during the filming of the opening title sequence for the television show Laverne & Shirley, in December of 1975. The show, a spin-off of the popular series Happy Days, debuted in January of 1976, becoming a popular series lasting for eight seasons.
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                [image: A man wearing protective gear and holding a helmet stands beside a very long specialized and streamlined motorcycle on a broad flat plain.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "California motorcyclist Don Vesco, after completing a 293.792 m.p.h. run on the Bonneville Salt Flats. He broke his own record with a 299.490 average run the next day In doing so he set both U.S. and world speed records for two wheeled vehicles."
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                [image: Freddie Mercury performs on stage in front of his drummer.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Freddie Mercury of the rock band Queen performs onstage circa 1975 in London, England.
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                [image: A masked person plays a piano, with a rifle resting nearby, atop the piano.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "A masked Phalange gunman plays the piano, with his assault rifle momentarily set aside, in the downstairs musical bar of the Holiday Inn on November 3, 1975, in Beirut, Lebanon. The Holiday Inn is occupied by Phalangists battling leftist Muslim fighters in Beirut's 'Hotel War.'" The conflict took place during the broader Lebanese Civil War that lasted until 1990.
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                [image: A heavily bomb-damaged office restroom]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The interior of the third-floor restroom area at the State Department in Washington is shown after a bomb exploded in the early morning of January 29, 1975. The bombing was undertaken by members of the militant organization called the Weather Underground, who claimed it was in retaliation for escalations of American involvement in the Vietnam War. There were no injuries in the blast.
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                [image: A man and woman, wearing Star Trek costumes, pose inside their memorabilia store.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "Chuck Weiss and his wife Sandy Sarris dress as Spock and another character from the science fiction television series Star Trek. Weiss and Sarris owned the first Star Trek memorabilia store in the country. Berkeley, 1975."
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                [image: A person sleeps in a hammock with an American flag blanket.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption, circa 1975: "American dreams at Little Duck Key. Commercial camping sites and travel trailer courts have sprung up throughout the Keys. Even on the smaller keys like Little Duck, where no facilities have yet been constructed, camping is permitted by local authorities."
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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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It's Not Amateur Hour Anymore

Trump's team is savvy and has been planning to remake the federal government for years.

by Paul Rosenzweig




Updated at 6:20 p.m. ET on January 29, 2025


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


The first 10 days of Donald Trump's presidency have seen such an onslaught of executive orders and implementing actions that Steve Bannon's strategy to "flood the zone with shit" seems apt. But that characterization is incomplete, and it obscures a more frightening truth: The Trump administration's actions have been not just voluminous but efficient and effective. Though Trump himself may not appreciate the depth of detail that has gone into these early days, his allies do appear to understand what they are doing, and they seem to have his unquestioning consent to do whatever they like.

And what they want is very clear: to take full control of the federal government. Not in the way that typifies every change of administration but in a more extreme way designed to eradicate opposition, disempower federal authority, and cause federal bureaucrats to cower. It is an assault on basic governance.

A great deal of thought has gone into this effort already. The executive orders and sundry administrative directives and guidance that have been issued reflect a profound understanding of the federal government and exactly where the weak spots within the bureaucracy might lie.

Read: The strategy behind Trump's policy blitz

Consider, as a first example, the order that reassigned 20 senior career lawyers within the U.S. Department of Justice. Because of their career status, they could not be unilaterally fired, but Trump's team did the next best thing by reassigning them to a newly created "Sanctuary Cities" task force. With one administrative act, the senior leaders of public-integrity investigations, counter-intelligence investigations, and crypto-currency investigations--individuals with immense experience in criminal law--were taken off the board and assigned to a body that is, apparently, tasked with taking legal actions against cities that do not assist in Trump's immigration crackdown. Their former offices were effectively neutered.

As my friend, the former federal prosecutor Randall Eliason, put it: "These are career people. They are not political. They are people who have been in these positions often many, many years or even decades. They have developed a real expertise, and that's a great resource for the government." A resource that is now lost.

But this is not merely an attack on expertise. This maneuver has a further effect: to disable opposition. Career employees with this degree of expertise and experience are exactly the type who would embody institutional norms and, thus, exactly the sort who could be expected, in their own way, to form a bulwark of institutional resistance to Trumpian excess. Moreover, three of the prosecuting sections of the DOJ that have been disrupted--public integrity (an anti-corruption unit), counterintelligence (combatting foreign influence), and crypto crime--are precisely the three units whose oversight might interfere with Trump's activities, or those of his allies.

The same playbook was also used last week to hamstring environmental enforcement, by reassigning four senior environmental lawyers at the DOJ to immigration matters. The leaders of these four litigating sections are four of the most experienced environmental lawyers in the nation. Additionally, the Trump administration has frozen action on all cases handled by the Justice Department's Environmental Enforcement Section, with substantial practical disruption. Once again, expertise has been lost and the functionality of government institutions has been significantly impaired, with the inevitable result that companies subject to environmental regulation (including Trump's big corporate supporters) will be less policed.

One could continue with a number of other examples, whether the wholesale reassignment of 160 staffers at the National Security Council (responsible for coordinating crucial national-security matters at the White House), the reassignment of DOJ civil-rights leadership (enforcing DEI mandates), or the appointment of Ed Martin (a January 6 denier) as the United States attorney for the District of Columbia. But the themes are always the same: Long-standing expertise is discarded and institutional effectiveness diminished.

Read: Trump can't escape the laws of political gravity

More to the point, however, these actions are a "deep cut" reflecting significant planning and intent. The chiefs at DOJ's public-integrity or environmental-enforcement sections are by no means household names. Nobody outside their immediate ambit of authority would know who they are. And yet the extent of knowledge demonstrated by Trump's team in reassigning them is extensive. Trump's team knows which high-value targets might offer internal resistance, and it has removed them.

A second pillar of Trump's effort to take over the government can be seen in his steps to eliminate any independent oversight of his actions.

Here, the headline is his attempted purge of at least a dozen inspectors general.  Inspectors general, as an institution, are perhaps not so little-known as the DOJ section chiefs who were dismissed, but as individuals, they are mostly anonymous. IGs serve as an internal check on waste, fraud, and abuse at federal agencies. They were created by Congress in the 1970s as a semi-independent authority intended to be insulated from presidential control. They routinely report to Congress and the public about misconduct that they identify for corrective action.

Indeed, Congress so highly values the independence, objectivity, and nonpartisanship of IGs that, following Trump's first presidency, it passed a law strengthening that independence and limiting a president's removal authority. No doubt recognizing the threat that independent oversight might pose to his planned actions, Trump's (possibly illegal) removal order is a frontal assault on the careful monitoring Congress has sought to build into the government.

To similar effect, the Trump administration has moved to eliminate the Pentagon's Civilian Protection Center of Excellence. That relatively obscure office (with a budget of only $7 million and 30 staff), little noticed outside the Army, is intended to study ways of reducing civilian harm during combat. But Trump's secretary of defense, Pete Hegseth, thinks that "restrictive rules of engagement" make defeating the enemy harder, but the protection of civilians is all about careful rules of engagement. Again, the Trump administration's action reflects both a substantive desire to diminish oversight and a depth of bureaucratic knowledge that is extensive.

That depth can also be seen in Trump's announced intention to fire three Democratic members of the Privacy and Civil Liberties Oversight Board. The PCLOB is an independent bipartisan oversight board reviewing executive-branch law-enforcement and intelligence surveillance activities. Yet, despite its crucial internal importance, the PCLOB is hardly a well-known institution. Save for those, like me, who work in that field, few, if any, outside observers could likely define the board's role or name its members.

Jonathan Chait: Trump's second term might have already peaked

And still, Trump's team knew enough to identify an ingenious way of neutering the board. As an independent, statutorily created agency, it could not be eliminated. But the board does require a quorum to operate, and by firing three of its five members this past Monday, Trump effectively eliminated its oversight. As Senator Ron Wyden put it: "By purging the Democratic members of the Privacy and Civil Liberties Oversight Board, Trump is kneecapping one of the only independent watchdogs over government surveillance who could alert Congress and the public about surveillance abuses by his administration." And he is doing so in a highly sophisticated manner.

Along with large-scale actions to reform government, Trump's orders included a plethora of small-bore, petty-minded actions designed to implement his personal prejudices and desire for revenge. For example, he has stripped Anthony Fauci of his federal security detail. He has also dismissed Admiral Linda Fagan of the Coast Guard, the first woman to ever lead a military branch, on a transparently inaccurate claim of ineffectiveness. Likewise, he has stripped security protection from Mike Pompeo and John Bolton (both of whom are under affirmative threat from Iran). His administration's ban on "activist" flags at U.S. embassies would be almost comical if it did not exemplify the coldhearted efficiency at the core of Trump's new presidency. These actions are petty, but they also reflect the comprehensive nature of his purpose and the extent of his team's planning.

Were it not so dangerous to democratic norms, the efficiency of these early days would almost be admirable, in the same way that one might admire a well-run play by an opposing football team. But politics is not a game, and this nation's basic security and functioning are at risk. Those who oppose Trump's actions do not have an incompetent opponent; Trump's team is savvy and has been planning for this for years. They came ready.



This article originally stated that Admiral Linda Fagan is the only woman to have ever led a military branch. In fact, she is the first, but not the only. Admiral Lisa Marie Franchetti has been the chief of naval operations since 2023.
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The Attack on Trans Rights Won't End There

Once legal rights begin to fall, they fall for everyone.

by Adam Serwer




The American populism of the late 19th century was a rebellion of working people against financial elites; the American populism of this century is one of financial elites feigning rebellion while crushing the vulnerable. This is why, just a few short days into his presidency, Donald Trump is already making good on his promise to persecute trans people zealously. On Monday, Trump issued an executive order purging trans service members from the military on the grounds that "expressing a false 'gender identity' divergent from an individual's sex cannot satisfy the rigorous standards necessary for military service," a statement belied by the thousands serving honorably until they were singled out for discrimination by their commander in chief. A day later, Trump issued a second executive order that could make gender-affirming care for young people unavailable in most of the country.

The damage wrought by legitimizing this form of discrimination will not be limited to the trans community. Laws and legal rulings that undermine trans rights may soon be used to restrict the rights of other, less marginal groups. Anyone naive enough to think that the government can deny fundamental rights to one group without putting another's at risk is in for some nasty surprises. That much became clear during oral arguments at the Supreme Court in December over Tennessee's ban on gender-affirming care for minors.

At issue in the case, United States v. Skrmetti, is whether Tennessee's ban on medical treatments for gender dysphoria--the medical diagnosis for someone who believes their gender does not match their biological sex--unconstitutionally discriminates on the basis of sex. The Tennessee bill declares that "this state has a legitimate, substantial, and compelling interest in encouraging minors to appreciate their sex," and therefore in preventing medical treatments that "encourage minors to become disdainful of their sex." Implicit in this is the belief that if you don't "appreciate your sex," then the state should force you to. Beyond the legal jargon and pretext, the underlying conflict here is between conservatives who have concluded that trans identity is a social contagion to be eradicated and that using state power for this cause is legitimate, and their opponents, who believe that trans people are entitled to equal protection under the law.

Read: The push for puberty blockers got ahead of the research

Crucially, the law bans treatments--such as hormones and puberty blockers--only for the purpose of a minor's gender transition; they remain legal to prescribe for any other reason. The law bans treatments that enable "a minor to identify with, or live as, a purported identity inconsistent with the minor's sex." Because those same medications are available as long as they are not used for gender-affirming care, lawyers for the Biden administration argued that the ban constitutes discrimination on the basis of sex. The Biden administration's position was that this kind of care can be regulated--then-Solicitor General Elizabeth Prelogar cited as a legitimate example a West Virginia law that requires two physicians to sign off--but that the regulation cannot be discriminatory. Not all measures that distinguish on the basis of sex are unconstitutional--see, for instance, sex-specific bathrooms--but they are subject to greater legal scrutiny; Tennessee is denying that it is engaging in discrimination, and thus not subject to that level of scrutiny.

One might question why this case matters if you are not yourself trans or do not have a loved one who is. The number of trans people is objectively small--less than a fraction of 1 percent of the population. A recent JAMA Pediatrics study found that fewer than 0.1 percent of young people with private insurance received hormone treatments or puberty blockers during a five-year period--a limited number of patients overall, but one for whom the stakes are very high. The outcome of this case has much broader implications than it might appear, because if a state can, as Prelogar put it, force people to "look and live like boys and girls," subject to the government's definition of what that means, then a lot more people might be affected. As Justice Sonia Sotomayor pointed out during oral argument, for many years, some states prevented women from becoming butchers or lawyers. Women could not have their own credit cards or bank accounts until the 1970s. If it's not unconstitutional sex discrimination for the government to say that people cannot behave "inconsistent with their sex," well now you're really talking about a lot of people--a lot more people than the rather tiny population included in the category of "they/them" that the Trump campaign was hoping you feel disgust and contempt for.

Much depends on the nature of the justices' ultimate decision and how far-reaching it is. The conservative movement's mobilization against trans rights, however, is just one step in a wider rolling-back of other antidiscrimination protections. Conservatives have consciously targeted a diminutive, politically powerless segment of the population, trying to strip them of their constitutional rights, and then used those legal precedents to undermine laws that prevent discrimination on the basis of race, religion, sexual orientation, and other characteristics. The trick was making Americans think that only the rights of trans people are on the chopping block, that "they/them" could be persecuted without consequences for "you." As Frederick Douglass once said, "Slavery lives in this country not because of any paper Constitution, but in the moral blindness of the American people, who persuade themselves that they are safe, though the rights of others may be struck down."

"One of the things that's worth emphasizing is that for the people who brought the case, the movement that's behind this litigation, there have long been anxieties about sex-discrimination jurisprudence, period," Mary Ziegler, a professor at UC Davis School of Law, told me. "So if that's the agenda that's driving the litigation, and the Court is embracing the arguments behind that agenda, you have to wonder if this isn't the end of the road."

The harm to antidiscrimination law more broadly could be immense. Many of the rationales offered by the conservative justices during oral argument echo the reasoning of those opposed to bans on racial discrimination. If they regain legitimacy, they could later be used to weaken other laws that protect Americans from bigotry.

Read: Anti-trans discrimination is sex discrimination

For example, defenders of Tennessee's ban have said that it does not discriminate based on sex, because it prohibits gender-affirming care to both boys and girls--a point Justices Brett Kavanaugh and Amy Coney Barrett raised during oral argument. Similar assertions were made in defense of interracial-marriage bans, which prevented both Black and white people from marrying their chosen spouses. "If we're reinstating the equal-application theory ... that was a theory that was used historically to uphold and justify race-based distinctions," Melissa Murray, a law professor at NYU, told me. "I don't know how you can wall off sex discrimination from race discrimination if you're reviving this equal-treatment claim."

Kavanaugh suggested that because the case involved medical science, the Court should just leave it to the "democratic process," an approach that Justice Ketanji Brown Jackson pointedly observed would have prevented the Court from striking down bans on interracial marriage, because at the time, Virginia had argued that the "science" regarding interracial marriage "was substantially in doubt," and therefore banning it should be up to the voters. The point of equal protection is to prevent fundamental rights from being subject to mere popularity contests--especially when, as Justice Sotomayor pointed out, the population at risk is so few as to be politically powerless.

The Trump administration's early actions make clear that exploiting voters' fears about trans people was part of a larger plan to undermine antidiscrimination protections for many other people, even as they intend to make the lives of millions of others--including many of Trump's own supporters--much worse. Among the first actions taken by the administration was the repeal of the Lyndon B. Johnson-era directive ordering federal contractors to avoid discriminating on the basis of race, as well as subsequent orders barring discrimination on the basis of gender. The administration has also frozen all new cases in the civil-rights division of the Justice Department. Trump has also ended all federal-government diversity efforts and intends to fire employees involved in them. The administration's executive order on DEI also threatens to sue companies for having diversity programs, a threat that will encourage companies to resegregate to avoid being accused of anti-white discrimination. Trump has shut down the White House's Spanish-language website, ended refugee- and humanitarian-parole programs, and unconstitutionally attempted to nullify birthright citizenship.

Read: Trump targets his own government

Even before Trump took office, Republican-controlled states passed laws that curtail women's rights to free speech, privacy, and movement on the grounds that those restrictions are necessary to ban abortion--something that, as Justice Samuel Alito took pains to reiterate during oral argument in Skrmetti, neither he nor his colleagues in the conservative movement regard as sex-based discrimination.

This agenda has, by the Republicans' own account, been partly enabled by their success at demonizing transgender people in the November election. Trans people are a group few in number and marginalized enough that there is little political cost at the moment to persecuting them as Republicans have, or blaming them for their political misfortunes and abandoning them as Democrats have following their electoral loss. One transgender congressional representative was enough for Republicans to demand that all of the Capitol's bathrooms be restricted by "biological sex." The tiny percentage of trans children receiving care is justification to ban them from accessing treatment they seek. A defense-funding bill passed with limited Democratic support and signed by President Joe Biden will ban gender-affirming care for the children of service members--for those with trans children, their reward for serving their country is that their children will be discriminated against. If they are stationed in states like Texas, which has no less than 15 military installations, they will have few options, if any, for care outside the military system.

Read: The Democrats need an honest conversation on gender identity

This is shameless bullying, but then, the president is himself a bully of the highest order, and presidents are moral exemplars, for better and worse. It is not necessary for one to approve of gender-affirming care in order to respect people's right to make their own decisions about what medical care is best for them and their families, or to oppose this kind of outright, ideologically motivated state persecution.

Over the past century, many groups have successfully sought to have their rights recognized, winning, at least on paper, the same rights as white, Christian, heterosexual men. The right-wing project today, which Trumpist justices support, is to reestablish by state force the hierarchies of race, gender, and religion they deem moral and foundational. Whether that's forcing LGBTQ people back into the closet, compelling women to remain in loveless marriages, or confining Black and Hispanic people to the drudgery of--as Trump once put it--"Black jobs" and "Hispanic jobs" in which they are meant to toil, the purpose of this ideological project is the same: to put the broader mass of people back in their "proper places." To those who see the world this way, freedom means the freedom of the majority to oppress the minority. Attacking trans people first was simply their plan for getting the American people on board with taking many other freedoms away.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/01/trans-rights-skrmetti-trump/681485/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



What's Guiding Trump's Early Moves

Trump claims to be focused on national security, but the evidence suggests otherwise.

by David A. Graham




Few of Donald Trump's foibles have gone undissected, but one glaring thing remains underappreciated: He does not care about U.S. national security.

Once you consider Trump's record from this perspective, many of his past and present actions become more coherent. (The political scientist Jonathan Bernstein recently made a version of this point on Substack.) Why else would a president--to choose a few examples--nominate Pete Hegseth and Tulsi Gabbard for his Cabinet, haphazardly store highly classified documents on a ballroom stage, or publicly call on Russia to hack a former secretary of state's emails?

This is not to say, as some of Trump's critics have, that he is against American national security. It doesn't mean he's a Manchurian candidate, a saboteur trying to tear down the United States on behalf of some foreign adversary--Trump appears to have come by his hostility to rule of law and the Constitution on his own. Rather, he's simply indifferent, just as many of Trump's most audacious lies are less intentionally misleading than completely uninterested in truth.

David A. Graham: What Trump did in Osaka was worse than lying

"Trump is the only thing he's interested in," John Bolton, who served as national security adviser during Trump's first term, told me. "He's not really interested in domestic security, either, or anything else."

Nor is this to say that Trump's appointees don't care about American national security. Tulsi Gabbard, his nominee to be director of national intelligence, has a very strange collection of views that she seems to honestly feel would improve America's position in the world. Her lengthy meeting with the now-deposed Syrian butcher Bashar al-Assad appears to have been prompted by sincere but misguided convictions.

Other Trump appointees also hold views that may diverge from "the blob," as detractors sometimes describe the foreign-policy establishment, but people like National Security Adviser Michael Waltz and Under Secretary of Defense for Policy-Designate Elbridge Colby are viewed as serious, thoughtful people with a command of their fields.

Read: Trump's plea for Russia to hack the U.S. government

Pete Hegseth, too, seems to care a great deal about the future of the country--but Hegseth is plainly unqualified to be secretary of defense, and a president who cared about national security would not put him forward to lead the Defense Department. Hegseth has never run any organization near in size and complexity to the Pentagon; the ones he has run, he's run into the ground. Many eyewitness accounts suggest he has, or has had, serious issues with alcohol abuse. (Hegseth denies any drinking problem and says he will not drink as secretary.) None of this even gets into his serial adultery and past accusations of sexual assault. (He has denied any wrongdoing.) His primary qualifications for the nomination are that he looks good on TV and that he's been a consistent cheerleader for Donald Trump.

A president who cared about national security would not have publicly called for Russia to hack Hillary Clinton's emails during the 2016 campaign. "Russia, if you're listening, I hope you're able to find the 30,000 emails that are missing," he said; Kremlin operatives promptly tried. Nor would he defer so egregiously to Vladimir Putin, blaming "U.S. foolishness and stupidity" for strained Russo-American relations. He would also not summarily dismiss DHS advisory committees and work to dismantle key cybersecurity bodies simply because he was angry that they undermined his lies about the 2020 election.

Read: Trump blames bad relations with Russia on everything but Russia

A president concerned foremost about national security does not systematically alienate key allies, attempt to intimidate them, or question whether he'd stand by basic treaty obligations, such as NATO's Article 5. Nor would a president who was interested in national security withhold duly appropriated funds to a key ally like Ukraine in the hope of obtaining a personal political favor. He would not use the military as a prop, whether in creating a show at the border or cinematically calling off strikes on adversaries.

A president focused on national security would not abscond with dozens of boxes full of highly sensitive national-security documents, storing them mixed up with golf shirts and newspaper clippings and leaving them on a stage in Mar-a-Lago, unsecured. (He would also not, as federal prosecutors alleged, refuse to return them when subpoenaed. Trump denied this.) Nor would he pardon violent rioters convicted in an assault on the U.S. Capitol.

Trump has revoked security details for Bolton, former Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, and his former adviser Brian Hook, all of whom worked in his first administration. Bolton told me he wasn't shocked, because when he resigned from the White House in 2019, Trump immediately ordered protection removed. "Normally, somebody in that job gets protection for three months, six months--there's no set formula," he said. "But because you have information you don't want your adversaries to get, it's not a perquisite. It's for the protection of the government."

Read: Why the president praises dictators

Caring deeply about national security is not the same as being good at it. U.S. history is littered with examples of catastrophic choices made by conscientious officials. The architects of foreign policy in the George W. Bush administration truly believed that toppling Saddam Hussein would improve security in the Middle East and American interests. They were wrong. Conversely, Trump's first term saw some foreign-policy wins, including the Abraham Accords and the assassination of Iranian General Qassem Soleimani. Other gambits that seemed more aimed at personal glorification--or a Nobel Peace Prize--such as his summit with Kim Jong Un flopped.

Even if Trump's approach does sometimes produce wins, however, he is more motivated by pique, personal benefit, attraction to autocratic leaders, or pursuit of adulation. Those, more than a calculation about what's best for the nation, are what guides Trump.
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Gulag Humor Is Now Everywhere in D.C.

You're so vain, you probably think this retribution is about you.

by Ashley Parker




These days in Washington, D.C., among a class of Extremely Beltway types--the name-droppers, the strivers, the media gossips--Donald Trump's threats to exact revenge on his enemies have turned into a highly specific (and highly absurd) status competition.

Olivia Troye has heard the joke so many times that she already has a well-worn comeback prepared. When nervous journalists and teasing D.C. types crack to Troye--a lifelong Republican who served as former Vice President Mike Pence's homeland-security adviser before becoming an outspoken Trump critic--that they might end up in adjoining Guantanamo Bay cells, she responds: "I had the Gitmo portfolio, so I can give you some tips."

In a moment of deep uncertainty in the nation's capital, where Trump took office promising vengeance but where the scope of his intentions remains nebulous, many of Trump's known critics have unofficially divided into two adjacent camps: those, like Troye, who have real reason to be alarmed by the president's threats and are quietly taking steps to protect themselves and their family, and those who are loudly--and often facetiously--chattering about how Trump and his posse might throw them in a gulag. (There are also those in Trump's orbit who are joking, one hopes, about whom they might throw in the hypothetical gulag.)

Whereas many of those branded most prominently with the scarlet R of Resistance are now eager to stay out of Trump's sight line, other figures in Washington are actively self-identifying as could-be Trump targets, in a very D.C. show of importance. And often the people talking openly about getting thrown in a gulag likely aren't even important enough for the gulag.

At one of the many swanky parties in the run-up to Trump's second inauguration, a White House reporter confessed to me that during a recent meeting in outgoing White House Chief of Staff Jeff Zients's office, the reporter had--mainly in jest--asked to get on the list for a preemptive pardon. In his final Late Show episode during the Biden administration, Stephen Colbert also played with the gag, telling his audience, "The next time you all see me, Donald Trump will be president. And you may not see me! Next four years--next four years, we're taking this one day at a time."

If the classic "D.C. read" is scanning a book's index for one's own name and frantically flipping to the listed pages, then even a mention in Appendix B ("Executive Branch Deep State") of Government Gangsters, written by Trump's pick for FBI chief, Kash Patel, can serve as a status symbol in certain circles.

Read: The sound of fear on air

"For a lot of people, it's a joke that is a thinly disguised flex--it's joking about how important you are," Tommy Vietor, a co-host of Pod Save America who has been on the receiving end of such jokes many times, told me. "It's sort of become a standard greeting in a lot of circles: 'See you in the gulags.' 'I hope we get the nice gulag.'"

"Then every once in a while," he added, "someone makes that joke to someone who is actually scared or has hired a lawyer, and it's not so funny."

Tim Miller, a former Republican turned ardent Trump critic who writes for The Bulwark, told me that he not only regularly hears the joke but also sometimes finds himself "reflexively making it," the way remarking on the weather is an almost involuntary conversational crutch. "And then after I do, just clarifying that I don't actually think I'm going to the gulag and that there are people who are at real risk from this administration, and we should probably focus on that," he said.

On Inauguration Day, President Joe Biden issued a handful of preemptive pardons that included five members of his family, lawmakers on the January 6 House committee, and people Trump had threatened, including Anthony Fauci, the nation's top public-health expert during the coronavirus pandemic, and retired General Mark Milley, whom Trump floated the idea of executing after The Atlantic published a profile of him. Others who have attracted Trump's ire have both publicly and privately lamented that they were not on Biden's pardon list.

Rachel Vindman, the wife of Lieutenant Colonel Alexander Vindman--who testified before Congress about a 2019 call between Trump and the Ukrainian president during which Trump asked him to investigate Biden's son Hunter--posted on social media after Biden's pardons emerged, "Whatever happens to my family, know this: No pardons were offered or discussed. I cannot begin to describe the level of betrayal and hurt I feel." Her husband appears in Patel's appendix.

Read: In praise of mercy

In the early weeks of his second presidency, Trump has spoken ambiguously about plans to punish his perceived enemies, though he has already taken steps to root out those in the government he believes are part of the anti-Trump "deep state." In some ways, the list in Patel's book is instructive. The appendix mentions prominent figures whom Trump has already put on notice or begun targeting: Biden ("the funny thing--maybe the sad thing," Trump noted in his first post-inauguration interview, with the Fox News host Sean Hannity, is that Biden failed to pardon himself); Trump's former national security adviser John Bolton (within hours of taking office, Trump pulled U.S. Secret Service protection from Bolton, who faces threats on his life from Iran); and Fauci (last week, Trump also terminated Fauci's security detail). Yet the list also mentions people such as Elizabeth Dibble and Nellie Ohr, alleged deep staters who are hardly household names and whose alleged offenses are too complicated and obscure to quickly explain.

Patel also previously shared on social media a meme that featured him wielding a chainsaw and buzzing off chunks of a log emblazoned with images of alleged enemies, ranging from "Fake News," CNN, and MSNBC to people such as Biden, the former Republican lawmaker Liz Cheney, and Representative Nancy Pelosi, the former Democratic House speaker.

Just before Election Day, the longtime Trump fundraiser Caroline Wren shared an X post from an Arizona reporter, writing, "He should be the first journalist sent to the gulag." She later said she was joking. Mike Davis, one of Trump's most vocal outside legal defenders, has led the unofficial social-media brigade threatening to toss reporters and other perceived enemies into the "gulag," statements he described to The Washington Post as a "troll" to nettle the left.

But now that Trump, back in the Oval Office, continues to display a willingness to punish those who have crossed him, this sort of declaration from Trump allies can take on a more menacing edge. On Inauguration Day, Davis unleashed more than a dozen posts on X that, depending on the perspective, could be read as trolls or threats. "Dear Congress: We need a supplemental to feed the Vindmans in federal prison," he wrote in one. "Dear Tony Fauci: Roll the dice. Decline the pardon. And see what happens," read another. And in a third, using a format he repeated for many of Trump's enemies, he addressed Biden's former Homeland Security secretary by name, writing, "Dear Alejandro Mayorkas: No pardons for you and your staff?"

"Nobody is above the law," Davis said, when I called to ask him about his public posts. "If they've done nothing wrong, they have nothing to worry about, and if they've done nothing wrong, why did they need a pardon?"

Some of those squarely in the sights of Trump and his allies have begun taking steps to protect themselves. Troye, for instance, has retained a lawyer, and recently made sure that she and her family members had up-to-date passports. Rachel Vindman, meanwhile, told me that she and her family moved from Virginia to Florida two years ago--uprooting their daughter in the middle of sixth grade--in part because they "wanted to live somewhere a little bit more anonymous." (She was also, she added, ready to leave the D.C. bubble and eager for a "fresh start.")

Read: Trump's first shot in his war on the 'deep state'

In many ways, the fear that the mere prospect of retribution has struck in Trump's opponents--prompting them to hire personal security or nervously bluster about the gulags--could be victory enough for MAGA world. After winning reelection, Trump posted on social media a list of out-of-favor individuals and groups--including "Americans for No Prosperity," "Dumb as a Rock" John Bolton, and Pence, his former vice president--and said that prospective administration hires should not bother applying if they had worked with or were endorsed by anyone on the list.

"That's the financial gulag," one person told me, speaking anonymously because he has worked for three of the people or entities on Trump's list, and doesn't want his business to be blackballed. "It's not quite a gulag, but it does have a chilling effect."

Similarly, those who did not receive pardons from Biden worry about the financially daunting task of protecting themselves. "Did you not think of the people who are about to get destroyed, who defend themselves, who have no congressional coverage, who are not politicians, who are not millionaires, who don't have dozens of PACs that are protecting them?" Troye asked. "There are people who worked on government salaries." (A Biden spokesperson declined to comment on Biden's relatively selective set of pardons.)

Vindman, who lived in Russia for several years, said that although no one knows exactly what to expect in Trump's second term, her experience in Moscow might offer a glimpse: Colleagues policed themselves, and other Russians proactively took actions they believed would please Russian President Vladimir Putin.

"It was never a direct ask," she told me. "It was a more tacit thing."

Read: Trump targets his own government

Vindman, who has friends who regularly check in on her, said she spent Election Night wide awake. Her husband was in Virginia with his twin brother, Eugene Vindman, a Democrat the state's suburban voters elected to the House, and the task of telling her daughter that Trump had won fell to her. "The hardest part of that was laying in bed awake, worrying," she said. "She's in eighth grade, and maybe the last four years of her with us will be marred by that, by this harassment."

When, over the Thanksgiving holiday, Trump's close ally Elon Musk accused Alexander Vindman of "treason," warning that "he will pay the appropriate penalty," Rachel Vindman told me that her immediate concern was for her in-laws and her 98-year-old grandmother, who heard the comment and worried on her family's behalf.

But personally, Vindman said she is working to find daily joy and maintain a sense of normalcy for herself and her family. Her husband recently turned his masters thesis into a book, The Folly of Realism, coming out at the end of February. When I asked her if she ever considered urging him not to publish, because it would thrust their family back into public view, she was emphatic: "Do you just say no to it because it might anger them or put you in the spotlight?" she asked. "It's that kind of quiet defiance of living your life."

"It could be a mistake. I guess we'll never know." She paused, then added, "Well, I guess we will know."
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The Problem With $TRUMP

Democracy is for "we, the people"--not "them, the owners of memecoins."

by Danielle Allen




On Inauguration Day, many felt real euphoria at the prospect of a wholesale renovation of America's institutions. And, as I've argued often, our constitutional democracy does need renovation--the various elites are disconnected from the people, bureaucracy afflicts everyone, and many of us find it impossible to hold our elected officials accountable. Yet I fear that the renovations we're about to get will take us in the wrong direction.

Americans have been yielding sovereignty to tech magnates and their money for years. The milestones are sometimes startling, even if one has long been aware of where things are heading. I was astonished and alarmed when I learned, in the summer of 2023, that Elon Musk had, within a span of five years, built an orbital network comprising more than half of the world's active satellites. His share has now risen to more than 60 percent. Already in 2023, he controlled battlefield communications infrastructure used in the war between Ukraine and Russia. Musk is currently the head of Donald Trump's new Department of Government Efficiency, known as DOGE, which is taking over the U.S. Digital Service. At the same time, he may be making a bid for TikTok's American platform. Ownership of TikTok brings immense power. In December, the Romanian elections were canceled in the middle of voting because of fears that propaganda from Russia, by means of TikTok, was driving the election results.

Musk is well on his way to controlling the world's communications infrastructure. This is not by accident. He swims in an intellectual universe, alongside his PayPal associates Peter Thiel (who funded J. D. Vance's Senate campaign) and David Sacks (now Trump's AI and crypto czar), whose writers advocate for replacing democratic leadership with a CEO-monarch, and argue that higher-IQ "sovereign individuals" should rule over people with lower IQs. Musk, Sacks, and Thiel all spent formative boyhood years in South Africa. As the historian Jill Lepore noted in The New Yorker, Musk's grandfather took the family to South Africa for the sake of apartheid, having left Canada after being jailed for his leadership activities in the Technocracy movement, "whose proponents believed that scientists and engineers, rather than the people, should rule." Thiel has made "freedom" his life's pursuit. Since 2009, he has argued that freedom is incompatible with democracy, and that "the fate of our world may depend on the effort of a single person who builds or propagates the machinery of freedom that makes the world safe for capitalism."

Brooke Harrington: The broligarchs are trying to have their way

Two original MAGA leaders, Steve Bannon and Laura Loomer, have railed against this "techno-feudalism." That is what they see Musk and his allies trying to bring about, whether in collaboration with Trump or by using him as their puppet. For the first time ever, I find myself agreeing with Bannon and Loomer.

The whole situation went from concerning to surreal when, two days before his inauguration, Trump issued a meme crypto coin, known as $TRUMP. A memecoin is a form of cryptocurrency that has no value-creating function in the crypto ecosystem. Instead, it references some popular phenomenon and gains its value only because of people's interest in that popular phenomenon. Typically, memecoins also lack the security that could render them a stable part of the crypto financial infrastructure.

The fully diluted value (or market cap when the full supply is circulating) of  $TRUMP, 80 percent of which is owned by entities that the Trump family controls, shot up within 24 hours of its release to more than $70 billion. It is now bouncing around between $20 billion and $30 billion--meaning the president now holds something like 75 to 80 percent of his wealth in crypto. That goes well beyond monetizing the Trump brand through T-shirts, gold sneakers, and steaks. This time, Trump has auctioned himself. Leaving aside the technical substrate, there is arguably little difference between $TRUMP and the president posting a deposit-only Swiss-bank-account number online, into which people can deposit funds and privately show him the receipts for their deposits. His personal wealth now depends on these depositors. He has turned himself--and therefore his office--into a for-profit joint-share stock corporation. People with $TRUMP in their crypto wallets are the shareholders.

Read: The crypto world is already mad at Trump

Who knows if the president intended this outcome, but leaders in the crypto space have long hoped for the replacement of nation-states with "network states" encompassing communities that come together on the blockchain. They are celebrating $TRUMP as the first crypto community to have gained control of a nation-state's powers by capturing the president's attention through control of his digital wallet. If what Trump has done is upheld as legal or becomes a norm, other global leaders have every incentive to do what he did, turning democratic governance into corporate governance. Melania Trump, for one, has already followed suit; her coin was issued a few days after Trump's.

Last week, the DOGE homepage displayed the icon for Dogecoin, which Musk has declared to be his favorite coin, and which he holds. (He has faced litigation as a result of accusations that he sought to pump it up; the lawsuit was dismissed.) The icon appeared in vibrant color against a black background. It was removed within 24 hours.

Two features of the $TRUMP memecoin are especially troubling. First, there is the question of who owns the coin. Initial activity for sales of $TRUMP--and, therefore, its financial backing--came from buyers on the platforms Gate and Binance, which are restricted in the United States. Although it will take years of analysis to determine who the eventual beneficial owners are, the reliance on Gate and Binance suggests that early uptake occurred abroad, and particularly in markets controlled by U.S. adversaries--China, Iran, North Korea, Russia. As of 2023, according to a Wall Street Journal report, U.S. trading volume on Binance was very low. Users in China provided Binance with its greatest market share, at 20 percent of trading volume, and about 10 percent of Chinese customers were at the time identified as "politically exposed persons"--that is, according to the Journal report, "government officials, their relatives or close associates who require greater scrutiny due to their greater risk of involvement in bribery, corruption or money laundering." Because memecoins depend on a collective belief in their value, investors (other than the issuer) who buy the coins are the people who hold up that value. Those early movers on the Gate and Binance platforms can be meaningfully understood to have handed Trump billions, at least on paper. (Steve Gregory, the Gate CEO, was invited to the inauguration.) They also hold power over that wealth. If they withdraw confidence and dump their assets, the value of the coin would trend toward zero. So Trump now appears to owe most of his new wealth to crypto investors in adversary states who are quite possibly closely connected to governments themselves--investors whom the rest of us are not able to identify, but who can identify themselves to him by proudly waving their $TRUMP-filled digital wallets.

Read: Hawk Tuah wasn't what it seemed

Second, there is the question of what it means to convert political office into something that is subject not merely to the general pressure of financial influence but to the power of shareholders over an officeholder's immediate personal wealth. This is of course why other presidents and senior executive-branch officials have sold off their investments or placed them in blind trusts for the duration of their terms. The neo-reactionary voices in the tech space--the NRx crowd, as they call themselves--have for some time wanted to take the powers of governance over territory out of the hands of nation-states and place them into the hands of platform-based collectives committed to capitalism first and foremost. For years we've watched the problem of money in politics get worse and worse, but the Trump coin takes the matter to another level. It provides the technical means for enabling the vision of total capture of governance institutions by tech communities.

What speculative futures are now possible? The president could easily organize a one-token, one-vote referendum--as many coins and decentralized autonomous organizations, which are built out of blockchain communities, already do--among asset holders on major U.S. public-policy issues. Think of it as a corporation giving shareholders their one vote per share. Yes, a corporation has to please its customers--in this analogy, American voters--but it really needs to please the shareholders who help sustain the share price. If $TRUMP were to introduce a voting mechanism for asset holders in this way, it would immediately implement the long-held anarcho-capitalist dream of converting global governance regimes into for-profit joint-stock corporations--minus any Securities and Exchange Commission disclosure requirements, which the president has hinted about relaxing. If other leaders do what Trump has done, then we would see global governance structures generally privatized--and political leaders provided with great incentives to collude with the common interest of capital holders, rather than governing for a true cross-class common good.

Where would that leave voters? In a position somewhat akin to fans at WWE wrestling matches. Politicians, all beholden to a community of shareholders separate from their voters, would collude in steering toward benefits for those shareholders, while pretending to fight one another in public. Imagining such a possibility would seem crazy if people in the tech world hadn't been writing so much about just this kind of governance structure--and if the technical pieces weren't now all falling neatly into place.

Trump promised back in 2016 to "drain the swamp," and he was correct, as I've written before, about the need to restore experts to their rightful place as servants of the people rather than quasi-autonomous technocrats who order the world as they think best. But instead of draining the swamp, Trump appears simply to be importing even larger crocodiles from Silicon Valley: multimillionaires and billionaires who mostly couldn't give a fig for self-government of, by, and for the people. The man who vowed to slay the old "deep state" appears ready to accept a new, more totally controlling, one.

Read: The Trump sons really love crypto

Speaking recently on NPR, Bannon used the term techno-feudalism again and went on to explain: "These oligarchs in Silicon Valley, they have a very different view of how people should govern themselves ... They don't believe in the underlying tenets of self-governance." This seems right. In his inaugural address, Trump echoed Lincoln, promising a new birth of freedom, but just a few rows behind him, among other tech luminaries, was Musk, nearly levitating with joy when Trump promised territorial expansion both on this planet and in space and cheered for DOGE--Musk's agency and his favorite memecoin.

The principles of popular sovereignty were hard-won--principles that vest the ownership of government in we, the people, not they, the owners of memecoins. When early Americans before, during, and after the Revolution sought to make self-government durable, they circulated pamphlets that articulated the values and tools necessary for successful self-governance. The renovations we need will similarly depend on real understanding of self-government. I've been a civic educator my whole life, but now I see an even more urgent need to pick up the pace at which we spread the Declaration of Independence, the Constitution, and The Federalist Papers, as well as works that have updated those texts, to sharpen our collective understanding of what popular sovereignty requires.

After the British government first allowed the East India Company, traffickers in tea, to rule India, and then fell into a full fiscal entanglement with the company, Americans dumped the company's tea in Boston Harbor. Maybe it's time to dump Dogecoin.
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This Is About More Than RFK Jr.

A day for pseudoscience in Congress

by Nicholas Florko




Shortly after birth, newborns in the United States receive a few quick procedures: an Apgar test to check their vitals, a heel stick to probe for genetic disorders and various other conditions, and in most cases, a hepatitis B vaccine. Without that last one, kids are at risk of getting a brutal, and sometimes deadly, liver condition. Senator Bill Cassidy of Louisiana happens to know quite a lot about that. Before entering Congress in 2009, he was a physician who said he was so affected by an 18-year-old patient with liver failure from the virus that he spearheaded a campaign that vaccinated 36,000 kids against hepatitis B.



Cassidy, a Republican, will now play a major role in determining the fate of Robert F. Kennedy Jr., Donald Trump's pick for health secretary, whose confirmation hearings begin today on Capitol Hill. Kennedy has said that the hepatitis B vaccine is given to children only because the pharmaceutical company Merck colluded with the government to get the shot recommended for kids, after the drug's target market ("prostitutes and male homosexuals," by Kennedy's telling) weren't interested in the shot. Kennedy will testify in front of the Senate Finance Committee, where Cassidy and 26 other senators will get the chance to grill him about his views. Though it might seem impossible for an anti-vaccine conspiracist to gain the support of a doctor who still touts the work he did vaccinating children, Cassidy has not indicated how he will vote. Similar to the Democratic senators who have come out forcefully against Kennedy, Cassidy, in an interview with Fox News earlier this month, said that RFK Jr. is "wrong" about vaccines. But he also said that he did agree with him on some things. (Cassidy's office declined my request to interview the senator.)



That Kennedy even has a chance of winning confirmation is stunning in its own right. A longtime anti-vaxxer with a propensity for far-fetched conspiracy theories, RFK Jr. has insinuated that an attempt to assassinate members of Congress via anthrax-laced mail in 2001 may have been a "false flag" attack orchestrated by "someone in our government" to gin up interest in the government preparing for potential biological weapon threats. He has claimed that COVID was "targeted to attack Caucasians and Black people," and that 5G is being used to "harvest our data and control our behavior." He has suggested that the use of antidepressants might be linked to mass shootings. Each one of these theories is demonstrably false. The Republican Party has often found itself at war with mainstream science in recent years, but confirming RFK Jr. would be a remarkable anti-science advance. If Republican senators are willing to do so, is there any scientific belief they would place above the wishes of Donald Trump?



A number of Republicans have already signaled where they stand. In the lead-up to the confirmation hearings, some GOP senators have sought to sanewash RFK Jr., implying that his views really aren't that extreme. They have reason to like some of what he's selling: After the pandemic, many Republicans have grown so skeptical of the public-health establishment that Kennedy's desire to blow it up can seem enticing. And parts of RFK Jr.'s "Make America healthy again" agenda do in fact adhere to sound scientific evidence. His views on how to tackle America's epidemic of diet-related diseases are fairly well reasoned: Cassidy has said that he agrees with RFK Jr.'s desire to take action against ultra-processed foods. Kennedy appears to have won over the two other Republican doctors on the committee, Senators Roger Marshall of Kansas and John Barrasso of Wyoming. Marshall has been so enthusiastic about Kennedy's focus on diet-related diseases that he has created a MAHA caucus in the Senate. Although Barrasso hasn't formally made an endorsement, he has said that Kennedy would provide a "fresh set of eyes" at the Food and Drug Administration. (Spokespeople for Barrasso and Marshall did not respond to requests for comment.)

Read: Everyone agrees Americans aren't healthy

Meanwhile, Kennedy appears to have gone to great lengths to sand down his extremist views and present himself as a more palatable candidate. "He told me he is not anti-vaccine. He is pro-vaccine safety, which strikes me as a rational position to take," Senator John Cornyn of Texas told Politico. Kennedy has also done more to drum up unnecessary fear about COVID shots than perhaps anyone else in the country. Nearly four years ago, he petitioned the federal government to revoke authorization for the shots, because "the current risks of serious adverse events or deaths outweigh the benefits." (COVID shots are highly safe and effective. A spokesperson for Kennedy did not respond to a request for comment.)



Especially on the right, Kennedy's conspiracy theories have not consumed his candidacy: With concerns about conflicts of interest, his views on abortion, and generally strange behavior (such as dumping a dead bear in Central Park), there is much to debate. If Republican senators skirt around his falsehoods during today's confirmation hearings, it will be evidence of their prevailing capitulation to Trump. And it also may be a function of Kennedy's rhetorical sleights. As Benjamin Mazer recently wrote in The Atlantic, Kennedy is not simply a conspiracy theorist, but an excellent one. He's capable of rattling off vaccine studies with the fluency of a virologist, which boosts his credibility, even though he's freely misrepresenting reality.

Read: RFK Jr. is an excellent conspiracy theorist

During his recent appearance on Joe Rogan's podcast, Kennedy claimed that thimerosal, a preservative containing mercury used to protect vaccines from contamination, was found to cause "severe inflammation" in the brain of monkeys. Kennedy was able to quickly name the lead author and introduce the methods as if he has read the study hundreds of times. But Kennedy's central claim--that the brains of monkeys given thimerosal were severely inflamed--is a "total misrepresentation" of the study, its lead author, Thomas M. Burbacher, told me. The problem is that Kennedy gets away with these claims because very few listeners are going to log on to PubMed to track down the study he is referencing, let alone read through the entire thing.



In theory, senators should be equipped to push back on his schtick. RFK Jr.'s positions are hardly a mystery, and senators have advisers to help them prepare for such hearings. Regardless of Kennedy's pseudoscientific beliefs, some Republicans may support him simply because they are wary of bucking their president. Before Kennedy even makes it to a full vote from the Senate, he has to receive approval from the Senate Finance Committee: Given the tight margins in the committee, Kennedy can't afford to lose a single vote from Republicans sitting on that panel, assuming that no Democrats support his nomination. I reached out to the offices of seven Republican senators on the committee who haven't already backed Kennedy for clarity on where they stand; none of them gave me a straight answer on how they'd vote.



In all likelihood, the first big decision in Kennedy's nomination will fall to Cassidy. He has proved willing to oppose Trump before. Cassidy was one of seven Republicans who voted to convict Trump during his second impeachment proceedings. That led Louisiana's Republican Party to formally censure him, and has drawn him a primary challenger for his 2026 reelection bid. Although Cassidy criticized Trump during the 2024 campaign, he now seems eager to support him. "Today, the American people start winning again," Cassidy wrote in a statement on Inauguration Day.



Perhaps Cassidy will still dissect Kennedy's views with the precision of a surgeon's scalpel. He likes to dive deep into health-care minutiae any chance he gets. (I would know: He once pulled out his iPad and lectured me and other reporters about some arcane drug-pricing policy.) But if today's meeting is full of softball questions, it could put RFK Jr. on his way to confirmation. That would send a message that, science-wise, the Senate is willing to cede all ground. Trump could pursue the most radical parts of the Project 2025 agenda, such as splitting up the CDC, or Kennedy could launch a full-blown assault on vaccines--and the Senate would be in a much less powerful position to stop it even if it wanted to. If senators hand the keys of a nearly $2 trillion health-care agency to a known conspiracy theorist, anything goes.
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'Malicious Compliance' Is Not the Issue With Trump's Executive Orders

The president's decrees are deliberately sweeping and chaotic.

by Tom Nichols




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


Senator Katie Britt, Republican of Alabama, is upset. She believes that someone in the United States Air Force decided to interpret President Donald Trump's recent executive order to terminate "all discriminatory programs, including illegal DEI and 'diversity, equity, inclusion, and accessibility' (DEIA) mandates, policies, programs, preferences, and activities in the Federal Government, under whatever name they appear," just the way it was written.

No one is quite sure what happened, but somehow this order resulted in the excision from a U.S. Air Force training course of some materials about the legendary Tuskegee Airmen, the all-Black World War II fighter pilots known as the Red Tails because of their aircraft's distinctive markings. Air Force officials confirmed on Saturday that a video had been removed from the training curriculum but only because it was "intertwined in courses now under review," and it is now back in the curriculum.

Britt referred to this kind of action as "malicious compliance," meaning a kind of opposition through aggressive and sometimes overly literal implementation of a command or policy. Rather than refuse to obey, the person or group engaging in malicious compliance takes a kind of "monkey's paw" approach, implementing the directives as destructively as possible. (Every teenager who has loaded the dishwasher improperly on purpose, hoping never to be told to clear the table again, knows what malicious compliance means.)

Britt also tagged Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth on social media. Hegseth, who was nominated for his position in part because of his vow to root out wokeness and DEI and to replace them with "lethality," responded enthusiastically: "Amen! We're all over it Senator. This will not stand."

Britt's complaint about malicious compliance is a diversion. Trump's wave of executive orders is designed to be performatively malicious. My colleague Adam Serwer years ago noted that, for the MAGA movement, "the cruelty is the point," and now Trump's orders make clear that the malice is the policy.

The series of presidential decrees is largely intended to delight the Republican base; unfortunately, government workers cannot divine what Trump really meant. The president has not given any cue that his orders should be interpreted in some more generous way. In fact, days before the Air Force kerfuffle, federal workers received an email from their supervisors (based on a template provided by the Office of Personnel Management) that could have come straight from a party apparatchik in the old Soviet Union. This memo not only told staff to be on the lookout for attempts to hide DEI-related ideological contamination, but warned them of their obligation to rat out colleagues who did so or face "adverse" job consequences themselves.

The advisory, which has since been taken off a government website, continued: "We are aware of efforts by some in government to disguise these programs by using coded or imprecise language. If you are aware of a change in any contract description or personnel position description since November 5, 2024"--that is, since Election Day--"to obscure the connection between the contract and DEIA or similar ideologies," employees must report it to OPM within ten days.

This is not exactly language that encourages anyone to use common sense and good judgment to decide what constitutes DEI contraband. This is a command that says, in effect: This could mean anything; if you don't report it, and we find it, you're in trouble. When government employees get a memo like that, they are not inclined to sit around wondering what counts and what doesn't.

Trump's other executive orders are likewise designed to show the GOP base that the new administration is doing all of the things that Trump promised he'd do--even if they're things that, legally, no president can do. Trump had pledged, for example, to eliminate birthright citizenship, so he Sharpied out part of the Fourteenth Amendment and declared victory. He froze federal grants and loans--an order now temporarily blocked by a judge--which could have endangered any number of programs, including school lunches. (And about time, according to Representative Rich McCormick, Republican of Georgia, who told CNN today that those indolent kids need to go get jobs--even, apparently, schoolchildren who aren't old enough to work--instead of "spong[ing] off the government.")

What would non-malicious compliance with such a mandate even look like? Instead of a lunch, are schools supposed to hand poor kids a glass of water and then wish them luck in their job search?

Of course, the Trump administration knows that aid to states and localities will begin to flow again, that children will be getting lunches, and that babies born on U.S. soil are citizens. The goal of all these orders is not to implement policy, but to generate outrage, report the spasms of liberal apoplexy to the MAGA faithful, and then, when necessary, go to court. And why not? The president now has a politically sympathetic Supreme Court majority that worked hard to keep him out of prison while he was a candidate, and has functionally immunized him against almost any challenge now that he's back in office. Trump's people know that they cannot actually shake the Constitution like an Etch A Sketch and make birthright citizenship disappear, but why not give it a shot, especially if a trolling executive order makes the base happy?

Trump and his people may also believe that a sleet storm of executive orders, some of which might stick here and there while others melt on contact with reality, is a way to demonstrate competence. They are likely still stung by the fiasco over the 2017 travel ban that initially got swatted down in court, and this time they want to appear as if they know what they're doing.

But this is merely mimicking competence and energy. The "return to work" order, for example, is a MAGA fan favorite, because it plays to a common stereotype among many Americans that federal employees who work from home are scamming goldbrickers plodding around the house in their bunny slippers and tapping the occasional key on a laptop. Although showing up to an office or worksite in-person is (and should be) a basic requirement of most jobs, remote work in many cases benefits the government and the taxpayer: It reduces congestion in cities, and it offloads a lot of overhead costs (heat, water, lighting, etc.) onto the worker. That's why the government and private industry were trending toward remote arrangements long before the pandemic.

In any case, many federal offices don't have enough space to bring everyone back, but Trump may be attempting to make government service onerous enough that some of them will leave anyway: All federal employees have until February 6 to accept a sizable buyout if they cannot or will not return to in-person work. In the end, the RTO power play isn't really about trying to fill empty offices. Instead, Trump is telling federal employees that all of the arrangements they've made with their departments about schedules, child care, commutes, and staffing are now invalid, because their career and service matter less than making some red-state voter feel that the president finally stuck it to them and their co-workers.

Maybe a non-malicious way to enforce such orders exists. But that's not the point.

Related:

	The cruelty is the point. (From 2018)
 	The strategy behind Trump's policy blitz




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump tries to seize the "power of the purse."
 	What an undervaccinated America would look like
 	China's DeepSeek surprise




Today's News

	A district-court judge temporarily blocked the Trump administration's pause on federal grants and loans.
 	Trump signed an executive order that would exclude gender-transition care from federal insurance programs.
 	The Department of Justice announced yesterday that it has fired more than a dozen officials who worked on the criminal investigations into Trump.
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Just Say No to Terrible White LEDs

By Gilad Edelman

God said, "Let there be light"--everyone knows that. But God did not specify what color light, and this would eventually prove problematic.
 In the age of the LED light bulb, consumers have an unfathomable range of lighting options. This has, perversely, made the task of pleasantly illuminating our homes harder, not easier.


Read the full article.
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	"Dear James": Oh, how the men drone on
 	The libs are having their paranoia moment.
 	Blind partisanship does not actually help Trump.
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Culture Break


Jordan Hemingway



Listen. The sensation you get when dancing or making a really good cup of tea? FKA Twigs wants to bottle that in Eusexua, her latest album.

Debate. The Oscars have left the mainstream moviegoer behind, David Sims argues.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Libs Are Having Their Paranoia Moment

A rightward turn in the tech world has some users on edge.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany




The #Democrat and #Democrats hashtags, on Instagram, are affixed to a lot of low-quality content: a crying Statue of Liberty; Elon Musk with a Hitler mustache; other, worse memes that aren't even decipherable. But for a short time last week, these posts were blocked from view. Donald Trump's second presidency had only just begun, and suddenly--suspiciously--any platform search for #Democrat or #Democrats returned an error message: "We've hidden these results," it said. "Results from the term you searched may contain sensitive content."

TikTok, too, was soon accused of censoring anti-Trump dissent, and of changing up its algorithmically generated feeds to favor right-wing content. Back on Instagram, and also on Facebook, many people said that their accounts had auto-followed Donald Trump and J. D. Vance, while posts from abortion-pill providers were getting blurred out or removed from search results. To some, this pattern was as unmistakable as it was malicious: Social media was turning against Democrats.

For years, such worries went the other way. Right-wing figures groused that their views were being hidden, or moderated more heavily than their rivals'. It seems like only yesterday that Donald Trump Jr. was reposting copypasta on Instagram in an effort to suss out whether he'd been shadowbanned. That was around the same time as the former Twitter regime's botched management of a radioactive news story about Hunter Biden, which gave rise to an enduring symbol of anti-Republican censorship. Now the roles are reversed, and Democrats are feeling paranoid.

Then and now, the particulars have never really matched people's sense of persecution. Despite some high-profile incidents that suggested bias, Republicans do not appear to have been intentionally and broadly censored by the major social-media platforms. Last week's incidents have been similarly overinterpreted. For starters, the funny business with the #Democrat hashtag was almost certainly a technical glitch (as Meta told reporters). (If Instagram really meant to launch a crackdown on left-leaning speech, would it choose to block just two generic hashtags?) And TikTok users should not have been surprised to see "Free Palestine" videos suppressed in their TikTok feeds: That platform has often erred on the side of minimizing the visibility of even lightly controversial political issues. (TikTok denies having changed any policies or algorithms since the inauguration.) As for the auto-following of Trump and Vance, that was just a product of the transfer of official president and vice-president accounts to the new administration. Meta acknowledged that some of the blocked abortion-pill content had resulted from "over-enforcement." A spokesperson told several news outlets, including The Atlantic: "We've been quite clear in recent weeks that we want to allow more speech and reduce enforcement mistakes."

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

This doesn't mean people are wrong to say that something feels different. Much has been written about the tech world's recent warming to President Trump. It was on full display at the inauguration, where Mark Zuckerberg, Jeff Bezos, Elon Musk, Sundar Pichai, and other famous tech-world figures stood together with the Trump family. This visual--accompanied by sizable donations and kind words--stands in contrast to the reception that the industry gave Trump when he was first elected, in 2016, or when he tried to stay in power after losing in 2020.

Official policies are changing too. Zuckerberg has made a number of significant management decisions in the past several months: He got rid of Meta's DEI team; he ended fact-checking on Facebook and Instagram, explaining that the checkers had become too politically biased in favor of liberals and the left; and he overhauled his company's hate-speech rules to "get rid of a bunch of restrictions on topics like immigration and gender" that were, as he put it, "out of touch with mainstream discourse." On Joe Rogan's podcast, Zuckerberg described the "journey" he'd been on for the past eight years, from disillusionment with the media during the first Trump administration to a loss of faith in the federal government during the Biden administration. Both, he claimed, had tried to force his hand and make his platforms more censorial.

Zuckerberg hasn't indicated any desire to interfere with Instagram moderation at a granular level, or do any other editing of political speech. Still, users are right to wonder whether his personal political views may influence the operations of the multiple enormous platforms over which he has nearly unfettered control. The same reasonable doubts apply to TikTok. This was never a free-speech-oriented platform, but its users could hardly avoid being made aware of the company's new coziness with Trump. "As a result of President Trump's efforts, TikTok is back in the U.S.!," they were told by the app on January 19, after it had been very briefly banned. (The same evening, the company sponsored a glitzy party for social-media influencers who had aided the Trump campaign.) And X, of course, is run by one of Trump's most enthusiastic backers. An ongoing user exodus from that platform saw another burst last week amid the controversy over whether Musk did or did not intend to give a Nazi salute at the inauguration.

How the CEO of a social-media company thinks and acts may be taken as a clue to how their platform operates. (Until recently, Zuckerberg was known as a Millennial liberal, and an ally to mainstream Democrats. Jack Dorsey, the former CEO of Twitter, had a similar reputation.) But these signals only go so far: The actual maintenance of a social network unfolds behind the scenes; what rules exist aren't nearly as important as how they get enforced, which has always been opaque.

Social-media users today are just as in the dark as ever. We know only what we've been told, and even then, we don't know whether we should believe it. A kind of folklore has emerged around what's really going on, flavored by anxiety and dread, and shifting with the news. The specific stories may be changing, but their overarching paranoia has some basis in the truth. There is no great conspiracy to bottle up a hashtag--but the people in charge of social media can do whatever they want.
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What on Earth Is <em>Eusexua</em>?

The sensation you get when dancing or making a really good cup of tea? FKA Twigs wants to bottle that.

by Spencer Kornhaber




Maybe we need new emotions. The human experience has changed a lot lately: Creativity can be outsourced to AI, culture lives in flickering fragments on screens, and we social animals are spending tons of time alone. Perhaps the words we use to describe basic, primordial feelings--joy, sadness, anger, and those other names for Inside Out characters--no longer suffice. Perhaps that's why we've been bombarded with so many neologisms to describe mind states, like brain rot, or Eusexua.

What, you haven't heard of Eusexua? It's a Zoolanderian term coined by the art-pop singer FKA Twigs, and the title of her fantastic new album. It, as part of the marketing campaign, has been spammed across TikTok, spray-painted on New York City sidewalks, and used to refer to a $10.50 matcha latte at a fast-casual chain. Eusexua, the official materials say, is "the pinnacle of Human Experience." More helpfully, Twigs has explained it to be an ecstatic flow state, the feeling you get when dancing or making a really good cup of tea. It's perfect present-ness. It's not thinking about the internet.

This is a rich idea for her to explore, given that, for more than a decade, Twigs has modeled how deliberately made, intellectually challenging music can connect in the digital era. Delving into her art can feel like putting together a puzzle, revealing a scene that's shadowy, beautiful, and disturbing. Her voice channels the athletic excess of opera and the serene disassociation of an ASMR video. She and her producers like to pair soft, feathery sounds with harsh, arrhythmic beats; her excellent videography heightens the sense of mystique, showing off her talents for ballet, voguing, and swordfighting.

Eusexua, her third studio album, is all about immediacy. It was inspired by a stint in Prague, where she got really into raving. As is typical for new ravers, the high was epiphanic: Twigs came away wondering why we couldn't try to feel that way--egoless, embodied, in the moment--all of the time. She came up with a system of 11 movements to keep herself in touch with the physical world (for example: rubbing her hands together in a pancaking motion to resist the impulse to look at her phone). And she made an album of dance-pop music.

Roll your eyes if you must. After all, dance pop's supposedly liberating power has often been hijacked over the years for cynical ends, such as Target commercials and Katy Perry albums. What's more, Eusexua isn't afraid of cliche. Twigs and her lead producer, Koreless, tap into 1990s and early-2000s techno-futurism. Listeners will be reminded of the bright-eyed mood of Madonna's "Beautiful Stranger"; the glassy synths of Bjork and Radiohead; even the chanted sass of the Spice Girls. A lot of the lyrics are bumper-sticker fare: "You've one life to live / do it freely."

Read: The problem with saying oontz oontz

Luckily, Twigs is still too strange to go generic. These songs hide surprises everywhere: interludes of mechanical scraping; yodels and chants; North West (daughter of Kanye) rapping in Japanese for some reason. Twigs's vocals mutate between guttural and lithe, and her melodies tend to cut against the insistent grooves of the production. On the title track, a bleeping beat encircles the listener like the walls of a downward-spiraling tunnel, while Twigs seems to sing from miles above, somewhere in the sky. "Drums of Death" builds a battering-ram thump out of chopped-up bits of singing and talking. When something resembling a chorus finally enters the song, it's like a movie star walking into a crowded cafe, dampening the noise but intensifying the mood.

Is she really expressing a new feeling? Maybe, kinda, but only when the tempo slackens for the album's final two ballads. "24hr Dog" conjures a musical moonscape, desolate and stark, from which Twigs delivers electronically filtered howls of desire into the void. "Wanderlust" blends hip-hop cadences and pensive guitar as Twigs sings about sitting alone in her bed, bitterly criticizing the world, while dreaming of escape. Both tracks move unsteadily between numbed exhaustion and transcendence in a way that feels fresh--and specific to now.

Really, though, Eusexua is just a new word for an old rush. She seems to acknowledge this when "Striptease" suddenly warps the listener to the early '90s: a drum-and-bass beat erupts, and Twigs wails in the style of the Cranberries' Dolores O'Riordan. Just as suddenly, the song then zooms to the 2020s by featuring the clicking, pumping "Jersey club" beat that's in vogue today. The juxtaposition of styles is provocative, but also intuitive. With her own individual flair, Twigs is drawing a connection between party music past and present. The trancelike feeling she's celebrating may well be music's evolutionary purpose, and is in particular need lately.
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        The Near Misses at Airports Have Been Telling Us Something
        Juliette Kayyem

        Until just moments before an American Airlines regional plane and an Army helicopter collided over the Potomac River last night, nothing in particular seemed amiss. Conditions were clear, Sean Duffy, the new secretary of transportation, noted in a press conference this morning. The passenger jet, coming from Wichita, Kansas, was about to arrive at Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport--one in a succession of airliners landing about two minutes apart. The Black Hawk helicopter was on a training...

      

      
        Donald Trump Is Just Watching This Crisis Unfold
        David A. Graham

        You might be forgiven for forgetting--ever so briefly--that Donald Trump is president of the United States. Sometimes it seems like he does, too.In the middle of the night, as news about the plane crash at Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport was breaking, Trump posted on Truth Social:
The airplane was on a perfect and routine line of approach to the airport. The helicopter was going straight at the airplane for an extended period of time. It is a CLEAR NIGHT, the lights on the plane were blaz...

      

      
        To Truly Succeed, Fail Better
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Between my university lectures and outside speeches about the science of happiness, I do a lot of public speaking, and am always looking for ways to do so with more clarity and fluency. To that end, I regularly give talks in two languages that are not my own--not random languages, of course, but rather those I learned as an adult: Spanish and Catalan.Although I can carry on ordinary conversation i...

      

      
        The <em>Stranger Things</em> Effect Comes for the Novel
        Mark Athitakis

        "When a moment means more," reads a 1984 ad for blank Kodak VHS cassettes, "tape it. And keep it." Keep it? That was a fib. As old-timers know, VHS tapes don't keep well--they wear out; crack; demagnetize into staticky oblivion; disappear into attics or the unloved corners of yard sales. Playback devices have grown scarce and expensive; a Japanese firm that operated the last VCR assembly line ended production in 2016.Despite their obsolescence, however, cassettes routinely appear in popular cultur...

      

      
        If Iranian Assassins Kill Them, It Will Be Trump's Fault
        Tom Nichols

        Donald Trump likes to tell his supporters that he's a fighter, a fearless champion who always has their back. Such guarantees, however, apparently do not apply to people who worked for him when they're threatened by foreign assassins. Former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Mark Milley, former National Security Adviser John Bolton, former Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, and the former Pompeo aide Brian Hook have all been targeted by Trump for political retribution. They are also being target...

      

      
        The Memo That Shocked the White House
        Ashley Parker

        President Donald Trump intended his flood of executive orders to shock and awe his opponents. But on Monday night, a memo from the Office of Management and Budget instead shocked the Trump White House.That memo, with its call for a "temporary pause" on all federal-government grants and loans, set off widespread panic and confusion within the federal government and among the millions of individuals and institutions reliant on federal funds. But it was released without going through the usual White...

      

      
        The 'Exciting Business Opportunity' That Ruined Our Lives
        Andrea Pitzer

        The first time I recall my mother mentioning Amway, we were in the car late at night, coming back from a meeting at her boss's house. Ten years old, I'd gone upstairs to play and missed the whole point of the whiteboard sitting on an easel downstairs. My mother, however, had been rapt. Riding home with my brother and stepfather, she seemed almost to glow, as if she were throwing off sparks in the darkness.The name Amway, she told me, was short for the "American Way." We could sign up and buy prod...

      

      
        Don't Politicize Aviation Safety
        Conor Friedersdorf

        Yesterday, the United States suffered the first fatal crash of a U.S. airliner in 16 years. American Airlines Flight 5342, a regional jetliner, originated in Wichita, Kansas. Just before landing at Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport, in northern Virginia, it collided with a military helicopter over the Potomac River. Scores of people were feared dead late yesterday. Authorities haven't yet determined the cause of the collision. The National Transportation Safety Board will lead an investig...

      

      
        RFK Jr. Has a Lot to Learn About Medicaid
        Katherine J. Wu

        Put on the spot, a lot of Americans might hesitate over the difference between Medicaid and Medicare. People who aren't affected by one of these programs, which together enroll about 150 million people in the U.S., don't generally have a need to be well versed in their intricacies, and the two programs sound quite similar. The names don't really hint that Medicare is a federal program that covers older Americans and Americans with disabilities, and that Medicaid covers low-income people in the Un...

      

      
        Is This How Reddit Ends?
        Matteo Wong

        The internet is growing more hostile to humans. Google results are stuffed with search-optimized spam, unhelpful advertisements, and AI slop. Amazon has become littered with undifferentiated junk. The state of social media, meanwhile--fractured, disorienting, and prone to boosting all manner of misinformation--can be succinctly described as a cesspool.It's with some irony, then, that Reddit has become a reservoir of humanity. The platform has itself been called a cesspool, rife with hateful rhetori...

      

      
        Your FOMO Is Trying to Tell You Something
        Faith Hill

        I have a joke I like to make--though it's not funny, and it's not really a joke. Whenever I know I won't be able to join my friends the next time they hang out, I make everyone promise to not have fun without me. Sometimes I have us go around in a circle so that each person can individually pledge to have a bad time. If I check in after my absence and ask how the night was, I expect a shrug, perhaps an assurance that It was fine, but you didn't miss much. If someone says the time without me was gr...

      

      
        Why Meta Is Paying $25 Million to Settle a Trump Lawsuit
        Michael Scherer

        Donald Trump spent decades in business gleefully suing and angrily being sued by his adversaries in civil court. But since winning reelection, he has suddenly posted a remarkable string of legal victories as litigants rush to settle their cases. Mark Zuckerberg is the latest. According to two people briefed on the agreement who requested anonymity to discuss the arrangement, Meta will spend $25 million on damages and legal fees, a remarkable turn of events that coincided with other demonstrations...

      

      
        Gulag Humor Is Now Everywhere in D.C.
        Ashley Parker

        These days in Washington, D.C., among a class of Extremely Beltway types--the name-droppers, the strivers, the media gossips--Donald Trump's threats to exact revenge on his enemies have turned into a highly specific (and highly absurd) status competition.Olivia Troye has heard the joke so many times that she already has a well-worn comeback prepared. When nervous journalists and teasing D.C. types crack to Troye--a lifelong Republican who served as former Vice President Mike Pence's homeland-securit...

      

      
        There Is a Strategy Behind the Chaos
        David A. Graham

        Updated at 4:54 p.m. ET on January 29, 2025.The great federal-grant freeze of 2025 is over, but don't expect it to be gone for good.The Office of Management and Budget, which issued a memo freezing grants on Monday, has revoked it, The Washington Post first reported. The whole thing went so fast that many people may have never had a chance to sort out what was happening. Yesterday, amid widespread confusion about what the order did or didn't do, White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt was un...

      

      
        The Attack on Trans Rights Won't End There
        Adam Serwer

        The American populism of the late 19th century was a rebellion of working people against financial elites; the American populism of this century is one of financial elites feigning rebellion while crushing the vulnerable. This is why, just a few short days into his presidency, Donald Trump is already making good on his promise to persecute trans people zealously. On Monday, Trump issued an executive order purging trans service members from the military on the grounds that "expressing a false 'gen...

      

      
        The War for Your Attention
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsBy now you've probably noticed your attention being stolen, daily, by your various devices. You've probably read somewhere that companies much more powerful than you are dedicated to refining and perfecting that theft. In this episode of Radio Atlantic, MSNBC host and author of The Sirens' Call: How Attention Became the World's Most Endangered Resource explains in painful detail what you're really up against. "It's absolu...

      

      
        It's Not Amateur Hour Anymore
        Paul Rosenzweig

        Updated at 6:20 p.m. ET on January 29, 2025This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.The first 10 days of Donald Trump's presidency have seen such an onslaught of executive orders and implementing actions that Steve Bannon's strategy to "flood the zone with shit" seems apt. But that characterization is incomplete, and it obscures a more frightening truth: The Trump administration's actions have been not just voluminous but efficient and effective. Th...

      

      
        Strong-Arming Latin America Will Work Until It Doesn't
        Will Freeman

        For a moment on Sunday, the government of Colombia's Gustavo Petro looked like it might be the first in Latin America to take a meaningful stand against President Donald Trump's mass-deportation plans. Instead, Petro gave Trump the perfect opportunity to show how far he would go to enforce compliance. Latin American leaders came out worse off.On Sunday afternoon, Petro, a leftist who has held office since 2022, announced on X that he would not allow two U.S. military aircraft carrying Colombian d...

      

      
        A Less Brutal Alternative to IVF
        Kristen V. Brown

        After my 20th shot of hormones, I texted my boyfriend, only half kidding, "I'm dying." We had decided to freeze embryos, but after more than a week of drugs that made me feel like an overinflated balloon and forced me to take several secret naps a day, I no longer cared whether we froze anything. I was not doing this again.In order to maximize the number of eggs that can be harvested from the human body, most women who undergo an egg retrieval spend two weeks, give or take, injecting themselves a...

      

      
        Starbucks' Most Beloved Offering Is Disappearing
        Ellen Cushing

        In Blaine, Washington, there is a very special Starbucks. Like every Starbucks, this one has tables and chairs and coffee and pastries and a pacifying sort of vibe. Also like (most) Starbucks, it has a bathroom, open to anyone who walks in. The bathroom is important because this Starbucks is located about three-quarters of a mile past Peace Arch, the busiest border crossing west of Detroit, and a wretched, wretched place where you can sometimes get stuck in a car for several hours without warning...

      

      
        50 Years Ago in Photos: A Look Back at 1975
        Alan Taylor

        Half a century ago, the Vietnam War came to an end with the fall of Saigon, the blockbuster movie Jaws was released, and U.S. President Gerald Ford escaped two assassination attempts. Also in 1975, the Soviet Union and the United States teamed up for a historic cooperative space mission, the first wedding ceremony ever performed in a hot tub took place in California, and much more.To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.

      

      
        What's Guiding Trump's Early Moves
        David A. Graham

        Few of Donald Trump's foibles have gone undissected, but one glaring thing remains underappreciated: He does not care about U.S. national security.Once you consider Trump's record from this perspective, many of his past and present actions become more coherent. (The political scientist Jonathan Bernstein recently made a version of this point on Substack.) Why else would a president--to choose a few examples--nominate Pete Hegseth and Tulsi Gabbard for his Cabinet, haphazardly store highly classifie...

      

      
        The Problem With $TRUMP
        Danielle Allen

        On Inauguration Day, many felt real euphoria at the prospect of a wholesale renovation of America's institutions. And, as I've argued often, our constitutional democracy does need renovation--the various elites are disconnected from the people, bureaucracy afflicts everyone, and many of us find it impossible to hold our elected officials accountable. Yet I fear that the renovations we're about to get will take us in the wrong direction.Americans have been yielding sovereignty to tech magnates and ...

      

      
        This Is About More Than RFK Jr.
        Nicholas Florko

        Shortly after birth, newborns in the United States receive a few quick procedures: an Apgar test to check their vitals, a heel stick to probe for genetic disorders and various other conditions, and in most cases, a hepatitis B vaccine. Without that last one, kids are at risk of getting a brutal, and sometimes deadly, liver condition. Senator Bill Cassidy of Louisiana happens to know quite a lot about that. Before entering Congress in 2009, he was a physician who said he was so affected by an 18-y...
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The Near Misses at Airports Have Been Telling Us Something

The deadly crash over the Potomac River is the culmination of an alarming pattern.

by Juliette Kayyem




Until just moments before an American Airlines regional plane and an Army helicopter collided over the Potomac River last night, nothing in particular seemed amiss. Conditions were clear, Sean Duffy, the new secretary of transportation, noted in a press conference this morning. The passenger jet, coming from Wichita, Kansas, was about to arrive at Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport--one in a succession of airliners landing about two minutes apart. The Black Hawk helicopter was on a training mission from Virginia's Fort Belvoir. Both aircraft were in a "standard flight pattern," Duffy said. Referring to the crowded and shared air space around D.C., he added, "This was not unusual."

And that may turn out to be the problem. The precise immediate cause of the crash--which killed all 64 passengers and crew members aboard the airliner and all three people in the helicopter--will not become clear until investigators fully analyze recordings of air-traffic-control communications and the plane's black box. But the accident follows a long string of alarming near collisions at airports across the country--a pattern suggesting that the aviation-safety systems upon which human life depends are under enormous strain.

Conor Friedersdorf: Don't politicize aviation safety

In 2023, the Federal Aviation Administration identified 19 "serious runway incursions," the most in almost a decade. The causes of these events are varied: air-traffic-control staffing shortages, pilot inexperience, demand for air travel, outdated technology. The increase in near misses led the FAA to create a safety review team and issue a rare industrywide "safety call to action" demanding greater vigilance throughout the community. These incidents do not appear to have prompted any major changes in safety practices either nationally or in the Washington area. Last year, the number of serious incursions declined, making the issue seem less urgent.

Reagan National's tight footprint and three intersecting runways, along with the presence of military and other government operations nearby, make the air space surrounding the facility relatively tricky for pilots to navigate. As the popular open-source intelligence account @OSINTtechnical noted on X once footage of the accident and its aftermath began spreading on social media, "For many in the DC-area flying community, the crash tonight wasn't a matter of if, but when." (This morning, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth announced an investigation of the Army helicopter's role in the incident.)

In 2013, an airliner and a military helicopter flying at the same altitude near Reagan National came within 950 feet of each other. Last May, a Boston-bound jet traveling 100 miles an hour on the runway had to abort its takeoff because another plane had been cleared to land on an intersecting runway. Even so, the FAA added additional flight slots to Reagan National last year, over the objections of local politicians who worried about congestion and overburdening capacity.

Read: Inside the busy, stressful world of air traffic control

The crash near Reagan National was the first major aviation disaster involving a U.S. airline since 2009--long enough that nearly a generation of Americans are experiencing this crash as their first. Such incidents have become so rare that Americans come to assume that safety precautions automatically work.

Safety systems are vulnerable to a phenomenon known in the disaster-management world as the "near-miss fallacy"--an inability to interpret and act upon the warnings embedded in situations where catastrophe is only narrowly avoided. Paradoxically, people may come to see such events as signs that the system is working. In her groundbreaking research on NASA after the space shuttle Challenger exploded in 1986, the American sociologist Diane Vaughan faulted the agency for its "normalization of deviance." The direct culprits in the spacecraft's fate were faulty booster-rocket parts known as "O-rings." Vaughn noted that shuttle missions had been experiencing problems with the parts for years, but NASA had downplayed their importance. Engineers were able to normalize O-ring incidents and other safety issues because none had caused significant harm--until one did.

The immediate cause of the crash over the Potomac may turn out to be a single tragic mistake. But this deadly tragedy occurred within a broader context. For some time, our aviation system has been ignoring warning signs and normalizing deviance. Good luck can last only so long, and it ran out last night.
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Donald Trump Is Just Watching This Crisis Unfold

But he's not taking charge.

by David A. Graham




You might be forgiven for forgetting--ever so briefly--that Donald Trump is president of the United States. Sometimes it seems like he does, too.

In the middle of the night, as news about the plane crash at Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport was breaking, Trump posted on Truth Social:

The airplane was on a perfect and routine line of approach to the airport. The helicopter was going straight at the airplane for an extended period of time. It is a CLEAR NIGHT, the lights on the plane were blazing, why didn't the helicopter go up or down, or turn. Why didn't the control tower tell the helicopter what to do instead of asking if they saw the plane. This is a bad situation that looks like it should have been prevented. NOT GOOD!!!


He raises some valid points--ones that many people might be wondering about themselves. The difference between them and him is that he is the leader of the federal government, able to marshal unparalleled resources to get answers about a horror that happened just two and a half miles from his home. He's the commander in chief of the U.S. armed forces, and the crash involved an Army helicopter. But Trump isn't really interested in doing things. Like Chauncey Gardiner, the simple-minded protagonist of Being There, he likes to watch.

This morning, Trump held an astonishing briefing at the White House where he and his aides unspooled racist speculation, suggesting (without any evidence) that underqualified workers hired under DEI programs had caused the accident. "We do not know what led to this crash, but we have some very strong ideas and opinions, and I think we'll state those opinions now," Trump said, and he did. Vice President J. D. Vance and Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth criticized diversity efforts from the lectern as well. (Trump also misrepresented Federal Aviation Administration programs.) Trump insisted that he wasn't getting ahead of the investigation by speculating, and that he could tell diversity was to blame because of "common sense."

Trump also paused to accuse former Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg of "bullshit," and narrated videos and information he'd seen in the news, interspersing his personal observations as a helicopter owner and passenger. "The people in the helicopter should have seen where they were going," Trump said. At times, he appeared to blame both the helicopter pilots and air-traffic control. Perhaps it would be better to actually gather some information, but Trump is more interested in pontificating.

The pilots, DEI, air-traffic controllers, Buttigieg--the only common thread appeared to be that everyone was to blame, except for Trump himself.

No one could reasonably hold Trump responsible for the crash, just 10 days into his term--though that is the bar he has often tried to set. "I alone can fix it," he has assured Americans, telling them that he personally can master and control the government in a way no one else can. He promised to be a dictator, though only on day one. Yet even while discounting his bluster, it would be nice to see the president doing something more than watching cable news and posting about it.

If he's not going to do that, he could offer some consolation. Almost exactly 39 years ago, after the loss of the Space Shuttle Challenger, President Ronald Reagan memorably described how the astronauts aboard had "'slipped the surly bonds of earth' to 'touch the face of God.'" Trump is giving us "NOT GOOD!!!"

Though exasperating, this passivity is no surprise. It was a running theme of Trump's first administration and is already back in the second. In May 2016, Trump reportedly offered fellow Republican John Kasich a chance to be vice president, in charge of domestic and foreign policy; Trump would be in charge of "making America great again." During Hurricane Harvey, in 2017, he struggled to show empathy for victims or do more than gawk at (and tweet about) the destruction. A few months later, he tried half-heartedly to do more after Hurricane Maria, producing the indelible visual of the president tossing paper towels to victims, like a giveaway at a minor-league baseball game.

Read: That time Trump threw paper towels at Puerto Ricans

Marc Andreessen, the venture capitalist and Trump ally, has claimed that Trump wasn't even running the government during his first term. During the worst of the coronavirus pandemic, Matt Yglesias notes, Trump was more interested in offering punditry on how the government was doing than acting like the head of the executive branch. And on January 6, 2021, according to federal prosecutors, Trump sat at the White House watching the violent sacking of the Capitol and doing nothing to stop it.

This approach to governance--or refusal to approach it, rather--is inextricably tied to Trump's Gardiner-like obsession with television. The president watches hours of news every day, and if reports from inside the White House didn't bear witness to this, his all-hours social-media posts would. Because he has little grounding in the issues facing the government and little interest in reading, television frequently seems to set his agenda. Political allies learned that the best way to get a message to Trump was to appear on Fox News. (Trolls, similarly, learned that a good way to rankle him was to take out ads on the channel.) Trump has used the Fox roster as a hiring pool for his administration.

One vignette from the first Trump administration illustrates the dynamic. In April 2019, as the White House was juggling half a dozen serious controversies, Trump called into Fox & Friends and yakked at length about whatever happened to be on his mind until even the hosts couldn't take it any longer. Finally, Brian Kilmeade cut in and brought things to a close. "We could talk all day, but looks like you have a million things to do," he said. Trump didn't appear concerned about it.

Read: Donald Trump calls in to Fox & Friends

What's odd is that even as Trump acts so passively, his administration is moving quickly to seize unprecedented powers for the presidency. In part, that's because of the ideological commitments of his aides, but Trump also has a curious view of presidential power as an a la carte thing. He's very interested in acquiring and flexing power to control the justice system, punish his enemies, and crack down on immigration, but he'd just as soon get the federal government out of the emergency-management business.

The presidency is not a spectator sport, though. At the end of Being There (spoiler alert), a group of political advisers conspires to put Chauncey Gardiner forward as the next president. The movie's central joke is that the childlike, TV-obsessed protagonist has inadvertently fooled the nation's most powerful circles into believing that he is profound, simply by stating directly what little he sees and understands. Joke's on us.
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To Truly Succeed, Fail Better

Risking a stumble because you're trying something hard is not just an excellent way to learn; it's also a path to greater happiness.

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.

Between my university lectures and outside speeches about the science of happiness, I do a lot of public speaking, and am always looking for ways to do so with more clarity and fluency. To that end, I regularly give talks in two languages that are not my own--not random languages, of course, but rather those I learned as an adult: Spanish and Catalan.

Although I can carry on ordinary conversation in these languages (and even speak one of them regularly at home), I have a foreign accent and can't express myself with anywhere near the nuance or scientific depth that I can in English. Obliging myself to deliver a formal lecture, therefore, is an uncomfortable experience. But every time I undertake a book tour in these languages, I get better at meeting the linguistic challenge. And I even find that this exercise improves my public speaking in English.

This is a specific example of what turns out to be a broader truth: Doing something you're bad at can make you better at what you're good at, as well as potentially making you good at something new. Understanding this dynamic can give you an edge in your own area of excellence, and enhance your life generally. To be great at what you do, take a chance on flunking something else.

Read: How Catalan survived

Trying to do something but coming up short is not fun. Take up skiing as an adult, and you will almost certainly be frustrated as you fall down over and over. The reason we hate being bad at things and failing is because when goal-directed activity is inhibited or blocked (either by an outside force or our own lack of aptitude), that stimulates our dorsal anterior cingulate cortex, which is part of the brain's pain circuitry. This is the same region affected when we experience social rejection.

This kind of mental pain does, however, have an evolved benefit--creating the motivation to succeed, if not at the activity at hand then at some other one. In a recent study of baseball players, skilled pitchers--who are generally poor hitters--were given batting practice. The scholars found that their inferior performance in batting and their resulting frustration led them to be more driven to improve their pitching.

This motivation effect is also detectable in business activities. As a group of psychologists reported in 2018, when employees are frustrated by their relative incompetence at one task, they tend to be motivated to show more competence for something they're already better at. Perhaps you can relate to this finding when, pushed to perform outside your comfort zone at work, you discovered that you had greater motivation in your regular job afterward.

The mental pain of failure per se can also stimulate you to become better at the activity in which you lack proficiency--if you can reframe the adverse experience as an indicator of personal growth. This is what researchers found in 2022 when they conducted a field experiment at an improvisation club. One group of amateur improvisers was instructed to actively seek the feeling of awkwardness. The scholars found that, compared with improvisers who were not given this instruction, the first group was more engaged in the exercise. Instead of seeing the discomfort as something to avoid, they saw it as central to the process and leaned into it.

Another helpful way to turn the discomfort of failure into a source of progress is what psychologists call "action rumination." Ruminating on failure is widely recognized to be a destructive waste of time, because this type of reflection focuses on self-worth and what failure says about one as a person. Action rumination is different: It is task-focused and involves replaying the exact missteps that one made and how they could be rectified in the future. Scholars have shown that thinking through something you have done poorly in this deliberately corrective way can lead to learning and improvement as opposed to frustration and chagrin.

Read: How to learn new things as an adult

The research is clear that although we hate to fail, doing so can be beneficial for learning a new skill and mastering an old one. This has implications for how to improve ordinary life.

Take, for example, one of the most common sources of emotional pain: rejection in the search for a romantic relationship. Start by recognizing that no relationship is without the risk of failure, and resolve to take some chances. But remember, too, the consoling truth that if a rejection occurs, the distress will almost certainly come with the motivation to take comfort in other successful relationships, such as ones with family and friends, by being better yet at those.

Once you're on the dating market, don't try to avoid feeling nervous. On the contrary, like the improv participants, lean into your uneasiness as a core part of learning and improvement. This will put you more at ease as you stop fighting emotions such as fear and anxiety, and assign value to the discomfort itself. Then, after an unsuccessful date, put personal reproach aside and instead do your rumination by analyzing the encounter forensically, working out how each stage of the date might have gone better. This process will dramatically improve the experience, and raise the likelihood of success over time.

You can put failure--or subpar performance, at least--to good use in many other areas of life. If you're a student, take a class far outside your area of skills and interests, knowing that the struggle to cope with a very novel challenge may improve studying what you do like. Revel in the difficulty of it and dissect the mistakes you make--and you will almost certainly find that you're doing even better at your preferred subject.

Employers can apply these principles as well. I like the "75/25 rule," according to which employees spend three-quarters of their time on their assigned task and one quarter helping others outside their area. The short-term cost of this is friction as people wrestle with novelty and difficulty--and bosses should take care not to make this worse by being punitive or overly critical. But I have seen the long-term benefit of better motivation in the core assignment, as well as a better flow of information and distribution of new skills across different activities within an enterprise.

P. J. O'Rourke: The success of failure

The embrace-failure principle can even be applied to happiness itself. None of us wants to be unhappy. But inviting sources of unhappiness into life can be extremely beneficial. Resolve not to be afraid of fear, anger, or sadness. They are normal and natural parts of life, after all. Dealing with them openly, though uncomfortable, will improve your skills at doing so. And if you let them, they will help you savor the joys of life all the more.

For an upcoming speech, I found an old expression in Catalan to make the very point that risking failure leads to greater prospect of success: Qui no s'arrisca, no pisca. That can be translated as "He who doesn't take a risk catches no fish," but the equivalent English idiom might be: Nothing ventured, nothing gained. Still, the Catalan strikes me as more poetic. See? Something gained.
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The <em>Stranger Things</em> Effect Comes for the Novel

A crop of stories is responding to the fakery of the digital age by embracing the realness of analog objects.

by Mark Athitakis




"When a moment means more," reads a 1984 ad for blank Kodak VHS cassettes, "tape it. And keep it." Keep it? That was a fib. As old-timers know, VHS tapes don't keep well--they wear out; crack; demagnetize into staticky oblivion; disappear into attics or the unloved corners of yard sales. Playback devices have grown scarce and expensive; a Japanese firm that operated the last VCR assembly line ended production in 2016.

Despite their obsolescence, however, cassettes routinely appear in popular culture four decades after their heyday, usually serving as surprising symbols of stability and truth. In modern reality, most media are streamed, digitized, and easily vaporized; not so much owned as leased; pockmarked with ads and often tweaked (or falsified) via AI. In modern fiction, meanwhile, vintage media have emerged as tactile objects that symbolize integrity, solve the crime, and radiate realness.

Catherine Airey's debut novel, Confessions, is a new entrant in this growing subgenre. In the modern-day timeline of this multigenerational family drama, Lyca, an extremely online member of Gen Z, is investigating the mysterious estrangement of her grandmother and great-aunt. The internet offers no clarity on the matter: "I learnt the hard way that googling for answers doesn't just give you them; it leads you into a hall of mirrors, down infinite rabbit holes, leaving you with can upon can of worms." Some answers can't be generated by a search engine, Airey suggests. She is only the latest in a wave of writers distilling the anxieties of the digital age into a celebration of the analog.

The popularity of Stranger Things seems to have a lot to do with the trend; the Netflix series' mid-'80s aesthetic helped revive a "kids on bikes" young-adult genre in books and on TV, where teens go spelunking through a spooky town's secrets. In Jane Schoenbrun's 2024 horror film, I Saw the TV Glow, tapes of a Buffy-esque drama connect a pair of teens attending Void High School (VHS). In Wim Wenders's 2023 film Perfect Days, a man cleaning toilets in Tokyo uses audio cassettes and an old camera (with film!) to shape and capture an existence beyond his humdrum job. Over the past five years, novels including John Darnielle's Devil House, Jeneva Rose's Home Is Where the Bodies Are, and Ransom Riggs's The Extraordinary Disappointments of Leopold Berry have all turned on their protagonists resolving the past via old media. Hybrid essay collections such as Chris Campanioni's forthcoming VHS use analog recordings to explore family history.

To an extent, each of these works satisfies a nostalgic urge. Several of the novels sport visual references to cassettes on their covers, which serve as canny triggers for Boomers and Gen Xers raised on mixtapes (or younger generations who wish they'd been). And although such works channel specific pop-culture memories, they also position old media as avatars of an overarching '90s value: cultural authenticity. The janitor at the center of Perfect Days warms to a young woman who appreciates the sound of his Patti Smith tape, but becomes cranky toward the co-worker who sees his cherished objects only as collectible commodities.

Read: The technology that actually runs our world

Yet old media, in these new works, aren't just cozy reminders of the past--they actively disrupt the fictional present. These recordings shed light on characters' mysteries and personalities; they also set plots in motion. Early in Confessions, in 1977, Roisin--Lyca's great-aunt--is enchanted by the Golden Record attached to the NASA Voyager probes, a collection of songs, voices, and nature sounds meant to explain Earth to possible alien civilizations. "Like a time capsule for other forms of life to discover," Roisin tells her mother. "And they're actually gold."

The record is an early indicator of what old media will do throughout the book: save, compress, reveal. Confessions opens in the '70s in County Donegal, Ireland, where Roisin and her sister, Maire, are fascinated by a house occupied by the "Screamers," a group of devotees of primal-scream therapy. The Screamers' peculiarity makes them fodder for horrific folklore about what really goes on in there. But it's also an escape hatch: Maire joins the Screamers as an artist in residence, setting off a series of events that will eventually encompass sexual assault, 9/11, the Irish battle over abortion rights--and an antiquated video game.

Threaded through this story, which stretches to 2023, are excerpts of Scream School, a text-based choose-your-own-adventure video game about two sisters who have been sent away to a Donegal boarding school. The game becomes an allegory for the novel's larger story, which explores Roisin's and Maire's fates through the lives of Maire's daughter, Cora, and Cora's daughter, Lyca. As Confessions moves into the '80s, Roisin takes up residence in the old Screamers house, which a woman named Scarlett has converted into a Victorian-style B&B that is actually a front for then-illegal abortions.

The physical game cartridge (complete with a J-card) plays a key role in revealing all of this, but it's one of many forms of old media in which Confessions marinates: grainy videos of post-9/11 Manhattan uploaded to YouTube; an old Pentax film camera; handwritten letters; penciled gameplay maps. All of these artifacts add up to reliable evidence in the case of the separated sisters.

In 2018, Lyca is tasked with using the Scream School cartridge to put the story together. With the help of a tech-savvy schoolmate who procures a vintage Commodore 64 computer ("It's from the eighties," he says, adorably), they work through the game. No magic wormholes open up ("It's not a very good game," he says), but the experience sets Lyca on the path of accessing family histories, as game maps and letters expose a long-held secret. To keep the letters safe, Lyca stores them in an old laptop--useless as a piece of technology, but essential as a hiding place--as if the letters themselves were a hard drive, only more valuable, because they hold information you can't access through a web browser or alter with a keystroke.

Read: Murdered by my replica?

Confessions is based on a true story: A County Donegal building was home in the 1970s to the Atlantis Foundation, a group of primal-scream practitioners. From the early '80s to early '90s, the building housed a women's commune called the Silver Sisterhood, where residents cosplayed as Victorian-era women for tourists. They also developed text-based video games such as Jack the Ripper and The Secret of St. Bride's. The commune was generally averse to technology, but as one leader later explained, "unlike television, which ... is passive and mind-rotting, computer games call for concentration and commitment."

All new technologies stoke anxiety in artists. Today, AI companies are feeding the texts of books into large language models, prompting authors to pursue legal action against the firms to preserve their copyrights and their livelihood. In his forthcoming history of mechanized art, The Uncanny Muse, the cultural critic David Hajdu argues that the onset of artificial intelligence is just the latest iteration of an ongoing worry that computers might eventually outperform human creators. "The idea that machinery could replace people--and, in some ways, surpass them in performance--became a truism," he writes. "Why shouldn't a machine do the work of a human being, if the human body is essentially a machine, anyway?"

Not all disruptive technologies are created equal, though; tools like ChatGPT raise the stakes for the role of the creative human being in the way that, say, the Moog synthesizer never did. Artists are responding to this dizzying change by remembering a time when technology was a tool for creativity and connection. I Saw the TV Glow imagines a culture unpolluted by the internet, as substantive and innocent as the videotapes its characters pass around like samizdat. Similarly, the game in Confessions is a way of concealing the central family history and documenting a fight over the control of women's bodies. For safety's sake, the details are hard to search for--encoded in physical artifacts only a human could decrypt.

Airey's debut is a historical novel, but its concerns are lodged in 2025. It arrives at a time when artists are looking for ways to represent our strange reality. For many of them, it seems that the answer is in the past, on tape.
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If Iranian Assassins Kill Them, It Will Be Trump's Fault

The president has denied protection to four men he put in mortal danger.

by Tom Nichols




Donald Trump likes to tell his supporters that he's a fighter, a fearless champion who always has their back. Such guarantees, however, apparently do not apply to people who worked for him when they're threatened by foreign assassins. Former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Mark Milley, former National Security Adviser John Bolton, former Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, and the former Pompeo aide Brian Hook have all been targeted by Trump for political retribution. They are also being targeted by the Iranians, but the regime in Tehran has marked them all for death.

The president may be spoiling for a fight with career bureaucrats and "woke" professors, but when it comes to Iranian assassins, he is willing to walk away from men who carried out his orders. Milley, Bolton, Pompeo, and Hook all served in Trump's first administration--he appointed them to their posts--and they were part of the Trump national-security team when the United States killed Iranian General Qassem Soleimani in a strike in January 2020. In 2022, an Iranian national was arrested and charged with trying to arrange Bolton's murder, and American intelligence believes that other officials--including Trump himself--have been targeted by Iran because of their involvement in killing Soleimani.

The Biden administration briefed the incoming Trump administration on these threats and on the security details it had authorized to protect Bolton and others. Last week, Trump removed the details protecting Bolton, Pompeo, and Hook; yesterday, Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth removed the guards around Milley and announced that he would be investigating Milley for undermining the chain of command during Trump's first term. Trump also revoked the security clearances held by all four men.

From the November 2023 issue: The patriot

The revocation of security clearances is petty, but it harms the administration more than it does any of these men. Retaining a clearance helps former federal employees find work in the consulting world, and it is typical to hold on to them after leaving government service. (I was offered the opportunity to keep mine when I left the Naval War College.) But at more senior levels, clearances allow people in government to get advice from former leaders. Some of these people could have been of significant help to Trump's staff during a crisis, although Trump himself is unlikely to care about that possibility.

Removing the security details, however, could have deadly consequences. The Iranians seem determined to seek revenge for the killing of Soleimani, and sooner or later, they might succeed. ("The Iranians are not good but they're very enthusiastic," a former Pentagon official said in October. "And of course, they've only got to get lucky once.") And the Iranians aren't the only threat out there; the Russians have no compunctions about attacking people in their home country, often using gruesome methods.

Trump takes such threats very seriously where he is concerned. When Biden officials alerted Trump to the danger from Iran, Trump asked for more security from the U.S. government, and during his campaign, according to The New York Times, he even asked that military assets be assigned to protect him, something usually provided only to sitting presidents.

Lesser mortals, however, must fend for themselves: Trump and Hegseth not only took away the security details of these former policy makers but did so with significant publicity, almost as if to broadcast to America's enemies that anyone who wanted to settle scores with these officials would get no trouble from the current White House. (Trump also canceled protection for 84-year-old Anthony Fauci, the former director of the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases, who has been the target of multiple threats from other Americans.) Trump despises critics such as Bolton and Milley, and it is unsurprising that he has no obvious issue subjecting them to physical danger. But even some Republicans --who should be used to this kind of vengefulness from the leader of their party--have been shocked, and are trying to get Trump to reverse course. They are particularly concerned about Pompeo and Hook, loyalists whose lives have been placed in jeopardy for sins that are known only to the president.

Read: Trump can't escape the laws of political gravity

In another time, Americans would rally to protect their own from the agents of one of their most dedicated enemies. Today, most citizens seem either unaware or unperturbed that the president of the United States is exposing his own former staff to immense risks. Nevertheless, it should be said clearly and without equivocation: President Trump will bear direct responsibility for any harm that could come to these people from foreign actors.

This is far more than Trump's usual pettiness. He has always considered the oath of federal service to be little more than an oath of loyalty to him, and he has always been willing to threaten his opponents. (In 2018, he apparently considered handing Michael McFaul, the former U.S. ambassador to Russia, over to Moscow, a move that provoked a level of outrage that seems quaint today.) Trump's message in this second term is that friends and subordinates are literally disposable if they cross him: He will not only humiliate and fire them, but he will also subject them to actual physical danger.

This escalation of Trump's vindictiveness should serve as a very personal warning to anyone willing to work for him in his second term. Senior officials at the Pentagon, the State Department, the CIA, the National Security Council, and other organizations are routinely asked to go head-to-head with representatives of some of the most dangerous nations on the planet, and to contribute to operations against those regimes. In the past, such officials could do so knowing that their own government would do everything it could to keep them--and their family--safe from foreign agents. As one of Bolton's former deputies, Charles Kupperman, told the Times: "Trump's national security team must provide guidance based on their assessment of what needs to be done to protect America without regard to their personal security."

Good luck with that. No one who works in defense or national-security affairs can assume that, when Trump orders them to cross America's many enemies in the world, he will protect them from foreign vengeance. Trump has now made clear that he will abandon people who have taken risks in the service of the United States--even those who were following his own orders--if they happen to displease him. (Or, in the case of Pompeo and Hook, for no apparent reason at all.) Hegseth, for his part, may have no real idea what he's done, and may merely be courting favor from a boss who has elevated him far beyond his abilities. But Trump knows better; he is himself the survivor of an assassination attempt, and no level of security was enough when he thought the Iranians were gunning for him.

People still considering whether to serve Trump can have no illusions about what awaits them. True leaders take responsibility for their team. Trump is no such leader; he will, on a whim, place other Americans in danger and then, as he famously put it in his previous term, take no responsibility at all.
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The Memo That Shocked the White House

The directive from the Office of Management and Budget that froze most federal funds on Monday had not gone through the usual approval process.

by Ashley Parker




President Donald Trump intended his flood of executive orders to shock and awe his opponents. But on Monday night, a memo from the Office of Management and Budget instead shocked the Trump White House.

That memo, with its call for a "temporary pause" on all federal-government grants and loans, set off widespread panic and confusion within the federal government and among the millions of individuals and institutions reliant on federal funds. But it was released without going through the usual White House approval processes.

The memo was produced by the budget office alone, which failed to get proper sign-off from the White House, according to a senior White House official and a second person familiar with the memo. The team headed by Trump's deputy chief of staff for policy, Stephen Miller, had requested to see the memo before it went out, but OMB never sent it over, these people said.

As a result, the White House was caught off guard as the memo sparked the sort of chaos that Trump's team had hoped would be a vestige of his first term. Within 48 hours, OMB was forced to rescind the memo.

After the memo was initially released, White House staffers--knowing they faced a communications problem, if not also a policy one--prepared White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt to handle questions on the funding freeze at her inaugural briefing yesterday.

As anticipated, reporters peppered her with questions about which federal programs might be affected by the freeze. "I have now been asked and answered this question four times," a slightly exasperated Leavitt said. "To individuals at home who receive direct assistance from the federal government: You will not be impacted by this federal freeze."

In response to the confusion, OMB sent out a clarification memo yesterday, insisting that the pause did "not apply across-the-board" and was intended to affect programs from the Biden administration that were not in sync with Trump's day-one executive orders, such as DEI initiatives and "the green new deal"--which Republicans use as a catchall term for climate programs.

But if the OMB memo was not properly vetted, it should not have come as a complete surprise. A slide deck labeled "Office of Management and Budget" that outlines priorities and goals in line with Trump's agenda--marked "confidential," bearing the seal of the executive office of the president, and dated January 2025--has been circulating on Capitol Hill. The presentation, focused on what it calls "regulatory misalignment," presents columns of problems paired with actions intended to address them.

The Impoundment Control Act of 1974, for instance, is listed as a problem because it undermines the president's ability "to ensure fiscal responsibility." The suggested action is restoring "impoundment authority" by challenging the act's constitutionality in court. Both Trump and Russell Vought, his nominee to lead the budget office, have argued that the Watergate-era law--which generally prevents the executive branch from spending less than what Congress has appropriated for various programs and purposes--is unconstitutional.

Another problem, according to the presentation, is that "existing legal interpretations protect entrenched bureaucratic practices." To solve that, it calls for the appointment of "a bold General Counsel at OMB with a mandate to challenge outdated legal precedents that protect the status quo."

An OMB spokesperson, Rachel Cauley, told me that, despite outlining in detail many steps that Trump actually took once in office, the slide deck was not the work of Trump's incoming team. "Trump officials have never seen this document before and it's pretty apparent it was generated before Trump was in office," Cauley wrote to me in a text message.

But whatever its origin, the slide deck seems to have been oddly prophetic. The source familiar with the OMB memo that touched off so much controversy this week said that it had been drafted by Mark Paoletta, who was appointed by Trump as the agency's general counsel. OMB declined to comment on that claim.

Even after OMB rescinded its Monday memo, confusion reigned. This afternoon, Leavitt tried to clarify things with a post on X: "This is NOT a rescission of the federal funding freeze," she wrote. "It is simply a rescission of the OMB memo."

Her post did little to resolve the lingering questions surrounding federal funds, but made it perfectly clear how the White House now feels about the memo.
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The 'Exciting Business Opportunity' That Ruined Our Lives

Amway sold my family a life built on delusion.

by Andrea Pitzer




The first time I recall my mother mentioning Amway, we were in the car late at night, coming back from a meeting at her boss's house. Ten years old, I'd gone upstairs to play and missed the whole point of the whiteboard sitting on an easel downstairs. My mother, however, had been rapt. Riding home with my brother and stepfather, she seemed almost to glow, as if she were throwing off sparks in the darkness.

The name Amway, she told me, was short for the "American Way." We could sign up and buy products we already needed for the house, then sign up friends and neighbors to buy things, too. We would get rich by earning a little bit from everything they sold.

It was 1978. I didn't realize that this was one of those moments, like Waterloo or Watergate, after which nothing would be the same. Amway--or, as we soon began to call it, the business--would become the load-bearing beam of my mother's existence for the next four decades.

The business as then practiced in our West Virginia river town had its own culture. I found myself plunged into religious nationalism, anti-communist obsessions, denunciation of the very idea of public schools, and the worship of money. Across my lifetime, versions of these ideas would be marketed again and again to working-class Americans. Amway leaders would help elect presidents. Familiar characters from my childhood--the Amway celebrity Doug Wead, members of the DeVos family, which co-founded the company--would reappear in Republican administrations. In many ways, Amway adherents embraced a fusion of conspiratorial thinking and populism that would remain a central thread of America's political story, prefiguring the Trump era.

But for many years, I had no context for what had swallowed my family. I had no way to understand how I'd managed to lose my mother.

Amway products began to appear around the house. We changed our laundry detergent to SA-8 and swapped our toothpaste for Glister. I rode with my mother to upline distributors' houses to pick up the boxes that had been shipped from headquarters in Michigan. My mother and stepfather sponsored people into the business, who in turn came to our house to pick up their own orders: makeup, hair spray, a liquid soap you could use to clean anything, a portable medicine case of expensive daily vitamins called Nutrilite Double X.

My stepfather, who ran a local charity, began to introduce himself as a businessman. My mother was even more smitten with the beautiful future that Amway offered. Everywhere we went--the mall, state parks, grocery stores--she'd ask people whether they could use a little more money each month. "I'd love to set up a time to talk to you about an exciting business opportunity." The words should have seemed suspect. Yet people almost always gave her their number. Her confidence and professionalism were reassuring, and her enthusiasm was electric, even, at first, to me. "What would you do with $1 million?" she'd ask, spinning me around the kitchen.

My mother and stepfather stayed out late on weeknights and weekends, bringing new recruits to see "the plan." They paid to go to meetings and rallies. I had no idea at the time that these events were hosted not by corporate Amway but by high-level distributors, who were technically independent business operators. We bought books and cassette tapes by the Amway personalities Doug Wead and Dexter Yager, with titles such as Tales of the Super Rich and Becoming Rich: Eleven Principles of Material and Spiritual Success. Wead had been an evangelical minister before gaining a higher profile with Amway. Yager had sold cars and Utica Club beer before becoming one of a handful of top distributors. Their wives wrote a book together. We bought that, too.

We ended up collecting more "motivational tools" than cleaning supplies. A few people sold soap or makeup to their friends at parties, Mary Kay-style. But for us, the business mostly meant recruiting people to sign up and buy products they would use themselves, while earning points toward advancing to the next level and higher bonuses.

We became students of success, advised to set goals of a bigger house and more expensive cars, as if wishing alone could make it happen. But by this point, whatever cash we had was spent on Amway. I had a pair of bell-bottom jeans with three bright satin stripes sewn diagonally across one knee. They were the only pants I owned.

One weekend during the summer of 1980, we packed jars of peanut butter, loaves of bread, and fruit into our car, then drove 300 miles east for a rally at the Washington, D.C., Hilton. On the road, my mother and I imagined what we would do when we reached the Diamond level of the business, when true wealth would arrive.

After we checked in, my brother and I were left to our own devices, running the halls and playing in the elevators. I read a pamphlet about how John Lennon's "Imagine" threatened America as a Christian nation, which introduced me to the (dangerous) phrase secular humanism. I listened as leading Amway distributors denounced public schools for brainwashing children.

In the hotel ballroom, distributors sang along to songs like "Rut Job Blues," about how stupid it was to work a regular job: "I feel so D-U-M-B / I've got a J-O-B." Cheers went up at any mention of Ronald Reagan, who had embraced Amway for years--and would soon be president. (A few years earlier he'd told a crowd of Amway distributors that "for me to come here and talk to you about free enterprise is like saving souls in heaven.")

We went to more rallies--in Pittsburgh, Cleveland, and other faltering Rust Belt cities where people were laid off and looking for hope. We ate up testimonials to God's grace and to his desire that everyone should become as rich as possible. High-ranking distributors encouraged low-level distributors like us to Drop that stinkin' thinkin' and Fake it till you make it.

At one rally, my brother and I ran into Doug Wead's son, who was about our age. After walking around the hotel, the three of us sat in our room and talked. I said how great it would be when our mother and stepfather became Diamonds, so we would be rich, too.

He told me I had it all wrong. His dad didn't make serious money through Amway products. Most of what he earned came from writing books and recording talks. That was how people got rich in Amway--selling motivational books and tapes to distributors like my parents. Didn't I know?

He spoke honestly, without malice, and the words rattled around in my brain for the rest of the trip. I picked at the upholstery on the seat of the car on the ride home. We would never be rich. There was no other plan. We were doomed.

What was it about Amway that so captured a bright, extroverted woman like my mother? Abandoned as a child when her own mother ran off to become a nightclub singer, she'd been raised by her grandparents. She graduated high school with a journalism scholarship to college, but met my father that summer and never left town. She became a stringer for the local paper, later working as a lunchtime anchor and interviewer for our local television station. When I was a preschooler, she took night classes and earned a bachelor's degree in social work. By the time she discovered Amway, my mother had divorced and remarried. My stepfather had a more fundamentalist view of religion than I had been raised with--a view that dovetailed with many Amway leaders' emphasis on biblical literalism and wives submitting to their husbands.

My mother couldn't imagine life without a husband. More crucially, she believed herself destined for something extraordinary. But how could someone achieve greatness in Parkersburg, West Virginia? Amway promised to deliver what nothing else in our town could--or at least to give her a community that would pretend along with her.

For some Americans, joining the business might have been harmless. For us, it was not. Soon my mother and stepfather had no other job. Their bad decisions ricocheted in the echo chamber of Amway culture, where they were encouraged to dedicate themselves more deeply. Surely, any day now, we would make it. Within three years, we were living in a filthy house without electricity, eating food out of a cooler that we kept filled with ice. Then we were evicted, and my mother and stepfather declared bankruptcy. Ordinary people might have thought twice about sticking with Amway. But by that point, we had left the small dreams of ordinary people behind.

A few months later, we climbed in a van headed to New York to stay at another Hilton. It was New Year's Eve. My parents went to see the Rockettes and to hear the same speakers they'd cheered on in other cities, singing songs, giving glory to God, and talking about his vision for America.

When I was a teenager and my mother was in her early 40s, she stopped talking to me about Amway. She filed for divorce from my stepfather and started a graduate-school program in behavioral psychology in hopes of becoming a therapist.

Despite being more than a decade older than her classmates, she was well liked and a good student. My brother and I had already escaped to college, thanks to cobbled-together loans, grants, and multiple part-time jobs. I didn't talk to either of them often, because in 1988, long-distance phone calls were expensive. But my mother called one day to chat.

"Going crazy isn't like being hit by a car," she said in the middle of our conversation. "People make a small but conscious decision to give up. At some point, it's easier than living in reality."

She was deep in clinical work with the mentally ill at the time; I assumed she was drawing on that experience. Still, the line stayed with me. In recent years, I've wondered whether she was talking about herself, and whether there might have been some way to intervene that I didn't see. Because, just two years later, in the last semester of her Ph.D. program, my mother decided to quit and marry a third husband, one who would do Amway with her.

Only much later would I hear stories about distributors like us who had declared bankruptcy and begin to understand how common our experience was. A 1980 study of tax returns conducted by Wisconsin's attorney general showed that the top 1 percent of Amway distributors in that state had lost, on average, $900 in the business. In 1994, Dexter Yager and Amway faced a class-action lawsuit claiming that they had fraudulently misrepresented how much distributors were likely to earn and illegally pressured people to buy books and tapes. The case was settled with Amway promising compensation and changes that would require distributors to make clear that motivational tools were optional and didn't guarantee success. The FTC had determined in 1979 that Amway was not a pyramid scheme, but the company continued to face allegations to the contrary. In 2010 it settled another class-action suit alleging that it operated a pyramid scheme. The company did not admit to guilt but did agree to pay plaintiffs $56 million, in the form of cash and Amway products.

In the years that followed, my mother and I would sometimes talk about real life--a birth, a death, a grandchild--and flashes of who she used to be would shine through. But she also shared long lists of people the Clintons had supposedly murdered, and continued to insist on Amway's tremendous potential. She always sounded a little embarrassed by the things she said, as if she understood that they were hard to believe. I think she wanted me to see that she knew that the most cultlike aspects of the business were over the top, that she hadn't been taken in entirely, that she wasn't some kind of fool. But it didn't matter. In the end, Amway owned her as fully as if she'd believed every word. Despite interventions my brother and I attempted, despite the money she continued to lose year after year, our mother never gave up on the business.


Illustration by Anthony Gerace



When I tell people how I grew up, I get a few different reactions. Sometimes I meet people who thought about joining Amway, and are relieved they never signed up. Sometimes they're surprised that Amway still exists--they thought it disappeared decades ago. Most barely know what it is. And why should they? They themselves might never fall for such a hustle. But whether they know it or not, Amway has deeply influenced American politics for decades.

Amway supported Reagan's candidacy in the 1980s. In the '90s, a co-founder of the business, Rich DeVos, gave the GOP what was believed to be the largest-ever-recorded individual political donation. Less than a decade after I first listened to him on Amway tapes, Doug Wead became Vice President George H. W. Bush's liaison to right-wing Christians. The Bush-era term compassionate conservatism may have been an Amway invention--Wead is said to have coined it. Dexter Yager, who had paid Reagan and Bush to speak at his events, reportedly mass-distributed voicemails pushing support for Republican candidates and accusing Bill Clinton of trying to "force the emergence of deviant lifestyles, of a socialist agenda."

I grew up hearing rumors about the satanic influences motivating Procter & Gamble, which Amway considered a business competitor--stories that led to another lawsuit and required distributors to pay $19 million in damages. Amway didn't invent the art of communal delusion via disinformation--the John Birch Society had already perfected it in the 1960s. The Birchers' influence was in decline by the time we joined the business, but Amway's culture helped carry their unhinged style into the digital era.

In 2021, Doug Wead died. At the time, he was under federal indictment--not for anything related to Amway, but for allegedly funneling Russian money into Donald Trump's 2016 campaign. In Trump's first administration, he nominated Betsy DeVos as secretary of education. An advocate for school choice and religious education, she is married to Rich DeVos's son, Dick, who was president of Amway himself in the 1990s, and whose family still co-owns the company. She said she'd be open to returning to the post, "with the goal of phasing out the Department of Education." The rallies leading up to Trump's latest election, with their euphoric resentments and tent-revival energy, recalled nothing so much as a 1980s Amway function.

My mother had fallen so deep into the delusional communities of Amway and religious extremism that I took a while to realize she was developing dementia. Her Alzheimer's manifested in part as paranoid psychosis. Over time, as her memory failed and her sense of her own importance ballooned, she exchanged my actual childhood for one in which we'd been staggeringly wealthy. She had once been engaged to Trump, she told me. When a court-appointed attorney came to assess her legal competence, my mother threatened to have Trump fire her. For months, my mother believed she was working as Trump's campaign director for Ohio and Michigan. They had met through Amway, of course.

It's hard to leave a delusion behind. In the run-up to the 2024 elections, I noticed the ways in which Trump's political followers likewise struggled to abandon him. Some prominent Trump supporters may see him as a means to wealth or power. Others find meaning and community--or even vindication--in accepting the lies he tells. Maybe, eventually, when they see what his second administration delivers, some voters will peel away.

That's what happened with Amway. The company is still a multibillion-dollar, global enterprise, though its domestic profile is now so much smaller that it has a page on its own website answering the question: "Does Amway still exist?" In the end, more people left than stayed. Those who came to their senses or were unable to sustain the delusion eventually quit. But things can get bleak in the middle.

My mother was an outlier. As the illness devoured her mind, she stopped recognizing her friends. But she still remembered the business. At the beginning of 2020, just three weeks before the pandemic began, I brought her to live with me and my brother in Virginia. She set off the fire alarm and constantly announced that the belongings she'd misplaced had been stolen. But the hardest part was her insistence that we all inhabit her imaginary world--one where she lives in grievance and terror, a place of invented enemies.

When I cleaned out her old house for her, I found storage shelves in the basement filled with Amway binders, makeup tutorials, old catalogs, and hundreds of motivational CDs and cassettes. Like some ritual to release the dead, I emptied the binders one by one. I filled a dozen Hefty bags, and then more. When the outdoor bins could no longer contain the trash, I stacked the rest on the ground by the curb: relics that would help no one, souvenirs of a lost life.
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Don't Politicize Aviation Safety

The tragic airliner crash in Washington underscores the risks of cavalier changes to regulatory agencies.

by Conor Friedersdorf




Yesterday, the United States suffered the first fatal crash of a U.S. airliner in 16 years. American Airlines Flight 5342, a regional jetliner, originated in Wichita, Kansas. Just before landing at Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport, in northern Virginia, it collided with a military helicopter over the Potomac River. Scores of people were feared dead late yesterday. Authorities haven't yet determined the cause of the collision. The National Transportation Safety Board will lead an investigation, hoping to determine what happened and prevent any similar accidents in the future.

There is no reason to believe that the dramatic changes to the federal government made by the Trump administration, or the chaos they introduced, played any role in this tragedy. But the success of regulators in improving the safety of commercial aviation is among the great triumphs of the past half century. And in its first week in office, the Trump administration did take one unrelated step that suggests a cavalier disregard for the consequences of politicizing those efforts: It dismissed all of the members of the federal Aviation Security Advisory Committee, a body that advised the Transportation Security Administration.

"The aviation security committee, which was mandated by Congress after the 1988 PanAm 103 bombing over Lockerbie, Scotland, will technically continue to exist but it won't have any members to carry out the work of examining safety issues at airlines and airports," the Associated Press reported last week. "Before Tuesday, the group included representatives of all the key groups in the industry--including the airlines and major unions--as well as members of a group associated with the victims of the PanAm 103 bombing. The vast majority of the group's recommendations were adopted over the years."

My colleague James Fallows, a longtime pilot who has reported on aviation for decades, noted yesterday that dismantling the committee one week ago "wasn't part of tonight's tragedy," but argued that it is a thoughtless destruction of a taken-for-granted institution that will erode safety over time, when the United States should instead be conserving the gains of recent decades. Pointing his readers to a list of the board's former members, Fallows wrote that it "was collaborative; it combined public, private, military, civilian, academic, and other institutions to pool knowledge; it avoided blame; but it focused relentlessly on lessons learned."

I favor a smaller federal government, and will likely cheer some cuts that the Trump administration makes. My hope is for a bureaucracy that does fewer things and does them well.

But aviation safety in America is the envy of the world--it's among the few things that was working well, having improved significantly in recent decades under a status quo that Donald Trump is disrupting. To what end? Perhaps the Trump administration has some compelling rationale that it hasn't shared for disbanding the Aviation Security Advisory Committee. If so, it should speak up.

Instead, a Department of Homeland Security official offered a vague and unpersuasive statement to Aviation International News: "The Department of Homeland Security will no longer tolerate any advisory committee which pushes agendas that attempt to undermine its national security mission, the President's agenda, or Constitutional rights of Americans," he said.

Congress should demand better answers, for the sake of the due diligence that airline safety warrants, and because stripping a mandated board of all its members would seem to thwart its legitimate power with a technicality. If Congress judges that the board is still useful, it should use the power of the purse to force its restoration, rather than giving in to the president.

Will Republicans, who hold a majority in the House and the Senate, jealously guard the legislature's powers and diligently discharge its oversight responsibilities? Perhaps not. Deferring to presidents from one's own party is a bipartisan sin, however derelict it makes legislators in their duties. While Trump undoubtedly has a popular mandate for aspects of his agenda, however, no voter sent him to Washington to end an aviation-safety committee. He is owed no deference on that move.

Trump is making a lot of changes very quickly. If GOP legislators won't probe this one to see if it is arbitrary or ill-considered, it's hard to imagine what will spur them to exercise their oversight responsibilities--after all, most members of Congress are frequent flyers.
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RFK Jr. Has a Lot to Learn About Medicaid

Trump's pick for health secretary showed a poor understanding of a key part of the job.

by Katherine J. Wu




Put on the spot, a lot of Americans might hesitate over the difference between Medicaid and Medicare. People who aren't affected by one of these programs, which together enroll about 150 million people in the U.S., don't generally have a need to be well versed in their intricacies, and the two programs sound quite similar. The names don't really hint that Medicare is a federal program that covers older Americans and Americans with disabilities, and that Medicaid covers low-income people in the United States.
 
 Most Americans, though, are not nominated to become secretary of the Department of Health and Human Services. Robert F. Kennedy Jr. is. And yet today, at his confirmation hearing before the Senate Finance Committee, he made clear that he also does not know very much about Medicare and Medicaid.



As HHS secretary, Kennedy would oversee a suite of government agencies, including the FDA, CDC, and National Institutes of Health, that are focused on improving American health. He also would oversee the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services, which, as the name implies, manages those two programs. HHS services, in other words, touch the lives of every American--and Medicaid and Medicare are, in particular, two of the most common ways for people to directly benefit from the government's services.



During the three-and-a-half-hour hearing, in which the Senate committee pressed Kennedy on a range of issues--his anti-vaccine views, endorsements of conspiracy theories, stance on abortion, potential financial conflicts--senators grilled Kennedy on various aspects of the two government programs. In his new role, Kennedy could be charged with overseeing substantial changes to one of them. Donald Trump has pledged to preserve Medicare. He has made no such promise about Medicaid, which health-policy experts anticipate may be targeted for spending cuts. (On Tuesday, Medicaid reimbursement portals abruptly stopped working after the Trump administration ordered a freeze on federal grants and loans; states have since regained access to the portals.) Some Republicans have argued that an increased focus on public-health insurance in the U.S. won't make Americans healthier, and Kennedy appeared to echo that viewpoint today when he criticized Medicaid, saying "our people are getting sicker every single year," and lamented the program's expansion to people with higher incomes. "The poorest Americans are now being robbed," he said.



But Kennedy also seemed to mix up the two programs when he described them. Part of the issue with Medicaid, he said, is that "the premiums are too high, the deductibles are too high." The majority of people enrolled in Medicaid don't pay premiums or deductibles; federal law actually prohibits premiums for the program's lowest-income enrollees. (He did seem better versed in Medicare Advantage, a program that provides private insurance coverage for older Americans and that he himself is enrolled in.)



To be fair, Kennedy was in a high-pressure situation. But being HHS secretary is a high-pressure job. Kennedy had time to prepare in advance of today's hearing. If confirmed, he won't need to master every minute detail of Medicare and Medicaid, but he will need to be able to navigate both programs--their differences, their weaknesses, and how they might evolve. People who are eligible for both programs, for instance, have created sticking points in the health-care system, in part because coordinating coverage between the two is difficult and can complicate care. When pressed by Senator Bill Cassidy of Louisiana on how to deal with that issue, Kennedy suggested that the programs should be "consolidated" and "integrated"--but when asked how that might happen, said, "I'm not exactly sure."



Kennedy struggled with other policy specifics, too. One of his goals, Kennedy said, is to fulfill Trump's directive to improve the quality of care and lower the price of care for all Americans. But he was vague on any plans to reform Medicaid, explaining that he'd "increase transparency" and "increase accountability." When pushed by Cassidy to clarify, Kennedy said, "Well, I don't have a broad proposal for dismantling the program."



Nor did Kennedy have a clear sense of how he would approach one of the more contentious and legally sensitive health questions of the past few years: whether women whose lives are threatened by pregnancy should be able to receive emergency abortions under EMTALA, the law that requires emergency rooms that receive Medicare funding to provide care to anyone in a life-threatening situation. The Biden administration argued that this federal law supersedes state abortion bans, and in 2024, after the Supreme Court demurred on the issue, the administration made clear to doctors, in a letter co-authored by Health and Human Services Secretary Xavier Becerra, that abortions could qualify as emergency treatment. Kennedy admitted this morning that he didn't know the scope of the authority he'd have to enforce the law in his new job.



Jacinda Abdul-Mutakabbir, a clinical pharmacist at UC San Diego, told me that Kennedy's apparent failure to understand the intricacies of the two programs wasn't just a harmless fumble. If the health secretary is not well versed in the programs he's tasked to run, he might not appreciate the impacts of his decisions. Should health coverage for some of the most vulnerable Americans be altered--perhaps even taken away--then health disparities in this country would likely widen. And if any part of his agenda does include increasing transparency, as Kennedy described in today's hearing, expertise will have to be a prerequisite. "You can't increase transparency on something you don't have clarity on," Abdul-Mutakabbir told me. (Kennedy's press team did not immediately return a request for comment on his performance at today's hearing.)



During the hearing, Kennedy's more radical views on vaccines and infectious disease did come up. He copped to describing Lyme disease as "highly likely a militarily engineered bioweapon." (The bacterium, which has been around for at least tens of thousands of years, is not.) He stood by his assertion that the measles vaccine killed two children in Samoa in 2018. (The vaccine did not; those children died following the administration of an improperly mixed vaccine by two nurses who were ultimately sentenced to five years in prison for the act.) He said that young children are at "basically ... zero risk" from COVID-19. (Young children are at risk, especially babies under six months of age, who have similar hospitalization rates from the disease as adults 65 to 74 years old.) Kennedy's falsehoods about infection and immunity were already well known, though. What the country learned today was that he may lack basic competency in some of the most wide-reaching aspects of his future job--and didn't take the time to prepare answers for Congress, which he'll ultimately have to answer to.
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Is This How Reddit Ends?

The site has become a reservoir of humanity on the web. Now it, too, is turning to AI.

by Matteo Wong




The internet is growing more hostile to humans. Google results are stuffed with search-optimized spam, unhelpful advertisements, and AI slop. Amazon has become littered with undifferentiated junk. The state of social media, meanwhile--fractured, disorienting, and prone to boosting all manner of misinformation--can be succinctly described as a cesspool.



It's with some irony, then, that Reddit has become a reservoir of humanity. The platform has itself been called a cesspool, rife with hateful rhetoric and falsehoods. But it is also known for quirky discussions and impassioned debates on any topic among its users. Does charging your brother rent, telling your mom she's an unwanted guest, or giving your wife a performance review make you an asshole? (Redditors voted no, yes, and "everyone sucks," respectively.) The site is where fans hash out the best rap album ever and plumbers weigh in on how to unclog a drain. As Google has begun to offer more and more vacuous SEO sites and ads in response to queries, many people have started adding reddit to their searches to find thoughtful, human-written answers: find mosquito in bedroom reddit; fix musty sponge reddit.



But now even Reddit is becoming more artificial. The platform has quietly started beta-testing Reddit Answers, what it calls an "AI-powered conversational interface." In function and design, the feature--which is so far available only for some users in the U.S.--is basically an AI chatbot. On a new search screen accessible from the homepage, Reddit Answers takes anyone's queries, trawls the site for relevant discussions and debates, and composes them into a response. In other words, a site that sells itself as a home for "authentic human connection" is now giving humans the option to interact with an algorithm instead.



The company announced the feature last month as an improved "search experience" that pulls "information ... from real conversations and communities across all of Reddit." Reddit Answers includes links to those conversations, which users are free to click, read, and comment on. Even so, using Reddit Answers is a demoralizing experience. It's streamlined, yes: The AI responds to questions in bulleted lists, with bold headings followed by summaries of and brief quotes from actual Reddit discussions. But these answers lose the messy, endearing excess of any good Reddit thread. They appear like takeaways instead of teasers, final answers instead of entry points for further discovery; you are unlikely to fall down a rabbit hole of posts from here. Nor are you encouraged to unfurl a thread of people debating, reviewing, and building upon legitimately useful advice. Instead of a Redditor, you feel like you're just here to peck meat off of some bones.



Consider, for example, requesting tips for traveling with a baby on an airplane. Reddit Answers generates a list of ideas--perhaps "Pack Essentials" or "Board Early"--decontextualized from the parents who gathered this wisdom, the horrifying and hilarious anecdotes in their original posts, and the heartwarming support and tips in additional responses. Perhaps the greatest value of a good Reddit thread is the informed disagreement on best purchases and practices--what really were the best earbuds of 2024, and for what reasons. The chatbot's bulleted summaries steamroll that back-and-forth. The AI answer isn't even clearly more efficient or useful than reading answers yourself. Aside from the specificity, caveats, and elaboration unique to human conversations, many Redditors already format their responses in digestible lists. (In one thread asking for tips for flying with a baby, the top comment is a list in which every other bullet reads "snacks.")



For less pragmatic matters, it's hard to imagine any advantage to using Reddit's AI. Asking the chatbot for music recommendations will return a boring, unwieldy list. The Reddit thread "What's a dead giveaway someone grew up as an only child?" has some fantastic responses--doesn't immediately know which half of a sliced cake is bigger, can't roughhouse, leaves rooms without announcing where they are going--while the AI answers are bland: "Difficulty Sharing," "Difficulty in Relationships." Why would I ask an AI about the odds that the New York Mets re-sign Pete Alonso, what makes focaccia in Liguria special, or the annoying thing about transplants to New York City? Reddit, for its part, seems to understand the limitations: When I reached out to ask about this product, a spokesperson told me over email that in part, "Answers simply summarizes redditors' existing posts and conversations without presenting an opinion or perspective of its own" and directs users to relevant discussions.



The site exists as it always has outside of Reddit Answers, but the embrace of generative AI feels foreboding. This is a trend across much of the digital and now even physical worlds, as tech companies stuff the technology into apps, smartphones, and glasses. AI can legitimately make life easier--helping more quickly summarize complex topics, write computer code, or edit photos, for instance. But many applications of AI remain limited and frequently superfluous. Google, instead of organizing humanmade information, is blending the web through frequently flawed "AI Overviews." Apple is touting an Apple Intelligence service that has sent fake-news alerts (a problem that the company solved by temporarily turning off this part of the feature altogether) and that strip-mines texts into "lifeless summaries," as my colleague Lila Shroff noted. Mikey Shulman, the CEO of Suno, an AI music start-up, recently said that making music is "not really enjoyable"--his product can do that work instead. Algorithms, instead of helping bring you to humans, are being pitched as the web's start, middle, and end point.

Read: Apple lost the plot on texting



All of these generative-AI applications, of course, are only as good as the content they draw from. (Reddit has long been prized as a trove of high-quality AI-training data.) Without human answers, there is no Reddit Answers--and so, should the feature really take off and Redditors stop engaging with one another, the chatbot will be drained of biological intelligence, and soul as well. It's the same with any AI tool seeking to synthesize, summarize, and boil portions of the web to their essence: Eventually, the pot will burn dry.
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Your FOMO Is Trying to Tell You Something

Maybe you <em>are</em> missing out.

by Faith Hill




I have a joke I like to make--though it's not funny, and it's not really a joke. Whenever I know I won't be able to join my friends the next time they hang out, I make everyone promise to not have fun without me. Sometimes I have us go around in a circle so that each person can individually pledge to have a bad time. If I check in after my absence and ask how the night was, I expect a shrug, perhaps an assurance that It was fine, but you didn't miss much. If someone says the time without me was great, I actually find that rude.

I don't think I'm the center of the universe, nor do I want to get in the way of my friends' happiness. No--I just have chronic FOMO: "fear of missing out." I feel deeply haunted by the thought that if I don't go to the party or the dinner or the coffee stroll, my one wild and precious life will be void of a joyful, transformative event--one I'd surely still be thinking about on my deathbed, a friend at my side tenderly holding my hand and whispering, Remember? That time we went bowling and the guy in the next lane over said that funny thing? Every year, my New Year's resolution is to keep one night of the week free from social plans. Almost every week, I fail.

This is no way to live, you might be thinking. FOMO tends to be described as a dark impulse, something that keeps you from being present as you worry instead about what better option could be around the corner, or scroll miserably through the online evidence of what fun everyone is having without you. A quick Google search yields results nearly all about overcoming or dealing with or coping with the fear of missing out--usually by talking yourself out of it. But I suspect my FOMO may have served me well. Sometimes you need a little anxiety to push you into doing something positive. And if you don't go on the hike or the beach trip or the roller coaster, you quite literally will miss out. Why are we all so set on pretending that's not the case?

Read: Americans need to party more

When the author and speaker Patrick McGinnis coined the term FOMO, he didn't consider the fear a sinister force. He was a wide-eyed business-school student from a small town, surrounded by intellectual, career, and social opportunities. He wanted to say yes to everything, he told me. Once, he tried to go to seven birthday parties in one night. Then 9/11 happened, and he felt an even greater urge to take advantage of every minute. FOMO was a sign of abundant potential--that he could learn, that he could have meaningful experiences, that each day might be different from the one before. "If you don't believe there's possibility," he said, "why would you have FOMO?" The 2004 op-ed in which he named the phenomenon gently poked fun at his fellow business students madly juggling invites. He never guessed that more than a decade later, people would be talking about FOMO with such seriousness (nor, I imagine, studying it with grim rigor, publishing studies with titles such as "Fear of Missing Out, Need for Touch, Anxiety and Depression Are Related to Problematic Smartphone Use").

The world has changed since 2004, though. Social media began feeding the feeling of always being left out of something. Optimization-and-productivity culture encouraged the idea that one can engineer their schedule to accommodate the ideal number of enlightening, spiritually fulfilling plans. Then, naturally, a backlash arrived. It might be best summed up by a newer term: JOMO, or the "joy of missing out." The idea is that you should savor your solitude, fully embrace the choice to do what you want to do rather than what others are doing.

Sounds reasonable. And yet, as an introvert, I know that socializing often sounds unappealing before I actually start doing it. What I'm in the mood for isn't a very good gauge of what I should do, or what future me will enjoy. (Let's face it--she's a stranger!) What is a helpful indicator is FOMO: whether I have the uneasy suspicion that if I do what's comfortable, I might not undergo something that would have stretched me or brought me closer to people. Without it, I never would have jumped into the frigid ocean last February for a polar plunge, or gone camping in September with a group of more than 30 people, most of whom I didn't know. I would never do anything after work, when I'm reliably exhausted.

That's not to say you should run yourself into the ground trying to do everything. FOMO isn't a master you need to obediently follow but, as McGinnis put it, a "tap on the shoulder" reminding you that your existence is transient and you need to decide how to spend it. He distinguishes between two types of FOMO. One is "aspirational FOMO," which is when you identify an exciting or interesting experience--one that might make your life fuller. Simply imagining that potential reward can lead to the release of dopamine in the brain. The other is "herd FOMO," which is the fear of getting left out of a collective encounter--a prospect so appalling that it can trigger a fight-or-flight response, complete with a rushing heartbeat and sweaty palms. "Part of the brain goes berserk," McGinnis told me. He thinks that people should lean into the first type, the kind that's about embracing possibility, not avoiding pain.

Read: The easiest way to keep your friends

Each time you act on aspirational FOMO, you get more data about what you enjoy, what matters to you, what's worth making time for. In that sense, FOMO-driven action might lead you to feel less FOMO overall. Many college students, McGinnis said, fear missing out when they first arrive on campus--but this is what can lead them to meet people, discover interests, and ultimately have a better sense of what they don't mind skipping. "When you're 30 and somebody invites you to a bar and you've been to 4,000 bars," he told me, "you have such perfect information about this thing that you can make a decision without even fretting."

I am, admittedly, a FOMO extremist; on the precipice of turning 30, I still feel the need to go to the bar for the 4,001st time. Maybe that's my herd FOMO talking. But I also think that I will never have enough data to know what any given night will be like. Every time, the conversation is a little different; every time, my knowledge of a friend is deepened or complicated, even if that change is barely perceptible. Every so often it turns out that someone really needed me there. The activity isn't the point, after all; I'm not looking to stack my social resume with pastimes that make it sound like I had fun. I'm trying to spend the time I have with people I love. And I do fear missing out on that.
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Why Meta Is Paying $25 Million to Settle a Trump Lawsuit

Facebook's parent company has reached a deal with the president, and Elon Musk's platform says it's negotiating its own settlement.

by Michael Scherer




Donald Trump spent decades in business gleefully suing and angrily being sued by his adversaries in civil court. But since winning reelection, he has suddenly posted a remarkable string of legal victories as litigants rush to settle their cases. Mark Zuckerberg is the latest. According to two people briefed on the agreement who requested anonymity to discuss the arrangement, Meta will spend $25 million on damages and legal fees, a remarkable turn of events that coincided with other demonstrations by Zuckerberg of new fealty toward Trump.

The Meta settlement follows a flurry of other legal developments. On November 20, 2024, lawyers for Trump and for Elon Musk's company X filed a joint letter to the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals in San Francisco without press release or fanfare. That court was expected to rule on the legal merits of a set of 2021 lawsuits that Trump had filed against X, Facebook, and YouTube, alleging that the companies had unlawfully removed his social-media accounts under government pressure weeks after the January 6, 2021, attack on the U.S. Capitol.

Oral arguments in 2023 had gone poorly for Trump, and many legal observers saw little hope for him. As recently as August 2024, nearly two years after Musk took over the company formerly known as Twitter, X had filed a brief with the Ninth Circuit arguing that Trump's case lacked merit and that it had been properly dismissed by a lower court.

Read: Why Trump won't stop suing the media and losing

Now, the attorneys told the court in the November letter, no ruling would be needed in the case. "We write to advise the court that the parties are actively discussing a potential settlement," read the joint letter, which was also signed by lawyers for Trump's co-plaintiffs.

The attorneys did not explain the sudden shift in strategy. The merits of the case had not changed, but the broader context had: The litigants were no longer adversaries, and the plaintiff was about to become president of the United States. Musk had just spent more than $250 million to help elect Trump, moved into his Palm Beach property, accepted a position as a transition adviser, and was celebrating his new nickname--"first buddy." The day before the letter was filed, Trump had appeared in South Texas with Musk to watch the launch of Musk's latest Starship rocket.

In seeking to settle with Trump, X, it turned out, was at the start of a trend. A series of litigants that have fought the newly reinstated president in court--in some cases for years--have now lined up to negotiate. ABC News and its parent company, Disney, settled with Trump in December.

Meta's CEO, Mark Zuckerberg, who had been threatened with jail by Trump as recently as September, traveled to Mar-a-Lago on January 10 to negotiate a settlement with Trump in the Facebook case, which named Zuckerberg personally as a defendant.The Wall Street Journal reported today that $22 million will go to fund Trump's presidential library, and the rest will go to legal fees and the other plaintiffs. "We don't have any comment or guidance to offer," the Meta spokesperson Andy Stone told me in a text message, before confirming the $25 million settlement.

These agreements stand to give the most litigious president in American history symbolic victories for himself and financial victories for his legacy. The settlement negotiations raise the question of whether Trump is using his new powers to bully his legal opponents into submission, and whether the litigants are seeking to purchase favor as they try to navigate the many regulatory threats from his new government.

Neither X nor the president's legal team has publicly disclosed the terms of their settlement discussions with Trump, or even confirmed whether the cases have been settled. Ari Holtzblatt, the attorney for X who filed the settlement notice in the Ninth Circuit, declined to comment when reached by phone. The White House did not respond to a request for comment.

Multiple co-plaintiffs with Trump, who filed his 2021 case as class-action lawsuits, also declined to comment this week when reached by The Atlantic. "No comment at this time," Jennifer Horton, a Michigan schoolteacher who lost her Facebook account after posts that were flagged for COVID misinformation, wrote to me in a text message. "Check back with me later in week. I can't talk right now," the radio host Wayne Allyn Root, who lost his Twitter account, wrote in an email.

Paul Rosenzweig: It's not amateur hour anymore

Trump based his 2021 legal crusade against the social-media giants on the assertion that they banned his accounts because of government pressure, in violation of the First Amendment. His co-defendants, including the feminist writer Naomi Wolf, have claimed substantial financial harm--"at least $1 million," in Wolf's case--from having their own accounts banned. The companies have argued that Trump has failed to show clear evidence that their decisions were directly dictated by a government power. Trump's argument also has been complicated by the fact that he ran the federal executive branch at the time that his accounts were shut down; Joe Biden was still president-elect.

Ironically, some legal observers argue that Trump might now be committing the very sin that he accused Democrats of perpetrating against him--using the power of his incoming presidency to pressure private companies to take actions for his personal benefit. They worry that the companies are agreeing to settlements less from fear that they would lose in court than fear that they would win.

"Trump may be doing what he claimed Biden was doing, but he never really did," Eric Goldman, a law professor at Santa Clara University who has been tracking the X and Meta cases, told me. "If there is a cash settlement, it is because it's just a staggering economic transaction to buy influence."

The precedent for such legal surrender was established late last year by ABC News, which Trump sued for defamation; the case concerned comments by the network host George Stephanopoulos that Trump had "been found liable for rape," when a New York court had found him liable for sexual abuse under state law--though the judge later clarified that the behavior in question was "commonly considered 'rape' in other contexts." ABC News struck a settlement with Trump in mid-December that sent $15 million from its parent company, Disney, to help build his future presidential library and paid $1 million in legal fees, shocking First Amendment attorneys. (Attorneys for Disney had concluded that the case posed substantial risk, The New York Times reported, and that the settlement was a small price to pay to resolve it.)

The Wall Street Journal reported earlier this month that the parent company of CBS News, Paramount Global, was considering a settlement with Trump over his $10 billion claim that 60 Minutes illegally interfered with the election by favorably editing an interview with Vice President Kamala Harris. Paramount is in the process of merging with Skydance Media, a deal that would require approval by Trump appointees. "We have no comment," the Paramount Global spokesperson Justin Dini told me in a statement.

Trump has also sued Gannett, the owner of The Des Moines Register, alleging consumer fraud for a poll that the Register published before the 2024 election that showed Harris with a lead over Trump in Iowa days before the election. (Trump won the state.) Gannett has signaled that it intends to contest the case in federal court.

The Founding Fathers, for all their foresight, did not concern themselves with the possibility that a future president might use civil litigation to extract money or fealty. The U.S. criminal code does little to prevent the president, who is exempt from its primary conflict-of-interest provisions, from continuing civil litigation or profiting from court cases once he takes office.

Read: The strategy behind Trump's policy blitz

Richard Painter, the chief White House ethics lawyer for President George W. Bush, told me that the current situation gives enormous power to a president who has indicated a willingness to use litigation to get his way. "What law prevents him from basically extorting media companies? Absolutely no law at all," Painter said. "These suits are going to settle. It is not just the money he is getting from it. We are going to have the media be cowed by the president of the United States."

The Trump case against YouTube and Sundar Pichai, the CEO of its parent company, Google, filed in 2021 with the X and Meta cases, has been lying dormant in a Northern California courtroom since December 2023, pending the outcome of the Ninth Circuit appeal of the case against X.

Musk's decision to settle before an opinion now opens the possibility that the YouTube case will be revived unless that company, too, seeks a settlement. Jose Castaneda, a spokesperson for Google, declined this week to comment on the company's legal strategy.
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Gulag Humor Is Now Everywhere in D.C.

You're so vain, you probably think this retribution is about you.

by Ashley Parker




These days in Washington, D.C., among a class of Extremely Beltway types--the name-droppers, the strivers, the media gossips--Donald Trump's threats to exact revenge on his enemies have turned into a highly specific (and highly absurd) status competition.

Olivia Troye has heard the joke so many times that she already has a well-worn comeback prepared. When nervous journalists and teasing D.C. types crack to Troye--a lifelong Republican who served as former Vice President Mike Pence's homeland-security adviser before becoming an outspoken Trump critic--that they might end up in adjoining Guantanamo Bay cells, she responds: "I had the Gitmo portfolio, so I can give you some tips."

In a moment of deep uncertainty in the nation's capital, where Trump took office promising vengeance but where the scope of his intentions remains nebulous, many of Trump's known critics have unofficially divided into two adjacent camps: those, like Troye, who have real reason to be alarmed by the president's threats and are quietly taking steps to protect themselves and their family, and those who are loudly--and often facetiously--chattering about how Trump and his posse might throw them in a gulag. (There are also those in Trump's orbit who are joking, one hopes, about whom they might throw in the hypothetical gulag.)

Whereas many of those branded most prominently with the scarlet R of Resistance are now eager to stay out of Trump's sight line, other figures in Washington are actively self-identifying as could-be Trump targets, in a very D.C. show of importance. And often the people talking openly about getting thrown in a gulag likely aren't even important enough for the gulag.

At one of the many swanky parties in the run-up to Trump's second inauguration, a White House reporter confessed to me that during a recent meeting in outgoing White House Chief of Staff Jeff Zients's office, the reporter had--mainly in jest--asked to get on the list for a preemptive pardon. In his final Late Show episode during the Biden administration, Stephen Colbert also played with the gag, telling his audience, "The next time you all see me, Donald Trump will be president. And you may not see me! Next four years--next four years, we're taking this one day at a time."

If the classic "D.C. read" is scanning a book's index for one's own name and frantically flipping to the listed pages, then even a mention in Appendix B ("Executive Branch Deep State") of Government Gangsters, written by Trump's pick for FBI chief, Kash Patel, can serve as a status symbol in certain circles.

Read: The sound of fear on air

"For a lot of people, it's a joke that is a thinly disguised flex--it's joking about how important you are," Tommy Vietor, a co-host of Pod Save America who has been on the receiving end of such jokes many times, told me. "It's sort of become a standard greeting in a lot of circles: 'See you in the gulags.' 'I hope we get the nice gulag.'"

"Then every once in a while," he added, "someone makes that joke to someone who is actually scared or has hired a lawyer, and it's not so funny."

Tim Miller, a former Republican turned ardent Trump critic who writes for The Bulwark, told me that he not only regularly hears the joke but also sometimes finds himself "reflexively making it," the way remarking on the weather is an almost involuntary conversational crutch. "And then after I do, just clarifying that I don't actually think I'm going to the gulag and that there are people who are at real risk from this administration, and we should probably focus on that," he said.

On Inauguration Day, President Joe Biden issued a handful of preemptive pardons that included five members of his family, lawmakers on the January 6 House committee, and people Trump had threatened, including Anthony Fauci, the nation's top public-health expert during the coronavirus pandemic, and retired General Mark Milley, whom Trump floated the idea of executing after The Atlantic published a profile of him. Others who have attracted Trump's ire have both publicly and privately lamented that they were not on Biden's pardon list.

Rachel Vindman, the wife of Lieutenant Colonel Alexander Vindman--who testified before Congress about a 2019 call between Trump and the Ukrainian president during which Trump asked him to investigate Biden's son Hunter--posted on social media after Biden's pardons emerged, "Whatever happens to my family, know this: No pardons were offered or discussed. I cannot begin to describe the level of betrayal and hurt I feel." Her husband appears in Patel's appendix.

Read: In praise of mercy

In the early weeks of his second presidency, Trump has spoken ambiguously about plans to punish his perceived enemies, though he has already taken steps to root out those in the government he believes are part of the anti-Trump "deep state." In some ways, the list in Patel's book is instructive. The appendix mentions prominent figures whom Trump has already put on notice or begun targeting: Biden ("the funny thing--maybe the sad thing," Trump noted in his first post-inauguration interview, with the Fox News host Sean Hannity, is that Biden failed to pardon himself); Trump's former national security adviser John Bolton (within hours of taking office, Trump pulled U.S. Secret Service protection from Bolton, who faces threats on his life from Iran); and Fauci (last week, Trump also terminated Fauci's security detail). Yet the list also mentions people such as Elizabeth Dibble and Nellie Ohr, alleged deep staters who are hardly household names and whose alleged offenses are too complicated and obscure to quickly explain.

Patel also previously shared on social media a meme that featured him wielding a chainsaw and buzzing off chunks of a log emblazoned with images of alleged enemies, ranging from "Fake News," CNN, and MSNBC to people such as Biden, the former Republican lawmaker Liz Cheney, and Representative Nancy Pelosi, the former Democratic House speaker.

Just before Election Day, the longtime Trump fundraiser Caroline Wren shared an X post from an Arizona reporter, writing, "He should be the first journalist sent to the gulag." She later said she was joking. Mike Davis, one of Trump's most vocal outside legal defenders, has led the unofficial social-media brigade threatening to toss reporters and other perceived enemies into the "gulag," statements he described to The Washington Post as a "troll" to nettle the left.

But now that Trump, back in the Oval Office, continues to display a willingness to punish those who have crossed him, this sort of declaration from Trump allies can take on a more menacing edge. On Inauguration Day, Davis unleashed more than a dozen posts on X that, depending on the perspective, could be read as trolls or threats. "Dear Congress: We need a supplemental to feed the Vindmans in federal prison," he wrote in one. "Dear Tony Fauci: Roll the dice. Decline the pardon. And see what happens," read another. And in a third, using a format he repeated for many of Trump's enemies, he addressed Biden's former Homeland Security secretary by name, writing, "Dear Alejandro Mayorkas: No pardons for you and your staff?"

"Nobody is above the law," Davis said, when I called to ask him about his public posts. "If they've done nothing wrong, they have nothing to worry about, and if they've done nothing wrong, why did they need a pardon?"

Some of those squarely in the sights of Trump and his allies have begun taking steps to protect themselves. Troye, for instance, has retained a lawyer, and recently made sure that she and her family members had up-to-date passports. Rachel Vindman, meanwhile, told me that she and her family moved from Virginia to Florida two years ago--uprooting their daughter in the middle of sixth grade--in part because they "wanted to live somewhere a little bit more anonymous." (She was also, she added, ready to leave the D.C. bubble and eager for a "fresh start.")

Read: Trump's first shot in his war on the 'deep state'

In many ways, the fear that the mere prospect of retribution has struck in Trump's opponents--prompting them to hire personal security or nervously bluster about the gulags--could be victory enough for MAGA world. After winning reelection, Trump posted on social media a list of out-of-favor individuals and groups--including "Americans for No Prosperity," "Dumb as a Rock" John Bolton, and Pence, his former vice president--and said that prospective administration hires should not bother applying if they had worked with or were endorsed by anyone on the list.

"That's the financial gulag," one person told me, speaking anonymously because he has worked for three of the people or entities on Trump's list, and doesn't want his business to be blackballed. "It's not quite a gulag, but it does have a chilling effect."

Similarly, those who did not receive pardons from Biden worry about the financially daunting task of protecting themselves. "Did you not think of the people who are about to get destroyed, who defend themselves, who have no congressional coverage, who are not politicians, who are not millionaires, who don't have dozens of PACs that are protecting them?" Troye asked. "There are people who worked on government salaries." (A Biden spokesperson declined to comment on Biden's relatively selective set of pardons.)

Vindman, who lived in Russia for several years, said that although no one knows exactly what to expect in Trump's second term, her experience in Moscow might offer a glimpse: Colleagues policed themselves, and other Russians proactively took actions they believed would please Russian President Vladimir Putin.

"It was never a direct ask," she told me. "It was a more tacit thing."

Read: Trump targets his own government

Vindman, who has friends who regularly check in on her, said she spent Election Night wide awake. Her husband was in Virginia with his twin brother, Eugene Vindman, a Democrat the state's suburban voters elected to the House, and the task of telling her daughter that Trump had won fell to her. "The hardest part of that was laying in bed awake, worrying," she said. "She's in eighth grade, and maybe the last four years of her with us will be marred by that, by this harassment."

When, over the Thanksgiving holiday, Trump's close ally Elon Musk accused Alexander Vindman of "treason," warning that "he will pay the appropriate penalty," Rachel Vindman told me that her immediate concern was for her in-laws and her 98-year-old grandmother, who heard the comment and worried on her family's behalf.

But personally, Vindman said she is working to find daily joy and maintain a sense of normalcy for herself and her family. Her husband recently turned his masters thesis into a book, The Folly of Realism, coming out at the end of February. When I asked her if she ever considered urging him not to publish, because it would thrust their family back into public view, she was emphatic: "Do you just say no to it because it might anger them or put you in the spotlight?" she asked. "It's that kind of quiet defiance of living your life."

"It could be a mistake. I guess we'll never know." She paused, then added, "Well, I guess we will know."
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There Is a Strategy Behind the Chaos

The drama over federal-grant spending this week isn't mere disorganization; it's part of a broader effort to remake the government from the inside.

by David A. Graham




Updated at 4:54 p.m. ET on January 29, 2025.

The great federal-grant freeze of 2025 is over, but don't expect it to be gone for good.

The Office of Management and Budget, which issued a memo freezing grants on Monday, has revoked it, The Washington Post first reported. The whole thing went so fast that many people may have never had a chance to sort out what was happening. Yesterday, amid widespread confusion about what the order did or didn't do, White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt was unable to answer specific questions about it. State and local officials of both parties were bewildered, and yesterday afternoon, a federal judge blocked the order. Today, OMB folded--at least for now. The White House says that it has withdrawn the grant freeze in the memo, but not the executive orders mentioned in it, some of which assert a freeze on spending. Part of the goal appears to be to short-circuit court proceedings that might produce an unfavorable ruling.

This episode resembles the incompetent fumbling of the first Trump administration, especially its earliest days. But this was no fluke and no ad hoc move. It's part of a carefully thought-out program of grabbing power for the executive branch, and this week's drama is better understood as a battle over priorities within the Republican Party than as unmanaged chaos.

The abortive grant freeze is an example of the second Trump administration's strategy to drastically deploy executive power as part of a bigger, and somewhat paradoxical, gambit to shrink the federal government as a whole. "The great challenge confronting a conservative President is the existential need for aggressive use of the vast powers of the executive branch to return power--including power currently held by the executive branch--to the American people," Trump's nominee to head the OMB, Russell Vought, wrote in Project 2025, the blueprint for a conservative administration created by the Heritage Foundation, a Trump-aligned right-wing think tank. The strategy is to seize power and dare both Congress and the courts to stop it. This tactic is unpredictable, as this week's misadventures show, but it's also relatively low-risk. The ideologues inside the administration want to see what they can get away with, and if it doesn't work, so be it.

Read: 'It's an illegal executive order. And it's stealing.'

But the administration has other staffers who are more responsive to politics. President Donald Trump, for example, has relatively weak ideological commitments. The court injunction yesterday was a nuisance, but what really seems to have done in the freeze was the backlash--not so much from the public, but from state and local officials, including many Republicans, who were outraged about the withdrawal of funds and lack of communication. The political team won this round over the ideologues, but there will be more.

At a mechanical level, the fight over the freeze was a battle over impoundment, the power of the executive branch to not spend money appropriated by Congress. Federal law on this is as settled as any: A law passed in 1974 prevents impoundment, except in cases where the president seeks permission from Congress. But Trump and some of his aides argue that that law is unconstitutional.

In a letter to Congress in the last days of the first Trump administration, Vought (then the head of OMB) wrote that the law "is unworkable in practice and should be significantly reformed or repealed." In September, the attorney Mark Paoletta co-wrote a report for Vought's nonprofit, the Center for Renewing America, arguing that the power of impoundment was constitutional; Trump has now appointed Paoletta the general counsel of OMB, a position he also held in Trump's first administration. And as my colleague Russell Berman reported yesterday, Vought refused to commit to abiding by the Impoundment Control Act during his confirmation hearings. And Vought and his allies had a plan for how to knock it down.

"President Trump will take action to challenge the constitutionality of limits placed on the Impoundment Power," the Trump presidential campaign said--in other words, he planned to disobey the law, litigate any challenges, and hopefully get a favorable ruling from the Supreme Court. It's worked in the past.

This all goes to show that sometimes the chaos has a strategy behind it. Things just didn't shake out the way Vought's crew had hoped this time.

One curiosity is why the administration wouldn't just try to go through Congress to rescind funding passed during Joe Biden's presidency. After all, Republicans now control both the House and Senate. The White House might have a few reasons for wanting to do it on its own. First, legislation is slow, and Trump prefers to show results fast. Second, Republican margins are narrow, and although GOP elected officials and voters favor cuts in the abstract, they don't always favor cuts to particular things that voters like, so the White House might struggle to get even the requisite simple majority to rescind some of the spending it tried to freeze this week. Third, impoundment per se is not the only goal--it's also a means to the ideological end of seizing power for the executive branch.

In Project 2025, Vought laments that Congress has yielded too much power to the presidency. "The modern conservative President's task is to limit, control, and direct the executive branch on behalf of the American people. This challenge is created and exacerbated by factors like Congress's decades-long tendency to delegate its lawmaking power to agency bureaucracies," he wrote. Paradoxically, his plan for limiting the executive branch is to give it more muscle.

Jonathan Chait: Trump's second term might have already peaked

As if to prove Vought's point about congressional deference, Speaker Mike Johnson has backed the White House thus far. Just a decade ago, conservatives were furious that then-President Barack Obama was using executive orders to do things that congressional Democrats had failed or declined to do. Now the use of much more radical executive orders is the first recourse of the Republican president.

Because this effort is core to the ideological agenda of Project 2025 principals such as Vought, the revocation of this executive order likely won't be the last effort we see along these lines. And having to back down for political reasons tends to make the internal battles only fiercer. Trump's attempts to decimate the civil service and clear out career bureaucrats are well known, but Project 2025's authors reserved special animus for those they expected to be on their side during the first Trump administration.

"I had a front-row seat on many of these issues and importantly [saw] how bad thinking would end up preventing what we were trying to accomplish, from less-than-vigorous political appointees who refused to occupy the moral high ground, particularly in the first two years of the president's administration," Vought said in a 2023 speech. He has no intention of letting that happen again.



This article originally stated that Russell Vought is the head of OMB. In fact, he is Donald Trump's nominee to lead OMB.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/01/trump-federal-grants-pause/681501/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Attack on Trans Rights Won't End There

Once legal rights begin to fall, they fall for everyone.

by Adam Serwer




The American populism of the late 19th century was a rebellion of working people against financial elites; the American populism of this century is one of financial elites feigning rebellion while crushing the vulnerable. This is why, just a few short days into his presidency, Donald Trump is already making good on his promise to persecute trans people zealously. On Monday, Trump issued an executive order purging trans service members from the military on the grounds that "expressing a false 'gender identity' divergent from an individual's sex cannot satisfy the rigorous standards necessary for military service," a statement belied by the thousands serving honorably until they were singled out for discrimination by their commander in chief. A day later, Trump issued a second executive order that could make gender-affirming care for young people unavailable in most of the country.

The damage wrought by legitimizing this form of discrimination will not be limited to the trans community. Laws and legal rulings that undermine trans rights may soon be used to restrict the rights of other, less marginal groups. Anyone naive enough to think that the government can deny fundamental rights to one group without putting another's at risk is in for some nasty surprises. That much became clear during oral arguments at the Supreme Court in December over Tennessee's ban on gender-affirming care for minors.

At issue in the case, United States v. Skrmetti, is whether Tennessee's ban on medical treatments for gender dysphoria--the medical diagnosis for someone who believes their gender does not match their biological sex--unconstitutionally discriminates on the basis of sex. The Tennessee bill declares that "this state has a legitimate, substantial, and compelling interest in encouraging minors to appreciate their sex," and therefore in preventing medical treatments that "encourage minors to become disdainful of their sex." Implicit in this is the belief that if you don't "appreciate your sex," then the state should force you to. Beyond the legal jargon and pretext, the underlying conflict here is between conservatives who have concluded that trans identity is a social contagion to be eradicated and that using state power for this cause is legitimate, and their opponents, who believe that trans people are entitled to equal protection under the law.

Read: The push for puberty blockers got ahead of the research

Crucially, the law bans treatments--such as hormones and puberty blockers--only for the purpose of a minor's gender transition; they remain legal to prescribe for any other reason. The law bans treatments that enable "a minor to identify with, or live as, a purported identity inconsistent with the minor's sex." Because those same medications are available as long as they are not used for gender-affirming care, lawyers for the Biden administration argued that the ban constitutes discrimination on the basis of sex. The Biden administration's position was that this kind of care can be regulated--then-Solicitor General Elizabeth Prelogar cited as a legitimate example a West Virginia law that requires two physicians to sign off--but that the regulation cannot be discriminatory. Not all measures that distinguish on the basis of sex are unconstitutional--see, for instance, sex-specific bathrooms--but they are subject to greater legal scrutiny; Tennessee is denying that it is engaging in discrimination, and thus not subject to that level of scrutiny.

One might question why this case matters if you are not yourself trans or do not have a loved one who is. The number of trans people is objectively small--less than a fraction of 1 percent of the population. A recent JAMA Pediatrics study found that fewer than 0.1 percent of young people with private insurance received hormone treatments or puberty blockers during a five-year period--a limited number of patients overall, but one for whom the stakes are very high. The outcome of this case has much broader implications than it might appear, because if a state can, as Prelogar put it, force people to "look and live like boys and girls," subject to the government's definition of what that means, then a lot more people might be affected. As Justice Sonia Sotomayor pointed out during oral argument, for many years, some states prevented women from becoming butchers or lawyers. Women could not have their own credit cards or bank accounts until the 1970s. If it's not unconstitutional sex discrimination for the government to say that people cannot behave "inconsistent with their sex," well now you're really talking about a lot of people--a lot more people than the rather tiny population included in the category of "they/them" that the Trump campaign was hoping you feel disgust and contempt for.

Much depends on the nature of the justices' ultimate decision and how far-reaching it is. The conservative movement's mobilization against trans rights, however, is just one step in a wider rolling-back of other antidiscrimination protections. Conservatives have consciously targeted a diminutive, politically powerless segment of the population, trying to strip them of their constitutional rights, and then used those legal precedents to undermine laws that prevent discrimination on the basis of race, religion, sexual orientation, and other characteristics. The trick was making Americans think that only the rights of trans people are on the chopping block, that "they/them" could be persecuted without consequences for "you." As Frederick Douglass once said, "Slavery lives in this country not because of any paper Constitution, but in the moral blindness of the American people, who persuade themselves that they are safe, though the rights of others may be struck down."

"One of the things that's worth emphasizing is that for the people who brought the case, the movement that's behind this litigation, there have long been anxieties about sex-discrimination jurisprudence, period," Mary Ziegler, a professor at UC Davis School of Law, told me. "So if that's the agenda that's driving the litigation, and the Court is embracing the arguments behind that agenda, you have to wonder if this isn't the end of the road."

The harm to antidiscrimination law more broadly could be immense. Many of the rationales offered by the conservative justices during oral argument echo the reasoning of those opposed to bans on racial discrimination. If they regain legitimacy, they could later be used to weaken other laws that protect Americans from bigotry.

Read: Anti-trans discrimination is sex discrimination

For example, defenders of Tennessee's ban have said that it does not discriminate based on sex, because it prohibits gender-affirming care to both boys and girls--a point Justices Brett Kavanaugh and Amy Coney Barrett raised during oral argument. Similar assertions were made in defense of interracial-marriage bans, which prevented both Black and white people from marrying their chosen spouses. "If we're reinstating the equal-application theory ... that was a theory that was used historically to uphold and justify race-based distinctions," Melissa Murray, a law professor at NYU, told me. "I don't know how you can wall off sex discrimination from race discrimination if you're reviving this equal-treatment claim."

Kavanaugh suggested that because the case involved medical science, the Court should just leave it to the "democratic process," an approach that Justice Ketanji Brown Jackson pointedly observed would have prevented the Court from striking down bans on interracial marriage, because at the time, Virginia had argued that the "science" regarding interracial marriage "was substantially in doubt," and therefore banning it should be up to the voters. The point of equal protection is to prevent fundamental rights from being subject to mere popularity contests--especially when, as Justice Sotomayor pointed out, the population at risk is so few as to be politically powerless.

The Trump administration's early actions make clear that exploiting voters' fears about trans people was part of a larger plan to undermine antidiscrimination protections for many other people, even as they intend to make the lives of millions of others--including many of Trump's own supporters--much worse. Among the first actions taken by the administration was the repeal of the Lyndon B. Johnson-era directive ordering federal contractors to avoid discriminating on the basis of race, as well as subsequent orders barring discrimination on the basis of gender. The administration has also frozen all new cases in the civil-rights division of the Justice Department. Trump has also ended all federal-government diversity efforts and intends to fire employees involved in them. The administration's executive order on DEI also threatens to sue companies for having diversity programs, a threat that will encourage companies to resegregate to avoid being accused of anti-white discrimination. Trump has shut down the White House's Spanish-language website, ended refugee- and humanitarian-parole programs, and unconstitutionally attempted to nullify birthright citizenship.

Read: Trump targets his own government

Even before Trump took office, Republican-controlled states passed laws that curtail women's rights to free speech, privacy, and movement on the grounds that those restrictions are necessary to ban abortion--something that, as Justice Samuel Alito took pains to reiterate during oral argument in Skrmetti, neither he nor his colleagues in the conservative movement regard as sex-based discrimination.

This agenda has, by the Republicans' own account, been partly enabled by their success at demonizing transgender people in the November election. Trans people are a group few in number and marginalized enough that there is little political cost at the moment to persecuting them as Republicans have, or blaming them for their political misfortunes and abandoning them as Democrats have following their electoral loss. One transgender congressional representative was enough for Republicans to demand that all of the Capitol's bathrooms be restricted by "biological sex." The tiny percentage of trans children receiving care is justification to ban them from accessing treatment they seek. A defense-funding bill passed with limited Democratic support and signed by President Joe Biden will ban gender-affirming care for the children of service members--for those with trans children, their reward for serving their country is that their children will be discriminated against. If they are stationed in states like Texas, which has no less than 15 military installations, they will have few options, if any, for care outside the military system.

Read: The Democrats need an honest conversation on gender identity

This is shameless bullying, but then, the president is himself a bully of the highest order, and presidents are moral exemplars, for better and worse. It is not necessary for one to approve of gender-affirming care in order to respect people's right to make their own decisions about what medical care is best for them and their families, or to oppose this kind of outright, ideologically motivated state persecution.

Over the past century, many groups have successfully sought to have their rights recognized, winning, at least on paper, the same rights as white, Christian, heterosexual men. The right-wing project today, which Trumpist justices support, is to reestablish by state force the hierarchies of race, gender, and religion they deem moral and foundational. Whether that's forcing LGBTQ people back into the closet, compelling women to remain in loveless marriages, or confining Black and Hispanic people to the drudgery of--as Trump once put it--"Black jobs" and "Hispanic jobs" in which they are meant to toil, the purpose of this ideological project is the same: to put the broader mass of people back in their "proper places." To those who see the world this way, freedom means the freedom of the majority to oppress the minority. Attacking trans people first was simply their plan for getting the American people on board with taking many other freedoms away.
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The War for Your Attention

Chris Hayes explains how bad it's really gotten.

by Hanna Rosin




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

By now you've probably noticed your attention being stolen, daily, by your various devices. You've probably read somewhere that companies much more powerful than you are dedicated to refining and perfecting that theft. In this episode of Radio Atlantic, MSNBC host and author of The Sirens' Call: How Attention Became the World's Most Endangered Resource explains in painful detail what you're really up against. "It's absolutely endemic to modern life," Hayes says. "Our entire lives now is the wail of that siren going down the street."

Hayes talks about his own experience of becoming famous enough to be recognized and becoming a little addicted to that attention. He explains how companies have learned to manipulate natural biological impulses in ways that keep us trapped. And he invokes Marx, who argued that capitalism alienates workers from their labor, to explain how technology is now alienating all of humanity from attention, which is perhaps more insidious because it lives in our psyches. "I think it's because there's something holy or sublime in actual human connection that can't be replicated."



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Child: When my parents are on the phone, it usually makes me feel, like, really bored and makes me want to do something, because I don't really have anything to do. And I'm kind of just, like, sitting there and watching them on the phone.
 Claudine Ebeid: And what do you think about the amount of time that Dad and I spend on the phone?
 Child: Well, I think, like, when they had landlines and stuff, you wouldn't spend too much more time on the phone, and you would spend it on other types of devices.
 But now, since it's all in the phone, you wouldn't really be seeing your parents, like, on a computer. You'd only see them doing that for, like, work or something.


Hanna Rosin: That's our executive producer, Claudine Ebeid, and her daughter. We're hearing from them because when we talk about screen time or how phones are manipulating us, it's often adults talking about kids. But of course, it goes the other way too.

Chris Hayes: Every kid is engaged in a kind of battle for their parent's attention.


Rosin: This is Chris Hayes, my guest this week.

Hayes: I mean, I think every kid notices how distracted parents are by the phone.
 Rosin: Who's the meanest to you about it?
 Hayes: My youngest.
 Rosin: Really? (Laughs.)
 Hayes: Yeah.
 Rosin: Not the teenager?
 Hayes: No, actually, I think the youngest, because youngest children have a real antenna for attention. They come into a family in which they recognize immediately that there is, at some level, a kind of Hobbesian war of all against all for parental attention.


Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin, and this week on the Radio Atlantic: the war for your attention.

You probably know Chris Hayes best as a host on MSNBC. He's the author of a new book: The Sirens' Call: How Attention Became the World's Most Endangered Resource. And he doesn't just mean parental attention. He's talking about attention in politics, commerce, social media--basically, how capitalism found a uniquely human weakness to exploit.

But of course, since the topic is so often seen only through the lens of parents and children, we started out sharing how we can feel like hypocrites when we police our kids' devices.

[Music]

Hayes: The one that I've caught myself doing is: your child asking for screen time when they're, you know, not allowed to or it's not normally the time, and giving them, like, a sharp "no"--and then going back to looking at your phone. (Laughs.)

Rosin: Oh, Chris. One thousand percent. Even the fact that we get to use the term screen time, and guess who doesn't get to use the term screen time. They can't be like, Dad, you only have an hour of screen time a day.

Hayes: That's right. And one of the things I write about in the book is that when we think about the state of boredom, or being bored, I think we associate it with being a child. I mean, I remember days in the summer, particularly, where I was a little underscheduled. I was just sort of sitting around--these periods where you feel like, I have nothing to do.

And the reason I've come to believe that we associate [boredom] with childhood is, as soon as we are old enough to control our lives, we do everything possible to make sure we never feel it. That's why it's associated with childhood: because children don't have full agency. Once we develop full agency, we're like, I'm not gonna be in that state. I'm gonna do whatever it takes not to be in that state. 

Rosin: Chris writes about how there are two kinds of attention: voluntary attention and compelled attention.

Hayes: So compelled attention is part of our deepest biological, neurological wiring. It's the involuntary reaction if you are at a cocktail party and a waiter drops a tray of glasses.

[Glass breaking]

Hayes: You can't help it. You cannot control whether you're going to pay attention to that. It's often the case with, you know, an explosion--

[Loud boom]

Hayes: --or the siren that is on top of an ambulance or a cop car as it goes down the street.

[Siren wailing]

Hayes: That involuntary attention is the part of our neurological wiring in which our attention is compelled, independent of our volition and will, as a kind of almost biological fact, due to the fact that we needed to be alert to danger, basically.

And then there's voluntary attention, which is when we, using the conscious will, flash the beam of thought where we want it to go.

Rosin: So [if] I sit down and read your book, that's voluntary attention.

Hayes: Correct.

Rosin: Is one better than the other?

Hayes: Well, I mean, I think that, look--involuntary attention is probably necessary for the survival of the species. So in that sense, it's fundamental, and I wouldn't say it's worse. The problem is: So let's say you're reading the book. You've made this volitional decision, and as you're reading the book, the little haptic buzz of a notification in your phone goes off.

[Tech vibration noise]

Hayes: Now, you notice that because it's designed to use the deep circuitry of compelled attention to force your attention onto the physical sensation of the phone.

That is a perfect example of the one-way ratchet of what I call "attention capitalism," is that the more important attention gets, and the more that people, corporations, and platforms have sort of optimized for it competitively, the more they will try to use the tactics of compelled attention to get our attention, rather than to get the part of us that's volitional attention.

Now, of course, you still have human will. And in that moment, you're going to decide, Am I going to take my phone out to see what the notification was or not? But that little moment, that little interruption, that's pretty new at scale. I think it's totally new at scale.

And it's also just absolutely endemic to modern life. It's our entire lives now, is that wail of the siren going down the street, the clatter of the drop tray.

[Siren wails, glass breaks, phone buzzes]

Hayes: There's very powerful forces attempting to compel our attention away from where we might want to put it in any moment, because that's a kind of hack for them for getting our attention.

Rosin: Right. You're a little less than aware of it. Like, you're not thinking, I want to look towards the waiter dropping the tray, or I want to look towards the ambulance. You're just kind of reactive.

Hayes: Yeah, you're reactive, and you're at your sort of biophysical base, right? The comparison that I use in the book, and I think this might be helpful for people to think this through, is how hunger works. With food, we have these deep biological inheritances where there's just universal deep wiring towards sweets, for instance, or fats, because they are extremely calorie dense.

You can exploit that at scale, as McDonald's has and other food operations, and find that you could basically sell cheeseburgers and salty fries and Coca Cola all over the world, because you're working on that deep biological substrate in people. But it's also the case when you ask, Well, what do humans like to eat? it's an impossible thing to answer, because the answer is: basically everything, right? It's amazing, all the different things.

And what we see in sort of modern food culture and the food industry is a sort of fascinating kind of battle between these twin forces, right? The kind of industrialized production and fast food that is attempting to sort of find the lowest common denominator, speak to that deepest biological substrate so that they can sell corn syrup to everyone--and then all of the amazing things that people do with food and what food means as culture, as history, as self-expression, as expression of love and bonds.

And I think, basically, there's a very similar dynamic that we now have with attention, where our compelled attention and our deep wiring is being extracted and exploited by very sophisticated, large, and powerful economic entities.

And yet we still do have this thing called voluntary attention. And you know, what's sort of amazing, too, about the internet age is, like--and I say this in the book--like, I've watched hours of people cleaning carpets, which I find totally compelling and almost sort of sublime and soothing. And I wouldn't have guessed that that was a thing I wanted to pay attention to.

You know, the internet has opened this cornucopia of different things you can pay attention to. So we're constantly in this battle between these two forms of attention that are in our heads and the different entities that are trying to compel our attention against our will, and then our own kind of volitional attempt to control it.

Rosin: Chris, were you high when you were watching videos of cleaning carpets?

Hayes: (Laughs.) Mostly not. Occasionally yes, but mostly I have been sober while watching the cleaning carpets, and I've still found them incredibly calming.

Rosin: What? (Laughs.) So that's your ASMR, is carpet cleaning?

Hayes: I don't know if you've seen these, but they take these super, super dirty carpets--it's like a genre video. There's a million different ones now, which indicates that that's not just me. Lots of people feel this way.

Rosin: It's okay. It's okay. There's no judgment in this podcast at all.

Hayes: This is my kink.

Rosin: (Laughs.) You can find your calm wherever you need it. I'm just curious.

Hayes: (Laughs.) So yeah, that's basically how I think about compelled involuntary attention. And I do think that, because I think we're more familiar with it in the context of our appetites and hunger, I think it's a really useful and grounding metaphor, because I think it functions in a very similar way.

Rosin: Essentially, what you're saying is, the way this works is: We've got some biological impulses, let's say, for example, to want social attention, just to be noticed by others. That's in us, and that's fine.

Hayes: Yeah. I mean, I think the reason that it's so foundational, social attention-- and I think it's slightly counterintuitive because I think people have very different attitudes and personal dispositions towards social attention. Lots of people don't like it. But the foundational truth about being a human is: We come into the world utterly helpless and dependent, completely, on care. And the thing prior to that care is attention.

And the best way to see this is the child's wail. The most powerful tool that the newborn has is the cry. And the reason they have the cry is: It's their siren. It compels our attention. And the reason that it compels our attention, and the reason they have to have the ability to compel our attention, is because without attention, they will perish. And that is our human inheritance. That need from the moment we come gasping into the world for others' attention--that is foundational to every single one of us.

Rosin: So we have this need for social attention. It's a basic need. Whether we're an introvert or an extrovert, that's not what we're talking about. We just have this basic need for social attention. What is different about seeking social attention online?

Hayes: Okay, this is really, I think, a key thing to think about. Before civilization, you got social attention from people that you knew that you had relationships with, right? There weren't really strangers. And you might be able to put your social attention on someone you don't know, like a kind of godlike figure or a mythic hero that tales were told of, right? So you could put your attention on a person you don't know, but the social attention you received was all from people that you had a bilateral relationship with. What happens with the dawn of what we might call fame--and there's an amazing book about this that I cite--

Rosin: Leo Braudy.

Hayes: Yeah, Leo Braudy's great book. He says Alexander, basically, is the first famous person, and he explains why. But fame is the experience of receiving social attention from people you do not know, and at scale.

Now this is a very strange experience. And the reason I know this is because I happen to live it. And so in the progression of civilization, you start to have famous people, and more and more people can be famous with the dawn of industrial media: movie stars, pop stars, all this stuff.

But it's still a very, very, very tiny percentage of people that can be known by strangers--that can have social attention being paid to them by strangers. That just generally doesn't happen for most people, and most people are gonna have received social attention from people they have relationships with, and they might put their social attention on all sorts of public figures--the president or celebrities and other people--but they're not getting it from people they don't know.

That just is a very tiny sliver of humans that can have that experience, and now it is utterly democratized for everyone for the first time in human history. I mean, it's genuinely new, genuinely a break, has not happened before. Anyone can have enormous social attention from oceans of strangers on them. You can have a viral moment online. You can cultivate a following. This experience of social attention from strangers--precisely because it is so at odds, I think, with our inheritance--is weird and alienating. And there's a bunch of ways it is. One of the ways it's alienating is that we are conditioned to care what the people we love think about us.

We're conditioned to care if we've hurt someone that we have a relationship with. But it's very different if you've insulted or hurt just a total stranger who's saying mean things to you, or you've disappointed them, or they're angry at you. That comes into you, psychologically, indistinguishably from it coming from kin or lover or friend.

Rosin: So we just basically, our--I don't know if I want to call them our intimacy compass--something gets scrambled. We just don't have the category to react or manage that category of social attention. We just don't know what to do with it.

Hayes: Truly, there's a kind of clash here between the data set we're trained on, if you will, and what we're encountering. And the reason--again, this is a place that I really know, right? I didn't used to have people come up to me on the street, and then I became famous enough that people did. And I've experienced all the ways that that's strange and alienating, and I've given a lot of thought--partly as a kind of full-time psychological undertaking, so that I don't go crazy, because I do think it's kind of distorting and madness inducing in its own way.

And what we've done is basically democratize the madness-inducing aspects of celebrity for the entire society. Every teenager with a phone now can be driven nuts in precisely the way that we have watched generations of celebrities and stars go crazy.

Rosin: You mentioned Bo Burnham in your book and the movie he made, Eighth Grade. When he talked about why he made that movie, he said that same thing. He had a similar experience to you--he went viral at a pretty young age--and then he realized that every eighth grader was having the kind of experience that he had had, which he found so alienating but that had now become a common experience. Can you read a paragraph for me from your "social attention" chapter, which I think is relevant to this conversation?

Hayes: Sure. I'd love to.

Rosin: Just the paragraph that starts with "the social media combination."

Hayes: "The social media combination of mass fame and mass surveillance increasingly channels our most basic impulses--toward loving and being loved, caring for and being cared for, getting our friends to laugh at our jokes--into the project of impressing strangers, a project that cannot, by definition, sate our desires but feels close enough to real human connection that we cannot but pursue it in ever more compulsive ways."

Rosin: That really hit me. It's a dark vision. It's like they tap into our thirst perfectly but then just keep the glass of water just out of reach, you know?

Hayes: Well, and I think that's because there's something holy or sublime in actual human connection that can't be replicated.

Rosin: Yeah.

Hayes: --that, you know, the thing that we're chasing is something ineffable and nonreplicable. And it's the reason we chase it, because it's what makes life worth living, at a certain level, is to be recognized and seen. Relationships of mutual support and affection and care with other people--you know, that's it. That's the stuff of it. And we are given a tantalizing facsimile that some deep part of us cannot help but chase, but it can't also be the real thing.

Rosin: When we come back: who exactly is benefiting from this attention economy, why it feels so bad for the rest of us, and what we can do about it. That's after the break.
 
 [Break]
 
 Rosin: We're back. And we're starting with something that everyone who gets social attention from strangers learns.

Hayes: What you quickly find is that positive compliments and recognition--they just sort of wash off you. But the insults and the negativity cuts and sticks. I mean, do you not feel that way as someone who has some public profile?

Rosin: Yes, yes. It's happened to me, and I was so surprised at how hurt I was. And when I look back, I think, like, I literally don't really know those people. Like, there's just something so, Ugh. It's, like, ancient, the feeling--like you're being pilloried or something, like you're in the public square--and it feels terrible, and I don't understand why. Like, I could just shut my computer, and it'd be gone, but it does not feel that way, internally.

Hayes: Yeah, and I can think of days I spent in that haze. You know, when you come out of it, you're like, Why did I let myself feel that way? Like, Why did I spend a whole day? Like, Why was I--I can even think of moments of being distracted from my kids because I was sitting there and feeling wounded and hurt and ruminating on a mean thing someone who I don't know said online. And I'm distracted, and my attention's on that instead of my wonderful child sitting on my lap, you know? (Laughs.)

Rosin: Well, I think the lesson to learn from that is what you're talking about in this book, is how vulnerable we are. Even when it doesn't make intellectual sense, there is some way that we're vulnerable in this moment. We can't completely control our reactions and choose, voluntarily, not to pay attention to this thing. We don't have that kind of agency--not yet, anyway.

Hayes: That's exactly right. You know, attention is the substance of life. That is what our lives add up to. It's in every moment, we are choosing to pay attention to something, or we're having it compelled, but we're paying attention to something. And that's what adds up to a day and a week and a month and a year and a life.

And it's also finite. You know, this is one of the key points I make, is that part of the value--and the reason it's so valuable, and the reason there is such competition for the extraction of attention--is that unlike information, it's capped. It's a finite resource. It's that people are figuring out how to take one or two extra slices of the pie, not grow it. And that's the other thing that leads to the feeling of alienation and the feeling that something has been taken away from us because of its finitude.

Rosin: Well, let's talk about attention as a resource, because we've talked a lot about how it works in us, the individuals, and permeates our lives, but I want to talk about a broader social context. You make this very compelling analogy between our attention problem and Marxist ideas. I did have this image of you at a bookstore one day, like, being bored and coming across a copy of Das Kapital, and like, a lightning bolt goes off. Yes! It's like Marx but for the information age. It's a really compelling analogy. Can you explain it?

Hayes: Yes, I mean, you know, I started reading Marx in high school, which is a weird thing to say, but it's true. Here's the basic argument Marx makes about labor.

So he's living at this time where there's this new thing called "wage capitalism," "wage labor." People, you know, sell their labor on a per-hour basis.

Rosin: And how is that different from people's relationship to labor before? Just so we get the analogy.

Hayes: Totally. So let's think about a cobbler, right? You're in the preindustrial age. You got your little shop. You make a shoe. And there's a few things about this process that are distinct. One is, there's a telos; there's an arc to it. You start with the raw materials, then you put them together, then you put the sole on, then you put the finish on. In the end, you have a shoe, and you own that shoe, and then you sell it in your store in exchange for money.

Now, compare that experience to the wage laborer in a shoe factory who is at one position stamping soles 10 or 12 hours a day, six days a week. In both cases, you could say that sort of preindustrial cobbler and the shoe-factory worker are both laboring.

But now there's this distinct thing called "labor as a commodity" that has a wage price and a set of institutions to take the labor in exchange for that wage, and a set of technological and economic developments that produce a situation in which you go from being the cobbler, who makes the whole shoe, to being in a factory 12 hours a day, stamping a sole.

And Marx talks about this as the root of alienation. You're just alienated from yourself, from your humanity. You're not doing a recognizably human thing. You're doing something that feels robotic and mechanical, but also that the value that you're creating is literally outside of you. I mean, to go back to the cobbler, when he makes the shoe, he actually owns the shoe. If he wanted to make the shoe and give it to his kids, he could do that--and sometimes cobblers would, right? But the factory worker doesn't have that. The factory worker is alienated from the value of the shoe. He's stamping the sole, and when it goes down the line, it gets sold off somewhere else. It's literally outside of him. It's alien to him.

So this is the basic Marx labor theory of value, right? That you have this transformation in society, economic conditions, institutions that took a thing that was fundamentally human--effort, toil, whatever you want to call it--and transformed it into this new thing that was a commodity that could be priced and bought and traded.

Rosin: Called labor.

Hayes: Called labor. And I think, basically, there's something happening right now with attention that's similar. People have always paid attention to things, and that attention has always had some value, and there's people who have utilized that value for all kinds of purposes--P. T. Barnum, Mark Antony: "Friends, Romans, countrymen, lend me your ears."

You know, there's always been a value there, but we've entered an age that I think is similar to the industrial age--but for attention--where a set of institutions, technologies, and arrangements have produced a world in which our attention is being extracted from us, commodified, and sold at a price, often in millisecond auctions to advertisers.

And that extraction leads to a profound sense of alienation, similar in some ways to that sense of alienation and that alienation of the laborer. And yet there's one more way in which it's even more insidious, I would argue, which is that compelled, involuntary aspect.

So labor can be coerced forcibly. I mean, you can, you know, use a whip or a gun to make someone do something. If you put a gun to someone's head and say, Dig a ditch, you're coercing. You're forcing that labor. But they know they're doing it. If you fire a gun, your head will snap around before you know you're even doing it.

And so because of this involuntary, compelled aspect of our biological wiring for attention, this new competitive attention capitalism is working to extract it at such a deep level that it's compelling it, at some way, before we're even able to make a volitional choice about it. And that feeling is this profound, deep feeling of alienation.

I think this alienation is so ubiquitous. I think we all feel versions of it, and I found the concept of alienation, which I always found a little foggy in the past, very clarifying. Something that should be within us is outside of us, and that within us is my control over my own thoughts. That's the thing that should be within me. That's the nature of consciousness itself, what it means to be of free will, and yet that is being extracted and commodified and taken outside of me.

Rosin: So we're not exactly compelled. Nobody's holding a gun to our head. So I don't know that you could say it's worse. It's just more confusing because we are participating. So in some sense--

Hayes: Yes, that's a good point. Yes, there's not the same sense of violation, right? Because in some ways it feels like we're consenting. I think you're right. That muddies it and also gives us a weird feeling of shame and guilt.

Rosin: One consequence we're seeing is the kind of people who thrive in this age--obviously, Donald Trump. You mention Elon Musk a lot in the book, which I think is a specific point. Like, the Trump point is kind of obvious. Like, why someone like that thrives in an age of attention, I think we intuitively understand that. Musk is a little more complicated.

Hayes: Well, look--here's what unites them, right? It's fundamentally: These are people that understand that attention matters more than anything, even at the cost of negative attention. And this is really the key thing to understand, I think, that has really warped our public discourse. The thing that separates social attention from other, more elevated forms of human interaction is that it's necessary but not sufficient.

Someone flirting with you across the bar is social attention, a pleasant kind. Someone screaming at your face because you're too close to them on the subway is also attention. And that's the weird thing about attention. It could be of either valence and everything in between.

In a world that increasingly values attention over all else, what you get is you unlock the universe of negative attention and its power, because if all that matters is attention, then negative attention is just as good as positive attention. Now, most of us are conditioned to not like negative attention. But there's a certain set of people who, either through a sort of intellectual understanding--sometimes this happens, where you'll read interviews with creators who are like, Oh yeah. Once I started trolling, I got more views, right?

So part of it is: The algorithms select for negative attention. But part of it is just a deep brokenness in their personality, and I think this is true of both Donald Trump and Elon Musk, to seek out negative attention because it's attention. And this creates a kind of troll politics writ large, and I think we're sort of watching, in some ways, the Musk era supplant the Trump era, if that makes sense?

Rosin: What do you mean? What do you define as the Musk era?

Hayes: So most politicians, they want positive attention, and if they can't get positive attention, they want no attention and then, underneath that, negative attention, right? So it's like, you want people to like you and know your name, or you want to stay out of the news. And what Trump realized is that, no, it doesn't matter whether it's positive or negative, as long as you're getting attention,

Musk has now taken this insight to actually having captured a platform that he purchased, where he is now operationalizing this at scale. So it's like the higher synthesis of the insight of Trump. He's understood that attention is the most valuable resource, and this is true in monetary terms. I mean, look at what's happened--this I actually get wrong in the book because I was writing it too early.

Look what happened: He buys Twitter, okay? He buys it for $44 billion. So he gets it so he could be the main character on this. He so obsessively pursues this attention that it destroys the actual value of the entity. So lighting $25 billion on fire, right, all in this sort of broken pursuit of attention. But then, using this attention and using the platform, he helps elect a president who puts him, essentially, at the seat of power that produces an enormous boon in his personal wealth because people are like, Oh now he is close to power, and it has netted him hundreds of billions of dollars in his personal value.

And it's the most incredible allegory for the entire attention age. Here are these two guys, Donald Trump and Elon Musk, who seem to recognize more than anyone that attention is the most valuable resource and that you should do whatever you can to pursue it, even if that means acting like a maniac. And it's kind of worked for both of them.

Rosin: That seems so huge and overpowering. I mean, there's a way of listening to you and reading this book and fully seeing it. Like, we can see the train wreck in our own lives and sort of out there in the world. But you might read the book and think, Okay, this is my own ordeal--like, something I have to combat. I have to put my phone away. I have to chain myself to the trees or whatever. 

Hayes: Yeah. I mean, so the first thing I would say is that the cause for optimism, which I have some, is that I feel this is pretty untenable and unsustainable, because I think the sense of exhaustion and alienation so ubiquitous and profound that I don't think it can keep going that way. And actually, I think that there's unbelievable latent energy for something different than what this is.

There are ways that attention can still be bought and sold that isn't this particular to-the-second, algorithmic, infinite scroll that we're all now trapped in, right? So I think you are going to see flourishing of alternate means. And you see this, I mean--Substack, the longform newsletter. We're seeing it happen. Like, Substack is growing because people do want to read long things from people that they think are interesting, and not just algorithmic serving of short-form video. That's a different model. It's a for-profit model, but it's a different model and, I think, a better one and one that's less extractive and alienating for our attention.

You know, vinyl records were completely supplanted by cassette tapes and then CDs. And then, starting about 10 years ago, they started growing, and they've been growing every year, and they've been growing at huge paces, and there's now a thriving vinyl industry. And the reason is that, I think, when you are streaming music, you have the twitchy, short-form attention extraction of going to the next song, or maybe I want something else. When you put on a record, you commit, right?

The commitment mechanism is the triumph of the volitional will over the involuntary attention compulsion, right? It's like Odysseus lashing himself to the mast, right? We make a commitment: I'm going to read this email from this Substacker I subscribe to. I'm going to listen to this album, which I've put on vinyl. These commitment methods--and, again, they could be in for-profit context--I think we are going to see flourishing and more energy behind that.

And the other example I use, because I talked about hunger before, is to think about what's happened with how opposition to the sort of corporate, industrial food system the U.S. has worked. So you've had an entire thriving ecosystem and set of businesses built up in opposition to precisely the forms of extractive and exploitative food capitalism that I think is parallel to attention capitalism.

And I think we are going to see that. There are people that market dumb phones now, and I think there's gonna be a lot more of them. I can imagine a world in which, in the same way that a certain kind of parent doesn't feed their kids fast food, you start to see that more and more, that people kind of just opt out of this entire system, to the extent they can.

Rosin: Do you think we're being exploited, and we should be mad about it?

Hayes: Yeah, I do. I do. I think that there's something pretty dark and insidious about how the major platforms, particularly, are engineering this kind of attention compulsion. And I think we are going to enter an era in which we start regulating attention seriously. You're seeing this call--you know, in Australia, they've already banned social media for children under 16. You're going to see more and more calls for that. But also, I can imagine other ways that we try to regulate it, whether it's hard caps--regulated hard caps on screen time. I mean, that sounds so crazy and kind of un-American, but I don't know. Maybe that's a good idea!

Rosin: Well, I take hope in the schools. I mean, schools, not just in the U.S. but all over the world, are starting to get pretty serious about no phones at all during class time, which is radical. If you're a teenager, that's a radical change in your life. So that's hopeful. I will say one thing your book has really done for me very concretely is make me appreciate my group chats.

Like, after I read your book, I went back and I thanked--you know, I thought, Oh, you know, I've got a couple of group chats that are so fun. And I just went and thanked everybody on them.

Hayes: That makes me so happy to hear that, because this is a book written by a person who genuinely loves the internet and has loved the internet most of his adult life. I mean, I'm an early internet adopter, and what the group chat is doing is: It's using technology to connect actual people that know each other.

And there's lots of stuff that could happen in group chat that could be messy or bad, because humans can be mean or gossipy to each other. But fundamentally, there's not an interposition of some entity trying to monetize it. It's a noncommercial space. It's a technology that's a noncommercial space.

It feels like the early noncommercial internet. You just go on with your friends, and you make jokes, and you share stuff, and that's it. No one comes in with a five-second ad. No one tries to extract your attention against your will. It's a set of bilateral relationships, voluntarily entered to, in a space that is noncommercial.

And that's the other thing we really need. Like, we have physical public spaces that are noncommercial, and they are so vital, whether that's schools or libraries or parks. Increasingly, the internet is just totally captured by commercial spaces. And it used to be entirely noncommercial, and now it's entirely commercial. And those commercial spaces will ultimately further the kind of extractive attention capitalism I'm critiquing. But there are ways to create--and the group chat right now is the chief among them--noncommercial spaces of digital connection.

Rosin: Okay, everyone listening, go do more group chats. Just go engage in your group chats. And Chris, thank you so much for joining me today. Thank you for writing this book and explaining this all to us.

Hayes: Thank you for reading it. It really means a lot to me and thank you for having me.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode was produced by Kevin Townsend and edited by Claudine Ebeid. Rob Smierciak engineered, and Ena Alvarado fact-checked. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

My thanks again to Chris Hayes for joining me. His new book is The Sirens' Call: How Attention Became the World's Most Endangered Resource.
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It's Not Amateur Hour Anymore

Trump's team is savvy and has been planning to remake the federal government for years.

by Paul Rosenzweig




Updated at 6:20 p.m. ET on January 29, 2025


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


The first 10 days of Donald Trump's presidency have seen such an onslaught of executive orders and implementing actions that Steve Bannon's strategy to "flood the zone with shit" seems apt. But that characterization is incomplete, and it obscures a more frightening truth: The Trump administration's actions have been not just voluminous but efficient and effective. Though Trump himself may not appreciate the depth of detail that has gone into these early days, his allies do appear to understand what they are doing, and they seem to have his unquestioning consent to do whatever they like.

And what they want is very clear: to take full control of the federal government. Not in the way that typifies every change of administration but in a more extreme way designed to eradicate opposition, disempower federal authority, and cause federal bureaucrats to cower. It is an assault on basic governance.

A great deal of thought has gone into this effort already. The executive orders and sundry administrative directives and guidance that have been issued reflect a profound understanding of the federal government and exactly where the weak spots within the bureaucracy might lie.

Read: The strategy behind Trump's policy blitz

Consider, as a first example, the order that reassigned 20 senior career lawyers within the U.S. Department of Justice. Because of their career status, they could not be unilaterally fired, but Trump's team did the next best thing by reassigning them to a newly created "Sanctuary Cities" task force. With one administrative act, the senior leaders of public-integrity investigations, counter-intelligence investigations, and crypto-currency investigations--individuals with immense experience in criminal law--were taken off the board and assigned to a body that is, apparently, tasked with taking legal actions against cities that do not assist in Trump's immigration crackdown. Their former offices were effectively neutered.

As my friend, the former federal prosecutor Randall Eliason, put it: "These are career people. They are not political. They are people who have been in these positions often many, many years or even decades. They have developed a real expertise, and that's a great resource for the government." A resource that is now lost.

But this is not merely an attack on expertise. This maneuver has a further effect: to disable opposition. Career employees with this degree of expertise and experience are exactly the type who would embody institutional norms and, thus, exactly the sort who could be expected, in their own way, to form a bulwark of institutional resistance to Trumpian excess. Moreover, three of the prosecuting sections of the DOJ that have been disrupted--public integrity (an anti-corruption unit), counterintelligence (combatting foreign influence), and crypto crime--are precisely the three units whose oversight might interfere with Trump's activities, or those of his allies.

The same playbook was also used last week to hamstring environmental enforcement, by reassigning four senior environmental lawyers at the DOJ to immigration matters. The leaders of these four litigating sections are four of the most experienced environmental lawyers in the nation. Additionally, the Trump administration has frozen action on all cases handled by the Justice Department's Environmental Enforcement Section, with substantial practical disruption. Once again, expertise has been lost and the functionality of government institutions has been significantly impaired, with the inevitable result that companies subject to environmental regulation (including Trump's big corporate supporters) will be less policed.

One could continue with a number of other examples, whether the wholesale reassignment of 160 staffers at the National Security Council (responsible for coordinating crucial national-security matters at the White House), the reassignment of DOJ civil-rights leadership (enforcing DEI mandates), or the appointment of Ed Martin (a January 6 denier) as the United States attorney for the District of Columbia. But the themes are always the same: Long-standing expertise is discarded and institutional effectiveness diminished.

Read: Trump can't escape the laws of political gravity

More to the point, however, these actions are a "deep cut" reflecting significant planning and intent. The chiefs at DOJ's public-integrity or environmental-enforcement sections are by no means household names. Nobody outside their immediate ambit of authority would know who they are. And yet the extent of knowledge demonstrated by Trump's team in reassigning them is extensive. Trump's team knows which high-value targets might offer internal resistance, and it has removed them.

A second pillar of Trump's effort to take over the government can be seen in his steps to eliminate any independent oversight of his actions.

Here, the headline is his attempted purge of at least a dozen inspectors general.  Inspectors general, as an institution, are perhaps not so little-known as the DOJ section chiefs who were dismissed, but as individuals, they are mostly anonymous. IGs serve as an internal check on waste, fraud, and abuse at federal agencies. They were created by Congress in the 1970s as a semi-independent authority intended to be insulated from presidential control. They routinely report to Congress and the public about misconduct that they identify for corrective action.

Indeed, Congress so highly values the independence, objectivity, and nonpartisanship of IGs that, following Trump's first presidency, it passed a law strengthening that independence and limiting a president's removal authority. No doubt recognizing the threat that independent oversight might pose to his planned actions, Trump's (possibly illegal) removal order is a frontal assault on the careful monitoring Congress has sought to build into the government.

To similar effect, the Trump administration has moved to eliminate the Pentagon's Civilian Protection Center of Excellence. That relatively obscure office (with a budget of only $7 million and 30 staff), little noticed outside the Army, is intended to study ways of reducing civilian harm during combat. But Trump's secretary of defense, Pete Hegseth, thinks that "restrictive rules of engagement" make defeating the enemy harder, but the protection of civilians is all about careful rules of engagement. Again, the Trump administration's action reflects both a substantive desire to diminish oversight and a depth of bureaucratic knowledge that is extensive.

That depth can also be seen in Trump's announced intention to fire three Democratic members of the Privacy and Civil Liberties Oversight Board. The PCLOB is an independent bipartisan oversight board reviewing executive-branch law-enforcement and intelligence surveillance activities. Yet, despite its crucial internal importance, the PCLOB is hardly a well-known institution. Save for those, like me, who work in that field, few, if any, outside observers could likely define the board's role or name its members.

Jonathan Chait: Trump's second term might have already peaked

And still, Trump's team knew enough to identify an ingenious way of neutering the board. As an independent, statutorily created agency, it could not be eliminated. But the board does require a quorum to operate, and by firing three of its five members this past Monday, Trump effectively eliminated its oversight. As Senator Ron Wyden put it: "By purging the Democratic members of the Privacy and Civil Liberties Oversight Board, Trump is kneecapping one of the only independent watchdogs over government surveillance who could alert Congress and the public about surveillance abuses by his administration." And he is doing so in a highly sophisticated manner.

Along with large-scale actions to reform government, Trump's orders included a plethora of small-bore, petty-minded actions designed to implement his personal prejudices and desire for revenge. For example, he has stripped Anthony Fauci of his federal security detail. He has also dismissed Admiral Linda Fagan of the Coast Guard, the first woman to ever lead a military branch, on a transparently inaccurate claim of ineffectiveness. Likewise, he has stripped security protection from Mike Pompeo and John Bolton (both of whom are under affirmative threat from Iran). His administration's ban on "activist" flags at U.S. embassies would be almost comical if it did not exemplify the coldhearted efficiency at the core of Trump's new presidency. These actions are petty, but they also reflect the comprehensive nature of his purpose and the extent of his team's planning.

Were it not so dangerous to democratic norms, the efficiency of these early days would almost be admirable, in the same way that one might admire a well-run play by an opposing football team. But politics is not a game, and this nation's basic security and functioning are at risk. Those who oppose Trump's actions do not have an incompetent opponent; Trump's team is savvy and has been planning for this for years. They came ready.



This article originally stated that Admiral Linda Fagan is the only woman to have ever led a military branch. In fact, she is the first, but not the only. Admiral Lisa Marie Franchetti has been the chief of naval operations since 2023.
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Strong-Arming Latin America Will Work Until It Doesn't

Trump's mass-deportation plans could come back to hurt the U.S.

by Will Freeman




For a moment on Sunday, the government of Colombia's Gustavo Petro looked like it might be the first in Latin America to take a meaningful stand against President Donald Trump's mass-deportation plans. Instead, Petro gave Trump the perfect opportunity to show how far he would go to enforce compliance. Latin American leaders came out worse off.

On Sunday afternoon, Petro, a leftist who has held office since 2022, announced on X that he would not allow two U.S. military aircraft carrying Colombian deportees to land. He forced them to turn back mid-flight and demanded that Trump establish a protocol for treating deportees with dignity.

Colombia had quietly accepted military deportation flights before Trump's inauguration, according to the Financial Times. But the Trump administration began flaunting these flights publicly, and some deportees sent to Brazil claimed that they were shackled, denied water, and beaten. Petro saw all of this as a step too far, and reacted. He clarified that he would still accept deportations carried out via "civilian aircraft," without treating migrants "like criminals" (more than 120 such flights landed in Colombia last year).

Trump responded by threatening to impose 25 percent tariffs on all Colombian goods (to be raised to 50 percent within a week), impose emergency banking sanctions, and bar entry to all Colombian-government officials and even their "allies." The message was clear: To get his way on deportations, he would stop at nothing, even if this meant blowing up relations with one of the United States' closest Latin American partners.

Quico Toro: Trump's Colombia spat is a gift to China

Petro almost immediately backed down. He seemed to have taken the stand on a whim, possibly in part to distract from a flare-up in violence among armed criminal groups inside his country. The White House announced that Colombia had agreed to accept deportation flights, including on military aircraft. Petro gave a tepid repost, then deleted it.

For Trump, the incident was a perfect PR stunt, allowing him to showcase the maximum-pressure strategy he might use against any Latin American government that openly challenges his mass-deportation plans and offering a test case for whether tariffs can work to coerce cooperation from U.S. allies. For Latin America, the ordeal could not have come at a worse time.

Across the region, leaders are bracing for the impact of deportations--not only of their own citizens, but of "third-country nationals" such as Venezuelans, Nicaraguans, and Cubans, whose governments often refuse to take them back. They are rightfully worried about what a sudden influx of newcomers and a decline in remittance payments from the United States will mean for their generally slow-growing economies, weak formal labor markets, and strained social services, not to mention public safety, given the tendency of criminal gangs to kidnap and forcibly recruit vulnerable recent deportees.

If Latin American governments are trying to negotiate the scope or scale of deportation behind closed doors, they do not appear to be having much success. Several leaders seem to be losing their nerve. Mexico's president, Claudia Sheinbaum, went from expressing hope for an agreement with the Trump administration to receive only Mexicans to accepting the continued deportation of noncitizens--perhaps because Trump threatened to place 25 percent tariffs on all Mexican goods as soon as February 1. Honduras threatened to expel a U.S. Air Force base on January 3 if the United States carried on with its deportation plans. By January 27, Honduras folded, saying that it would accept military deportation flights but requesting that deportees not be shackled. Guatemala is trying to draw the line at taking in only fellow Central Americans.

Most Latin American leaders will bend to Trump's wishes on mass deportation rather than invite the strong-arm tactics he threatened to use on Colombia. One reason is that tariffs can really hurt the countries whose cooperation Trump needs most on deportations. Unlike most of South America, Mexico, Colombia, Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador still trade more with the United States than with China. Only with Mexico, the United States' largest trade partner, does the leverage go both ways, but even there it is sharply asymmetrical (more than 80 percent of Mexican exports go to the U.S., accounting for nearly a fifth of the country's GDP).

Latin American countries could improve their bargaining position by taking a unified stand and negotiating with Trump as a bloc. But the chances that they will do so are slim and getting slimmer. Today, Honduran President Xiomara Castro called off a planned meeting of the Community of Latin American and Caribbean States, a left-leaning regional bloc, to discuss migration, faulting a "lack of consensus."

Juliette Kayyem: The border got quieter, so Trump had to act

Latin American presidents have relatively weak incentives to fight Trump on migration. The region is home to more than 20 million displaced people, millions of whom reside as migrants or refugees in Mexico, Colombia, Peru, and elsewhere--and yet, migration is simply not that big of a political issue in most countries. That could change if deportations reach a scale sufficient to rattle economies, but Latin American leaders are focused on the short term, much as Trump is. Presidential approval ratings tend to rise and fall based on crime and the economy more than immigration, and at least for now, anti-U.S. nationalism is not the political force it has been in the past.

So Trump will likely get his way in more cases than not. But he shouldn't celebrate just yet, because the short-term payoff of strong-arming Latin America will come at the long-term cost of accelerating the region's shift toward China and increasing its instability. The latter tends, sooner or later, to boomerang back into the United States.

"Every South American leader, even pro-American ones, will look at Trump's strategy vis-a-vis Panama, Colombia, and Mexico and understand the risks of being overly dependent on the U.S. right now. The majority will seek to diversify their partnerships to limit their exposure to Trump," Oliver Stuenkel, a Brazilian international-relations analyst, posted on X in the middle of the Colombia standoff. He's right. Latin American leaders, even several conservative ones, moved closer to China during Trump's first term, which is not what Trump wants. Reducing China's presence in Latin America seems to be his No. 2 priority in the region (see his threats to Panama over the Hong Kong company operating near its canal). Chinese investments in dual-use infrastructure and 5G technology pose long-term national-security risks to the United States. But Trump's tariff threats and coercion could rattle Latin America and help China make its sales pitch to the region: We're the reliable ones. The long-standing lament that Latin American conservatives, centrists, and leftists share is that whereas the United States comes to the region to punish and lecture, China comes to trade. Trump's current approach gives that complaint extra credence.

From the September 2024 issue: Seventy miles in hell

Trump's deportation plans threaten to destabilize parts of Latin America, which will have repercussions for the United States. The arrival of hundreds of thousands of people to countries without the economic or logistical capacity to absorb them could leave the region reeling. Consider that the Trump administration is negotiating an asylum agreement with El Salvador--a country with one of the weakest and smallest economies, and highest rates of labor informality, in all of Central America. If Venezuelans, Nicaraguans, and Cubans are sent there, they are almost guaranteed not to find jobs. People deported to Honduras and Guatemala will also likely struggle to find work and face recruitment by gangs. And because remittances make up about a fifth of GDP in Guatemala and about a quarter in El Salvador, Honduras, and Nicaragua, large-scale deportations threaten to deliver a brutal shock to their economies. Mexico's economy is bigger and sturdier, but economists have shown that large influxes of deportees there, too, tend to depress formal-sector wages and increase crime. The inflow of workers might still benefit economies like Mexico's in the long run. But in the short to medium term, Trump's mass-deportation plans are a recipe for instability.

The lesson of the past several decades--Trump's first term included--is that Latin American instability never remains contained within the region. It inevitably comes boomeranging back to the United States. Mexican cartels didn't gain far-reaching influence just in their country. They fueled a fentanyl epidemic that has killed more than a quarter million Americans since 2018. Venezuela's economic collapse under authoritarian rule didn't bring misery only upon that country; it produced one of the world's biggest refugee crises, with more than half a million Venezuelans fleeing to the United States. Instability nowhere else in the world affects the United States more directly, or profoundly, than that in Latin America.

In the 1980s and '90s, internal armed conflicts raged in Colombia and Central America, and Mexico confronted serial economic crises. Since then, the United States' immediate neighbors have become relatively more stable, democratic, and prosperous. But slow growth, fiscal imbalances, and, above all, the growing power of organized crime have tested that stability in recent years. Trump is adding to the pressure with mass deportations--then hoping to contain whatever erupts by simply hardening the southern border. That's quite the gamble.
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A Less Brutal Alternative to IVF

Fertility treatment doesn't have to be so painful.

by Kristen V. Brown




After my 20th shot of hormones, I texted my boyfriend, only half kidding, "I'm dying." We had decided to freeze embryos, but after more than a week of drugs that made me feel like an overinflated balloon and forced me to take several secret naps a day, I no longer cared whether we froze anything. I was not doing this again.

In order to maximize the number of eggs that can be harvested from the human body, most women who undergo an egg retrieval spend two weeks, give or take, injecting themselves at home with a cocktail of drugs. The medications send the reproductive system into overdrive, encouraging the maximum number of egg-containing follicles to grow and mature at once. They can also cause itchiness, nausea, fatigue, sadness, headaches, moodiness, and severe bloating as your ovaries swell to the size of juicy lemons. Some people experience ovarian hyperstimulation, which can lead in rare cases to hospitalization. Studies have found the stress of fertility treatment to be a primary reason people stop pursuing it, even if they have insurance coverage.

Many people who continue with IVF feel that, if they want a child, they have no other choice. "Right now our treatment options are pretty binary," Pietro Bortoletto, the director of reproductive surgery and a co-director of oncofertility at Boston IVF, told me. "Either you just put sperm inside the uterus. Or you do IVF, the full-fledged Cadillac of treatment." But a third option is emerging, one that could reduce the cost and time that fertility patients spend at the doctor's office and mitigate the side effects. It's called in vitro maturation, or IVM. Whereas IVF relies on hormone injections to ripen a crop of eggs inside the body, IVM involves collecting immature eggs from the ovaries and maturing them in the lab. The first IVM baby was born in Korea in 1991, and since then, the method has generally yielded lower birth rates than IVF. Decades later, new scientific techniques are raising the possibility that IVM could be a viable alternative to IVF--at least for some patients--and free thousands of aspiring mothers from brutal protocols.
 
 The challenge of IVM is to figure out how to make fragile, finicky human eggs mature in a dish as well as they do within the ovaries. The handful of researchers and companies leading the push to make IVM more mainstream are taking different approaches. One Texas-based company, Gameto, uses stem cells to produce something akin to an ovary in a dish, mimicking the chemical signals an egg would receive in the body. Last month, for the first time, a baby was born who was created using Gameto's stem-cell medium, Fertilo. The fertility clinic at the University of Medicine and Pharmacy at Ho Chi Minh City, in Vietnam, uses a technique that involves first allowing the retrieved eggs to rest, then ripening them. Lavima Fertility, a company that spun out of research at the Free University of Brussels, is working on commercializing that technique.

Read: They were made without eggs or sperm. Are they human?

For now, these new treatments aren't commercially available in the United States. The Food and Drug Administration hasn't historically weighed in on the media that human embryos grow in, but it asked Gameto to seek approval to market Fertilo. Gameto is now preparing for Phase 3 clinical trials. Lavima could face similar hurdles. Older IVM methods are available in the U.S., but not widely used. Meanwhile, more than a dozen women in countries where Fertilo has been cleared for use, which include Australia, Mexico, Peru, and Argentina, are carrying Fertilo-assisted pregnancies, according to the company.

Compared with IVF, IVM is far more gentle. Harvesting immature follicles requires only one or two days of hormonal injections, or skips the process altogether. Reducing the hormone doses necessarily means fewer side effects and cases of ovarian hyperstimulation syndrome. (It may also curtail any possible long-term health effects of repeated exposure to these hormones, which have not been well studied.) Skipping or reducing the drugs can also save women thousands of dollars and many visits to a provider for blood work and monitoring. For women who live far from fertility clinics, or can't commit to so many visits for other reasons, this protocol could make the difference between undergoing treatment and not, Bortoletto said.

Historically, IVM has generated fewer mature eggs and embryos compared with IVF. The stats are improving, but even if IVM maintains an overall lower success rate than IVF, it still could be the better option for several groups of patients. Egg donors, many of whom undergo multiple retrieval cycles, could be good candidates. So could hyper-responders--patients whose ovaries naturally develop more follicles each month, thanks to their young age or conditions such as PCOS. IVM clinicians could gather enough eggs from hyper-responders that even if a smaller number mature in the lab than might have in the ovaries, a patient would still have a good chance of pregnancy. These patients are also at the highest risk for uncomfortable or dangerous IVF side effects. IVM could be a safer choice, and an effective one. In a 2021 committee opinion, the American Society for Reproductive Medicine concluded that IVM reduced the burden of fertility treatment for these groups of patients. Some studies of hyper-responders have found a live birth rate of 40 percent or higher per IVM cycle, a number on par with that of IVF.

Many women seek IVF because they are approaching their 40s and have few eggs left; they will likely never be good IVM candidates. But IVM might work just fine for patients with blocked fallopian tubes, single and LGBTQ people, and young women who want to freeze their eggs. It could also be useful to cancer patients, many of whom don't have time to undergo a lengthy IVF cycle before beginning cancer treatment that threatens their fertility. The University of Medicine and Pharmacy in Vietnam primarily offers IVM to women with PCOS, women who appear to have a significant reserve of eggs, and women with a condition that mutes their response to hormonal stimulation. Lan Vuong, who heads the department of obstetrics and gynecology, told me the live-birth rate with IVM there is about 35 percent.

IVM could go far in helping to reduce the physical and emotional toll that fertility treatment takes on women at a time when more people than ever are seeking it out. In some ways, IVF's burden on women has increased: In an effort to improve birth rates, new drugs, with their attendant side effects, have been added to the standard protocols in the decades since 1978, when the first IVF baby was born. Beyond IVM, some companies are exploring new ways to reduce pain points, for instance by replacing needle injections with oral medications, some of which aim to have gentler side-effect profiles, or by having patients monitor a cycle at home instead of schlepping to the doctor every other day. Dina Radenkovic, the CEO of Gameto, told me that, within the fertility industry, there is a "growing recognition that fertility treatments must be not only effective but also more humane."

Read: Aspiring parents have a new DNA test to obsess over

Knowing all this, I can't help imagining how my own experience could have been different. My doctor eventually told me that part of the reason my cycle was so painful was that I was a hyper-responder, even at the advanced age of 37. If a gentler option had been available, I would have been a prime candidate.
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Starbucks' Most Beloved Offering Is Disappearing

It's the end of free bathrooms--and of a particular fantasy.

by Ellen Cushing




In Blaine, Washington, there is a very special Starbucks. Like every Starbucks, this one has tables and chairs and coffee and pastries and a pacifying sort of vibe. Also like (most) Starbucks, it has a bathroom, open to anyone who walks in. The bathroom is important because this Starbucks is located about three-quarters of a mile past Peace Arch, the busiest border crossing west of Detroit, and a wretched, wretched place where you can sometimes get stuck in a car for several hours without warning. The Blaine Starbucks looks out onto the magnificent Semiahmoo Bay and is, I guess for that reason, designed like a working lighthouse; at night, you can see it from all over the city center. The metaphor is almost too beautiful: Here is Starbucks and here is its warm light, guiding you to shore. Just about as soon as your huddled masses enter America, Starbucks is ready to take care of you. Do you need to pee? Of course you do.

Too bad. Last week, Starbucks, which has had a new CEO since September, announced an updated "Code of Conduct," which mandates that the coffee shop's spaces--including "cafes, patios and restrooms"--will soon be for paying customers only. "There is a need," Sara Trilling, the president of Starbucks North America, wrote in a letter to store managers, "to reset expectations for how our spaces should be used, and who uses them." Starbucks--the chain that took over the world by being everywhere and for everyone--is now a little less for everyone.

Read: The luxury makeover of the worst pastry on Earth

The change appears to be pitched at returning Starbucks to its former glory, when Starbucks was, in theory at least, not just a store but also a gathering space. "If you look at the landscape of retail and restaurants in America, there is such a fracturing of places where people meet," the company's famed former CEO, Howard Schultz, told an industry publication in 1995. "There's nowhere for people to go. So we created a place where people can feel comfortable." Starbucks was to feel like a "third place," an idea borrowed from the sociologist Ray Oldenburg: not home, not work, but somewhere else--a place where community is formed and civility is fostered; a place, like church, where people gather on equal footing and find meaning.

For a while, it actually worked, in both the high-minded sense and the business sense. Starbucks was America's, and then the world's, second living room, a place where people were happy to spend their money every day. The chairs were comfortable enough, and all those laptop-clackers and book-readers were like extras in the movie everyone thinks they are starring in. People may not have been forging deep connections with their fellow man at Starbucks, but they were, demonstrably, living their lives there: Americans have given birth at Starbucks, proposed at Starbucks, gotten married at Starbucks, died at Starbucks. In 1987, there were 17 Starbucks stores. In 2007, there were more than 15,000, in 43 countries.

But now, the internet has become our third space, and Starbucks has become, by and large, a well-outfitted to-go counter. Seven out of 10 Starbucks orders are completed via mobile app or drive-through. Walk into any store and you will see harried baristas frantically making drinks for people whose goal is certainly not to build community but rather to sprint in and sort through the forest of Frappuccinos to find theirs, if it's ready. Last year, on a podcast, Schultz, who is no longer Starbucks' CEO but is still a major shareholder, described the scene as "a mosh pit" (and not in a positive way). During the second quarter of 2024, transactions dropped 7 percent, the chain's worst quarter that didn't involve a pandemic or a great recession. Three months later, Brian Niccol took over as CEO. His second day on the job, he released a statement titled "Back to Starbucks." It described the cafe as "a gathering space, a community center where conversations are sparked, friendships form, and everyone is greeted by a welcoming barista."

Many customers "still experience this magic every day, but in some places--especially in the U.S.--we aren't always delivering," Niccol wrote. "It can feel transactional, menus can feel overwhelming, product is inconsistent, the wait too long or the handoff too hectic. These moments are opportunities for us to do better."

Though the new code of conduct does not include the word loitering, the implication that Starbucks wants to ban it is there: The company wants to be a place for people to hang out--but not just any people. This is, of course, any company's prerogative. Still, Starbucks making this decision in the name of becoming a better "community center" is both patently silly and a little delusional. Community centers don't typically require you to buy a cake pop to enter. And to the degree that Starbucks brings people together, it is because they are all using the same services (Wi-Fi, outlets, air-conditioning, water, bathrooms) at the same time. It's not a church; it's a rest stop.

Read: Eat your vegetables like an adult

But the corporate grandiosity also speaks to something somewhat profound, and sad, about what Starbucks does offer, and what no other large-scale entity does. Public restrooms, once an ordinary feature of urban American life, are disappearing. So are public water fountains. One in 15 Americans does not have access to high-speed internet, and widespread, free, municipal Wi-Fi, a dream of the techno-utopian 2000s, has yet to come to pass. Libraries across the country are cutting their hours. All the people who were left without a place to work after the pandemic closed their offices do not necessarily have a public replacement. Urban spaces are being explicitly designed to be annoying or impossible to sit in. Starbucks is, or was, a respite from all that, but of course, making a global corporation a municipal utility is not exactly a long-term solution.

Starbucks is a business. The company formalized its open-door bathroom policy several years ago, after two Black men were arrested for trying to use the facilities while having a meeting, the video of which went viral and caused a public-relations crisis. Now Starbucks is reversing it, also, presumably, for reasons having to do with being a business, one that is accountable to its shareholders every quarter. (The company's stock price has indeed risen by about 6 percent since the bathroom change was announced.) Starbucks doesn't sell community, because community isn't something you can buy--it sells coffee because coffee is something you can.
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            Half a century ago, the Vietnam War came to an end with the fall of Saigon, the blockbuster movie Jaws was released, and U.S. President Gerald Ford escaped two assassination attempts. Also in 1975, the Soviet Union and the United States teamed up for a historic cooperative space mission, the first wedding ceremony ever performed in a hot tub took place in California, and much more.
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                [image: Bruce Springsteen sings and plays guitar onstage in 1975.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Bruce Springsteen performs with the E Street Band at Alex Cooley's Electric Ballroom on August 21, 1975, during their Born to Run tour in Atlanta, Georgia.
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                [image: A line of people climb a steep staircase on a building's roof to board a helicopter that has landed on a very small rooftop space.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A CIA employee helps Vietnamese evacuees onto an Air America helicopter from the top of 22 Gia Long Street, a half mile from the U.S. embassy, on April 29, 1975, shortly before Saigon fell to the advancing North Vietnamese army.
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                [image: Joe Perry poses alongside his Corvette Stingray convertible, in an alley.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Aerosmith guitarist Joe Perry poses for a portrait with his Corvette Stingray on August 10, 1975, in Waltham, Massachusetts.
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                [image: Betty Ford performs dance movements alongside 8 or 9 other dancers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                First lady Betty Ford, on a visit with her husband to China in 1975, joins members of a dance troupe for an impromptu series of movements. Mrs. Ford herself was a serious dancer earlier in her life.
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                [image: People line up outside a movie theater beneath a marquee that reads "Jaws, Now a terrifying motion picture"]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Crowds line up outside the Rivoli Theatre to see the motion picture Jaws in New York City in August of 1975. The blockbuster film, released in June of 1975, grossed more than $100 million within two months, and soon became the highest-grossing film in the North American box office at the time.
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                [image: People work inside a large wind tunnel, using a crane to move a huge scale model of the space shuttle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A one-third-scale model of NASA's Space Shuttle orbiter is placed in the test section of the Ames Research Center's 40-by-80-foot wind tunnel in 1975. The shuttle's first orbital launch would take place in April of 1981.
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                [image: Several people stand outside a large aircraft, as one (carrying a weapon) boards through a rear staircase.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Six terrorists took over the OPEC headquarters in Vienna, Austria, on December 21, 1975, and held dozens of people hostage, including several OPEC oil ministers. Here, the attackers are seen boarding a DC-9 aircraft they had demanded to fly them to Algeria. Mediators from the Interior Ministry stand at center as an armed terrorist boards the plane. Three people were killed in the initial attack, but after negotiations, all remaining hostages and terrorists walked away just days later.
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                [image: A young woman stands, waiting, wearing large glasses and a t-shirt with an image of a peeled banana on it, and the text "Banana's."]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption from September of 1975: "A young woman watches as her car goes through testing at an auto emission inspection station in downtown Cincinnati, Ohio. All light duty, spark ignition powered motor vehicles are tested annually for carbon monoxide and hydrocarbon emissions, and given a safety check."
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                [image: A police officer on horseback rides in shallow water toward several people.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A mounted police officer pursues white demonstrators who attempted to invade an area being used by Black swimmers at Carson Beach in South Boston on August 10, 1975. Black and white swimmers threw rocks and bricks at one another at times. About 500 Black protesters were at the beach in predominantly white South Boston in response to a request by Black leaders who said they wanted to "reassert the rights of all Boston residents to use all public facilities."
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                [image: Mr. Rogers holds up puppets Henrietta Pussycat and X the Owl.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fred Rogers of Mister Rogers' Neighborhood holds puppets Henrietta Pussycat and X the Owl during an interview.
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                [image: Evel Knievel, seen in mid-air, on a motorcycle, during a jump over several rental vans.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                American stuntman Evel Knievel practices jumping over three vans in the parking lot of Wembley Stadium on May 23, 1975. Several days later, Knievel's attempt to jump over 13 buses in front of a crowd inside Wembley Stadium ended in a crash that left him with a broken pelvis.
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                [image: Tina Turner and Ike Turner perform on stage with backup singers and band members.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Singer Tina Turner performs live on stage with Ike Turner (background) and the Ikettes in London, England, in October of 1975.
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                [image: Two men stand beside an experimental race car with two normal rear tires, and four small front tires.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Team owner Ken Tyrrell (left) stands beside Derek Gardner, designer of the Tyrrell P34 (Project 34) Formula One race car while Patrick Depailler, of France, sits inside the radical six-wheeled race car in the pit lane at the Silverstone Circuit following the car's trial shakedown run on October 9, 1975, in Towcester, England.
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                [image: A skateboarder rides through a large concrete storm drain.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A skateboarder rides through a concrete storm drain in this 1975 photo illustrating the emerging teen sport of skateboarding, in Claremont, California.
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                [image: Members of the Monty Python comedy troupe in 1975. From left, John Cleese, Terry Gilliam, Michael Palin, Terry Jones, Eric Idle, and Graham Chapman]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Monty Python comedy troupe, from left, John Cleese, Terry Gilliam, Michael Palin, Terry Jones, Eric Idle, and Graham Chapman, pose for a photo in Los Angeles, California, on May 16, 1975. The group's second motion picture, Monty Python and the Holy Grail had just premiered in the United States several weeks earlier.
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                [image: A football fan wears a helmet and a gas mask as another fan blows cigarette smoke toward them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "Jim Ondrus of Mount Clemens, Michigan, wears a gas mask during the opening minutes of the Detroit-St. Louis NFL game in Pontiac, Michigan, on December 21, 1975, as another spectator teases him with billowing cigarette smoke. Smoking and the banning of it in the stadium has been the subject of a recent court action in Michigan."
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                [image: A television presenter sits inside a life-sized open model of a spacecraft inside a TV studio.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption, from July, 1975: "James Burke, television popularizer of science, sits inside the life-size model of a spacecraft at the BBC TV studio. The BBC and Burke planned model coverage of the Apollo-Soyuz historic linkup in space. The BBC TV Space team created specially-built life-size models of the manned sections of the Apollo and Soyuz craft." Apollo-Soyuz was a cooperative space mission between the United States and the Soviet Union, where two crewed spacecraft met in orbit, docking for two days in July of 1975.
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                [image: A large audience in a park watch a guitarist playing on a large stage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Thousands attend a free concert in San Francisco's Golden Gate Park featuring the Grateful Dead and Jefferson Starship, on September 28, 1975. Here, the Jefferson Starship guitarist Craig Chaquico performs at the front of the stage.
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                [image: Ronald Reagan and his wife Nancy Reagan stand side-by-side near a podium, waving to photographers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "Washington, D.C.: With wife Nancy by his side, Ronald Reagan announces on November 20, that he is a candidate for the Republican presidential nomination." Reagan lost the nomination to incumbent President Gerald Ford that year, but went on to win the presidency in 1980.
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                [image: A man wearing a top hat and a woman in a bikini are married while sitting in a hot tub.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The first legal wedding ceremony ever performed in a hot tub took place when Leslie Davis and Richard Bustardo got married during the Backyard Living Show in Los Angeles, California, on March 26, 1975. The ceremony was held in a five-foot hot tub, with the bride wearing a bikini and the groom attired in swimming trunks and top hat.
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                [image: Five members of a pop band perform in a television studio.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Scottish pop group the Bay City Rollers perform on an episode of Saturday Night Live with Howard Cosell, broadcast live from the Ed Sullivan Theater in New York City.
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                [image: Two men kneel down inside an electronics shop crowded with 1970s-era portable electronics.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Potential customers try one of hundreds of radio-tape recorders at an electronics shop in Tokyo's Akihabara district in Japan, on November 18, 1975.
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                [image: Actors Penny Marshall and Cindy Williams stand in costume in a fictional beer bottling plant.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                From left: Actors Penny Marshall and Cindy Williams, seen during the filming of the opening title sequence for the television show Laverne & Shirley, in December of 1975. The show, a spin-off of the popular series Happy Days, debuted in January of 1976, becoming a popular series lasting for eight seasons.
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                [image: A man wearing protective gear and holding a helmet stands beside a very long specialized and streamlined motorcycle on a broad flat plain.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "California motorcyclist Don Vesco, after completing a 293.792 m.p.h. run on the Bonneville Salt Flats. He broke his own record with a 299.490 average run the next day In doing so he set both U.S. and world speed records for two wheeled vehicles."
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                [image: Freddie Mercury performs on stage in front of his drummer.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Freddie Mercury of the rock band Queen performs onstage circa 1975 in London, England.
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                [image: A masked person plays a piano, with a rifle resting nearby, atop the piano.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "A masked Phalange gunman plays the piano, with his assault rifle momentarily set aside, in the downstairs musical bar of the Holiday Inn on November 3, 1975, in Beirut, Lebanon. The Holiday Inn is occupied by Phalangists battling leftist Muslim fighters in Beirut's 'Hotel War.'" The conflict took place during the broader Lebanese Civil War that lasted until 1990.
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                [image: A heavily bomb-damaged office restroom]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The interior of the third-floor restroom area at the State Department in Washington is shown after a bomb exploded in the early morning of January 29, 1975. The bombing was undertaken by members of the militant organization called the Weather Underground, who claimed it was in retaliation for escalations of American involvement in the Vietnam War. There were no injuries in the blast.
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                [image: A man and woman, wearing Star Trek costumes, pose inside their memorabilia store.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "Chuck Weiss and his wife Sandy Sarris dress as Spock and another character from the science fiction television series Star Trek. Weiss and Sarris owned the first Star Trek memorabilia store in the country. Berkeley, 1975."
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                [image: A person sleeps in a hammock with an American flag blanket.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption, circa 1975: "American dreams at Little Duck Key. Commercial camping sites and travel trailer courts have sprung up throughout the Keys. Even on the smaller keys like Little Duck, where no facilities have yet been constructed, camping is permitted by local authorities."
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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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What's Guiding Trump's Early Moves

Trump claims to be focused on national security, but the evidence suggests otherwise.

by David A. Graham




Few of Donald Trump's foibles have gone undissected, but one glaring thing remains underappreciated: He does not care about U.S. national security.

Once you consider Trump's record from this perspective, many of his past and present actions become more coherent. (The political scientist Jonathan Bernstein recently made a version of this point on Substack.) Why else would a president--to choose a few examples--nominate Pete Hegseth and Tulsi Gabbard for his Cabinet, haphazardly store highly classified documents on a ballroom stage, or publicly call on Russia to hack a former secretary of state's emails?

This is not to say, as some of Trump's critics have, that he is against American national security. It doesn't mean he's a Manchurian candidate, a saboteur trying to tear down the United States on behalf of some foreign adversary--Trump appears to have come by his hostility to rule of law and the Constitution on his own. Rather, he's simply indifferent, just as many of Trump's most audacious lies are less intentionally misleading than completely uninterested in truth.

David A. Graham: What Trump did in Osaka was worse than lying

"Trump is the only thing he's interested in," John Bolton, who served as national security adviser during Trump's first term, told me. "He's not really interested in domestic security, either, or anything else."

Nor is this to say that Trump's appointees don't care about American national security. Tulsi Gabbard, his nominee to be director of national intelligence, has a very strange collection of views that she seems to honestly feel would improve America's position in the world. Her lengthy meeting with the now-deposed Syrian butcher Bashar al-Assad appears to have been prompted by sincere but misguided convictions.

Other Trump appointees also hold views that may diverge from "the blob," as detractors sometimes describe the foreign-policy establishment, but people like National Security Adviser Michael Waltz and Under Secretary of Defense for Policy-Designate Elbridge Colby are viewed as serious, thoughtful people with a command of their fields.

Read: Trump's plea for Russia to hack the U.S. government

Pete Hegseth, too, seems to care a great deal about the future of the country--but Hegseth is plainly unqualified to be secretary of defense, and a president who cared about national security would not put him forward to lead the Defense Department. Hegseth has never run any organization near in size and complexity to the Pentagon; the ones he has run, he's run into the ground. Many eyewitness accounts suggest he has, or has had, serious issues with alcohol abuse. (Hegseth denies any drinking problem and says he will not drink as secretary.) None of this even gets into his serial adultery and past accusations of sexual assault. (He has denied any wrongdoing.) His primary qualifications for the nomination are that he looks good on TV and that he's been a consistent cheerleader for Donald Trump.

A president who cared about national security would not have publicly called for Russia to hack Hillary Clinton's emails during the 2016 campaign. "Russia, if you're listening, I hope you're able to find the 30,000 emails that are missing," he said; Kremlin operatives promptly tried. Nor would he defer so egregiously to Vladimir Putin, blaming "U.S. foolishness and stupidity" for strained Russo-American relations. He would also not summarily dismiss DHS advisory committees and work to dismantle key cybersecurity bodies simply because he was angry that they undermined his lies about the 2020 election.

Read: Trump blames bad relations with Russia on everything but Russia

A president concerned foremost about national security does not systematically alienate key allies, attempt to intimidate them, or question whether he'd stand by basic treaty obligations, such as NATO's Article 5. Nor would a president who was interested in national security withhold duly appropriated funds to a key ally like Ukraine in the hope of obtaining a personal political favor. He would not use the military as a prop, whether in creating a show at the border or cinematically calling off strikes on adversaries.

A president focused on national security would not abscond with dozens of boxes full of highly sensitive national-security documents, storing them mixed up with golf shirts and newspaper clippings and leaving them on a stage in Mar-a-Lago, unsecured. (He would also not, as federal prosecutors alleged, refuse to return them when subpoenaed. Trump denied this.) Nor would he pardon violent rioters convicted in an assault on the U.S. Capitol.

Trump has revoked security details for Bolton, former Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, and his former adviser Brian Hook, all of whom worked in his first administration. Bolton told me he wasn't shocked, because when he resigned from the White House in 2019, Trump immediately ordered protection removed. "Normally, somebody in that job gets protection for three months, six months--there's no set formula," he said. "But because you have information you don't want your adversaries to get, it's not a perquisite. It's for the protection of the government."

Read: Why the president praises dictators

Caring deeply about national security is not the same as being good at it. U.S. history is littered with examples of catastrophic choices made by conscientious officials. The architects of foreign policy in the George W. Bush administration truly believed that toppling Saddam Hussein would improve security in the Middle East and American interests. They were wrong. Conversely, Trump's first term saw some foreign-policy wins, including the Abraham Accords and the assassination of Iranian General Qassem Soleimani. Other gambits that seemed more aimed at personal glorification--or a Nobel Peace Prize--such as his summit with Kim Jong Un flopped.

Even if Trump's approach does sometimes produce wins, however, he is more motivated by pique, personal benefit, attraction to autocratic leaders, or pursuit of adulation. Those, more than a calculation about what's best for the nation, are what guides Trump.
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The Problem With $TRUMP

Democracy is for "we, the people"--not "them, the owners of memecoins."

by Danielle Allen




On Inauguration Day, many felt real euphoria at the prospect of a wholesale renovation of America's institutions. And, as I've argued often, our constitutional democracy does need renovation--the various elites are disconnected from the people, bureaucracy afflicts everyone, and many of us find it impossible to hold our elected officials accountable. Yet I fear that the renovations we're about to get will take us in the wrong direction.

Americans have been yielding sovereignty to tech magnates and their money for years. The milestones are sometimes startling, even if one has long been aware of where things are heading. I was astonished and alarmed when I learned, in the summer of 2023, that Elon Musk had, within a span of five years, built an orbital network comprising more than half of the world's active satellites. His share has now risen to more than 60 percent. Already in 2023, he controlled battlefield communications infrastructure used in the war between Ukraine and Russia. Musk is currently the head of Donald Trump's new Department of Government Efficiency, known as DOGE, which is taking over the U.S. Digital Service. At the same time, he may be making a bid for TikTok's American platform. Ownership of TikTok brings immense power. In December, the Romanian elections were canceled in the middle of voting because of fears that propaganda from Russia, by means of TikTok, was driving the election results.

Musk is well on his way to controlling the world's communications infrastructure. This is not by accident. He swims in an intellectual universe, alongside his PayPal associates Peter Thiel (who funded J. D. Vance's Senate campaign) and David Sacks (now Trump's AI and crypto czar), whose writers advocate for replacing democratic leadership with a CEO-monarch, and argue that higher-IQ "sovereign individuals" should rule over people with lower IQs. Musk, Sacks, and Thiel all spent formative boyhood years in South Africa. As the historian Jill Lepore noted in The New Yorker, Musk's grandfather took the family to South Africa for the sake of apartheid, having left Canada after being jailed for his leadership activities in the Technocracy movement, "whose proponents believed that scientists and engineers, rather than the people, should rule." Thiel has made "freedom" his life's pursuit. Since 2009, he has argued that freedom is incompatible with democracy, and that "the fate of our world may depend on the effort of a single person who builds or propagates the machinery of freedom that makes the world safe for capitalism."

Brooke Harrington: The broligarchs are trying to have their way

Two original MAGA leaders, Steve Bannon and Laura Loomer, have railed against this "techno-feudalism." That is what they see Musk and his allies trying to bring about, whether in collaboration with Trump or by using him as their puppet. For the first time ever, I find myself agreeing with Bannon and Loomer.

The whole situation went from concerning to surreal when, two days before his inauguration, Trump issued a meme crypto coin, known as $TRUMP. A memecoin is a form of cryptocurrency that has no value-creating function in the crypto ecosystem. Instead, it references some popular phenomenon and gains its value only because of people's interest in that popular phenomenon. Typically, memecoins also lack the security that could render them a stable part of the crypto financial infrastructure.

The fully diluted value (or market cap when the full supply is circulating) of  $TRUMP, 80 percent of which is owned by entities that the Trump family controls, shot up within 24 hours of its release to more than $70 billion. It is now bouncing around between $20 billion and $30 billion--meaning the president now holds something like 75 to 80 percent of his wealth in crypto. That goes well beyond monetizing the Trump brand through T-shirts, gold sneakers, and steaks. This time, Trump has auctioned himself. Leaving aside the technical substrate, there is arguably little difference between $TRUMP and the president posting a deposit-only Swiss-bank-account number online, into which people can deposit funds and privately show him the receipts for their deposits. His personal wealth now depends on these depositors. He has turned himself--and therefore his office--into a for-profit joint-share stock corporation. People with $TRUMP in their crypto wallets are the shareholders.

Read: The crypto world is already mad at Trump

Who knows if the president intended this outcome, but leaders in the crypto space have long hoped for the replacement of nation-states with "network states" encompassing communities that come together on the blockchain. They are celebrating $TRUMP as the first crypto community to have gained control of a nation-state's powers by capturing the president's attention through control of his digital wallet. If what Trump has done is upheld as legal or becomes a norm, other global leaders have every incentive to do what he did, turning democratic governance into corporate governance. Melania Trump, for one, has already followed suit; her coin was issued a few days after Trump's.

Last week, the DOGE homepage displayed the icon for Dogecoin, which Musk has declared to be his favorite coin, and which he holds. (He has faced litigation as a result of accusations that he sought to pump it up; the lawsuit was dismissed.) The icon appeared in vibrant color against a black background. It was removed within 24 hours.

Two features of the $TRUMP memecoin are especially troubling. First, there is the question of who owns the coin. Initial activity for sales of $TRUMP--and, therefore, its financial backing--came from buyers on the platforms Gate and Binance, which are restricted in the United States. Although it will take years of analysis to determine who the eventual beneficial owners are, the reliance on Gate and Binance suggests that early uptake occurred abroad, and particularly in markets controlled by U.S. adversaries--China, Iran, North Korea, Russia. As of 2023, according to a Wall Street Journal report, U.S. trading volume on Binance was very low. Users in China provided Binance with its greatest market share, at 20 percent of trading volume, and about 10 percent of Chinese customers were at the time identified as "politically exposed persons"--that is, according to the Journal report, "government officials, their relatives or close associates who require greater scrutiny due to their greater risk of involvement in bribery, corruption or money laundering." Because memecoins depend on a collective belief in their value, investors (other than the issuer) who buy the coins are the people who hold up that value. Those early movers on the Gate and Binance platforms can be meaningfully understood to have handed Trump billions, at least on paper. (Steve Gregory, the Gate CEO, was invited to the inauguration.) They also hold power over that wealth. If they withdraw confidence and dump their assets, the value of the coin would trend toward zero. So Trump now appears to owe most of his new wealth to crypto investors in adversary states who are quite possibly closely connected to governments themselves--investors whom the rest of us are not able to identify, but who can identify themselves to him by proudly waving their $TRUMP-filled digital wallets.

Read: Hawk Tuah wasn't what it seemed

Second, there is the question of what it means to convert political office into something that is subject not merely to the general pressure of financial influence but to the power of shareholders over an officeholder's immediate personal wealth. This is of course why other presidents and senior executive-branch officials have sold off their investments or placed them in blind trusts for the duration of their terms. The neo-reactionary voices in the tech space--the NRx crowd, as they call themselves--have for some time wanted to take the powers of governance over territory out of the hands of nation-states and place them into the hands of platform-based collectives committed to capitalism first and foremost. For years we've watched the problem of money in politics get worse and worse, but the Trump coin takes the matter to another level. It provides the technical means for enabling the vision of total capture of governance institutions by tech communities.

What speculative futures are now possible? The president could easily organize a one-token, one-vote referendum--as many coins and decentralized autonomous organizations, which are built out of blockchain communities, already do--among asset holders on major U.S. public-policy issues. Think of it as a corporation giving shareholders their one vote per share. Yes, a corporation has to please its customers--in this analogy, American voters--but it really needs to please the shareholders who help sustain the share price. If $TRUMP were to introduce a voting mechanism for asset holders in this way, it would immediately implement the long-held anarcho-capitalist dream of converting global governance regimes into for-profit joint-stock corporations--minus any Securities and Exchange Commission disclosure requirements, which the president has hinted about relaxing. If other leaders do what Trump has done, then we would see global governance structures generally privatized--and political leaders provided with great incentives to collude with the common interest of capital holders, rather than governing for a true cross-class common good.

Where would that leave voters? In a position somewhat akin to fans at WWE wrestling matches. Politicians, all beholden to a community of shareholders separate from their voters, would collude in steering toward benefits for those shareholders, while pretending to fight one another in public. Imagining such a possibility would seem crazy if people in the tech world hadn't been writing so much about just this kind of governance structure--and if the technical pieces weren't now all falling neatly into place.

Trump promised back in 2016 to "drain the swamp," and he was correct, as I've written before, about the need to restore experts to their rightful place as servants of the people rather than quasi-autonomous technocrats who order the world as they think best. But instead of draining the swamp, Trump appears simply to be importing even larger crocodiles from Silicon Valley: multimillionaires and billionaires who mostly couldn't give a fig for self-government of, by, and for the people. The man who vowed to slay the old "deep state" appears ready to accept a new, more totally controlling, one.

Read: The Trump sons really love crypto

Speaking recently on NPR, Bannon used the term techno-feudalism again and went on to explain: "These oligarchs in Silicon Valley, they have a very different view of how people should govern themselves ... They don't believe in the underlying tenets of self-governance." This seems right. In his inaugural address, Trump echoed Lincoln, promising a new birth of freedom, but just a few rows behind him, among other tech luminaries, was Musk, nearly levitating with joy when Trump promised territorial expansion both on this planet and in space and cheered for DOGE--Musk's agency and his favorite memecoin.

The principles of popular sovereignty were hard-won--principles that vest the ownership of government in we, the people, not they, the owners of memecoins. When early Americans before, during, and after the Revolution sought to make self-government durable, they circulated pamphlets that articulated the values and tools necessary for successful self-governance. The renovations we need will similarly depend on real understanding of self-government. I've been a civic educator my whole life, but now I see an even more urgent need to pick up the pace at which we spread the Declaration of Independence, the Constitution, and The Federalist Papers, as well as works that have updated those texts, to sharpen our collective understanding of what popular sovereignty requires.

After the British government first allowed the East India Company, traffickers in tea, to rule India, and then fell into a full fiscal entanglement with the company, Americans dumped the company's tea in Boston Harbor. Maybe it's time to dump Dogecoin.
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This Is About More Than RFK Jr.

A day for pseudoscience in Congress

by Nicholas Florko




Shortly after birth, newborns in the United States receive a few quick procedures: an Apgar test to check their vitals, a heel stick to probe for genetic disorders and various other conditions, and in most cases, a hepatitis B vaccine. Without that last one, kids are at risk of getting a brutal, and sometimes deadly, liver condition. Senator Bill Cassidy of Louisiana happens to know quite a lot about that. Before entering Congress in 2009, he was a physician who said he was so affected by an 18-year-old patient with liver failure from the virus that he spearheaded a campaign that vaccinated 36,000 kids against hepatitis B.



Cassidy, a Republican, will now play a major role in determining the fate of Robert F. Kennedy Jr., Donald Trump's pick for health secretary, whose confirmation hearings begin today on Capitol Hill. Kennedy has said that the hepatitis B vaccine is given to children only because the pharmaceutical company Merck colluded with the government to get the shot recommended for kids, after the drug's target market ("prostitutes and male homosexuals," by Kennedy's telling) weren't interested in the shot. Kennedy will testify in front of the Senate Finance Committee, where Cassidy and 26 other senators will get the chance to grill him about his views. Though it might seem impossible for an anti-vaccine conspiracist to gain the support of a doctor who still touts the work he did vaccinating children, Cassidy has not indicated how he will vote. Similar to the Democratic senators who have come out forcefully against Kennedy, Cassidy, in an interview with Fox News earlier this month, said that RFK Jr. is "wrong" about vaccines. But he also said that he did agree with him on some things. (Cassidy's office declined my request to interview the senator.)



That Kennedy even has a chance of winning confirmation is stunning in its own right. A longtime anti-vaxxer with a propensity for far-fetched conspiracy theories, RFK Jr. has insinuated that an attempt to assassinate members of Congress via anthrax-laced mail in 2001 may have been a "false flag" attack orchestrated by "someone in our government" to gin up interest in the government preparing for potential biological weapon threats. He has claimed that COVID was "targeted to attack Caucasians and Black people," and that 5G is being used to "harvest our data and control our behavior." He has suggested that the use of antidepressants might be linked to mass shootings. Each one of these theories is demonstrably false. The Republican Party has often found itself at war with mainstream science in recent years, but confirming RFK Jr. would be a remarkable anti-science advance. If Republican senators are willing to do so, is there any scientific belief they would place above the wishes of Donald Trump?



A number of Republicans have already signaled where they stand. In the lead-up to the confirmation hearings, some GOP senators have sought to sanewash RFK Jr., implying that his views really aren't that extreme. They have reason to like some of what he's selling: After the pandemic, many Republicans have grown so skeptical of the public-health establishment that Kennedy's desire to blow it up can seem enticing. And parts of RFK Jr.'s "Make America healthy again" agenda do in fact adhere to sound scientific evidence. His views on how to tackle America's epidemic of diet-related diseases are fairly well reasoned: Cassidy has said that he agrees with RFK Jr.'s desire to take action against ultra-processed foods. Kennedy appears to have won over the two other Republican doctors on the committee, Senators Roger Marshall of Kansas and John Barrasso of Wyoming. Marshall has been so enthusiastic about Kennedy's focus on diet-related diseases that he has created a MAHA caucus in the Senate. Although Barrasso hasn't formally made an endorsement, he has said that Kennedy would provide a "fresh set of eyes" at the Food and Drug Administration. (Spokespeople for Barrasso and Marshall did not respond to requests for comment.)

Read: Everyone agrees Americans aren't healthy

Meanwhile, Kennedy appears to have gone to great lengths to sand down his extremist views and present himself as a more palatable candidate. "He told me he is not anti-vaccine. He is pro-vaccine safety, which strikes me as a rational position to take," Senator John Cornyn of Texas told Politico. Kennedy has also done more to drum up unnecessary fear about COVID shots than perhaps anyone else in the country. Nearly four years ago, he petitioned the federal government to revoke authorization for the shots, because "the current risks of serious adverse events or deaths outweigh the benefits." (COVID shots are highly safe and effective. A spokesperson for Kennedy did not respond to a request for comment.)



Especially on the right, Kennedy's conspiracy theories have not consumed his candidacy: With concerns about conflicts of interest, his views on abortion, and generally strange behavior (such as dumping a dead bear in Central Park), there is much to debate. If Republican senators skirt around his falsehoods during today's confirmation hearings, it will be evidence of their prevailing capitulation to Trump. And it also may be a function of Kennedy's rhetorical sleights. As Benjamin Mazer recently wrote in The Atlantic, Kennedy is not simply a conspiracy theorist, but an excellent one. He's capable of rattling off vaccine studies with the fluency of a virologist, which boosts his credibility, even though he's freely misrepresenting reality.

Read: RFK Jr. is an excellent conspiracy theorist

During his recent appearance on Joe Rogan's podcast, Kennedy claimed that thimerosal, a preservative containing mercury used to protect vaccines from contamination, was found to cause "severe inflammation" in the brain of monkeys. Kennedy was able to quickly name the lead author and introduce the methods as if he has read the study hundreds of times. But Kennedy's central claim--that the brains of monkeys given thimerosal were severely inflamed--is a "total misrepresentation" of the study, its lead author, Thomas M. Burbacher, told me. The problem is that Kennedy gets away with these claims because very few listeners are going to log on to PubMed to track down the study he is referencing, let alone read through the entire thing.



In theory, senators should be equipped to push back on his schtick. RFK Jr.'s positions are hardly a mystery, and senators have advisers to help them prepare for such hearings. Regardless of Kennedy's pseudoscientific beliefs, some Republicans may support him simply because they are wary of bucking their president. Before Kennedy even makes it to a full vote from the Senate, he has to receive approval from the Senate Finance Committee: Given the tight margins in the committee, Kennedy can't afford to lose a single vote from Republicans sitting on that panel, assuming that no Democrats support his nomination. I reached out to the offices of seven Republican senators on the committee who haven't already backed Kennedy for clarity on where they stand; none of them gave me a straight answer on how they'd vote.



In all likelihood, the first big decision in Kennedy's nomination will fall to Cassidy. He has proved willing to oppose Trump before. Cassidy was one of seven Republicans who voted to convict Trump during his second impeachment proceedings. That led Louisiana's Republican Party to formally censure him, and has drawn him a primary challenger for his 2026 reelection bid. Although Cassidy criticized Trump during the 2024 campaign, he now seems eager to support him. "Today, the American people start winning again," Cassidy wrote in a statement on Inauguration Day.



Perhaps Cassidy will still dissect Kennedy's views with the precision of a surgeon's scalpel. He likes to dive deep into health-care minutiae any chance he gets. (I would know: He once pulled out his iPad and lectured me and other reporters about some arcane drug-pricing policy.) But if today's meeting is full of softball questions, it could put RFK Jr. on his way to confirmation. That would send a message that, science-wise, the Senate is willing to cede all ground. Trump could pursue the most radical parts of the Project 2025 agenda, such as splitting up the CDC, or Kennedy could launch a full-blown assault on vaccines--and the Senate would be in a much less powerful position to stop it even if it wanted to. If senators hand the keys of a nearly $2 trillion health-care agency to a known conspiracy theorist, anything goes.
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        Donald Trump Is Just Watching This Crisis Unfold
        David A. Graham

        You might be forgiven for forgetting--ever so briefly--that Donald Trump is president of the United States. Sometimes it seems like he does, too.In the middle of the night, as news about the plane crash at Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport was breaking, Trump posted on Truth Social:
The airplane was on a perfect and routine line of approach to the airport. The helicopter was going straight at the airplane for an extended period of time. It is a CLEAR NIGHT, the lights on the plane were blaz...

      

      
        If Iranian Assassins Kill Them, It Will Be Trump's Fault
        Tom Nichols

        Donald Trump likes to tell his supporters that he's a fighter, a fearless champion who always has their back. Such guarantees, however, apparently do not apply to people who worked for him when they're threatened by foreign assassins. Former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Mark Milley, former National Security Adviser John Bolton, former Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, and the former Pompeo aide Brian Hook have all been targeted by Trump for political retribution. They are also being target...

      

      
        The Memo That Shocked the White House
        Ashley Parker

        President Donald Trump intended his flood of executive orders to shock and awe his opponents. But on Monday night, a memo from the Office of Management and Budget instead shocked the Trump White House.That memo, with its call for a "temporary pause" on all federal-government grants and loans, set off widespread panic and confusion within the federal government and among the millions of individuals and institutions reliant on federal funds. But it was released without going through the usual White...

      

      
        Why Meta Is Paying $25 Million to Settle a Trump Lawsuit
        Michael Scherer

        Donald Trump spent decades in business gleefully suing and angrily being sued by his adversaries in civil court. But since winning reelection, he has suddenly posted a remarkable string of legal victories as litigants rush to settle their cases. Mark Zuckerberg is the latest. According to two people briefed on the agreement who requested anonymity to discuss the arrangement, Meta will spend $25 million on damages and legal fees, a remarkable turn of events that coincided with other demonstrations...

      

      
        Gulag Humor Is Now Everywhere in D.C.
        Ashley Parker

        These days in Washington, D.C., among a class of Extremely Beltway types--the name-droppers, the strivers, the media gossips--Donald Trump's threats to exact revenge on his enemies have turned into a highly specific (and highly absurd) status competition.Olivia Troye has heard the joke so many times that she already has a well-worn comeback prepared. When nervous journalists and teasing D.C. types crack to Troye--a lifelong Republican who served as former Vice President Mike Pence's homeland-securit...

      

      
        'It's an Illegal Executive Order. And It's Stealing.'
        Russell Berman

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Buried within one of the dozens of executive orders that President Donald Trump issued in his first days in office is a section titled "Terminating the Green New Deal." As presidential directives go, this one initially seemed like a joke. The Green New Deal exists mostly in the dreams of climate activists; it has never been fully enacted into law.The next line of Trump's order, however, made clear he is quite...

      

      
        The Strategy Behind Trump's Policy Blitz
        Jonathan Lemire

        The staff was still setting up dinner on Mar-a-Lago's outdoor patio on a balmy early-January evening when Donald Trump sat down. He was surrounded by several top advisers who would soon join him in the West Wing and who wanted to get his input before his attention shifted to his wealthy guests and Palm Beach club members.Susie Wiles, the incoming chief of staff, led the conversation, listing some of the dozens of executive orders that had been teed up for Trump's signature once he reclaimed the p...

      

      
        Trump Can't Escape the Laws of Political Gravity
        Eliot A. Cohen

        Sometimes politics resembles one of the weirder branches of modern physics or a fantasy version of biology. Time may seem to run backwards; solid things turn out to be insubstantial; black holes swallow up the light; the dead may walk the Earth, ghouls crawl out of cleft rocks, velociraptors not only reappear but learn to speak and, alarmingly, open doors.That is how American politics feels at the moment. By and large, however, Newtonian physics and traditional biology still apply, and that is wo...

      

      
        Europe's Elon Musk Problem
        Anne Applebaum

        During an American election, a rich man can hand out $1 million checks to prospective voters. Companies and people can use secretly funded "dark money" nonprofits to donate unlimited money, anonymously, to super PACs, which can then spend it on advertising campaigns. Podcasters, partisans, or anyone, really, can tell outrageous, incendiary lies about a candidate. They can boost those falsehoods through targeted online advertising. No special courts or election rules can stop the disinformation f...

      

      
        Greenland's Prime Minister Wants the Nightmare to End
        Mark Leibovich

        Updated at 4:50 p.m. ET on January 27, 2025Greenland's prime minister, Mute Egede, looked like he was being chased by an angry musk ox."Mr. Prime Minister, have you spoken to President Trump yet?" I asked as he fled a lunchtime news conference on Tuesday in the capital city, Nuuk (population 20,000). Egede, who is 37, wore a green zip-up sweater, stared straight ahead, and was walking toward me. He said nothing."Prime Minister Mute Egede," I tried again, using his full name this time, for some re...

      

      
        The January 6er Who Left Trumpism
        John Hendrickson

        "I was okay with being a convict," Jason Riddle told me this week, not long after learning that he was among the roughly 1,500 recipients of sweeping presidential pardons. Some Americans, including President Donald Trump, believe that Riddle and others who rioted at the Capitol on January 6, 2021, were unjustly persecuted and thus deserving of clemency--if not celebration. Riddle, a 36-year-old New Hampshire resident, rejects this framing. "I'm not a patriot or a hero just because the guy who star...

      

      
        America Is Now Counting on You, Pete Hegseth
        Tom Nichols

        Updated on January 25, 2025 at 2:31 p.m. ETDear Mr. Secretary,Tradition dictates that I begin by congratulating you on your confirmation. You seem like a man who appreciates frankness, and so I will spare you empty decorum: It would be disingenuous of me to deny that I have been opposed to your nomination to lead the Department of Defense from the moment it was announced. But the Senate has voted, and you are now the leader of the most powerful military on the planet.Rather than offer you insince...

      

      
        Evangelicals Made a Bad Trade
        Peter Wehner

        In his inaugural address on Monday, Donald Trump declared himself God's chosen instrument to rescue America. He recalled the assassination attempt he survived last year: "I was saved by God to make America great again."Just a few minutes earlier, a beaming Franklin Graham--minister, Trump acolyte, and sometime Vladimir Putin admirer--had driven home the same point during his prayer. "Father, when Donald Trump's enemies thought he was down and out, you and you alone saved his life and raised him up ...

      

      
        Who Will Stop the Militias Now?
        Franklin Foer

        Ask a Democrat about Merrick Garland, and they will likely mutter something impolite. But, for a brief moment, Joe Biden's attorney general could trumpet a monumental achievement. In the course of prosecuting the perpetrators of January 6, he dismantled the nation's two most potent right-wing paramilitary groups, the Proud Boys and the Oath Keepers. The groups fell into disarray, their finances collapsed, and local chapters folded. By convicting the leadership of these groups and dozens of their ...

      

      
        There Is No Resistance
        Jonathan Chait

        To see how far the lines of normal have moved since President Donald Trump freed the January 6ers, briefly return to the closing days of the 2024 presidential campaign. At the time, a hot issue was whether Trump harbored fascist tendencies, as some of his former aides alleged. The very notion struck most conservatives, including some who have criticized him from time to time, as ludicrous. "Trump says crude and unworthy things and behaved abysmally after the 2020 election," National Review's edit...

      

      
        January 6ers Got Out of Prison--And Came to My Neighborhood
        Hanna Rosin

        On Monday, Stewart Rhodes, the eye-patched founder of the far-right militia known as the Oath Keepers, was in prison, which is where he has been since he was convicted of seditious conspiracy for his role in the January 6 attack on the U.S. Capitol. By Tuesday afternoon, he was taking a nap at my neighbors' house.I learned this when I recently walked past that house, which I've gotten to know well. A couple of years ago, my partner and I discovered that it was a kind of refuge for January 6ers. T...

      

      
        Trump's First Shot in His War on the 'Deep State'
        Shane Harris

        Shortly after taking the oath of office, President Donald Trump signed an executive order revoking the security clearances of about four dozen former national-security officials. Their offense was that in 2020, they had signed an open letter suggesting that the publication of emails found on a laptop purportedly belonging to Joe Biden's son Hunter might be the result of a Russian-government operation designed to "influence how Americans vote in this election."You may remember the letter, but if n...

      

      
        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 ...

      

      
        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...

      

      
        On Donald Trump and the Inscrutability of God
        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 supre...
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Donald Trump Is Just Watching This Crisis Unfold

But he's not taking charge.

by David A. Graham




You might be forgiven for forgetting--ever so briefly--that Donald Trump is president of the United States. Sometimes it seems like he does, too.

In the middle of the night, as news about the plane crash at Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport was breaking, Trump posted on Truth Social:

The airplane was on a perfect and routine line of approach to the airport. The helicopter was going straight at the airplane for an extended period of time. It is a CLEAR NIGHT, the lights on the plane were blazing, why didn't the helicopter go up or down, or turn. Why didn't the control tower tell the helicopter what to do instead of asking if they saw the plane. This is a bad situation that looks like it should have been prevented. NOT GOOD!!!


He raises some valid points--ones that many people might be wondering about themselves. The difference between them and him is that he is the leader of the federal government, able to marshal unparalleled resources to get answers about a horror that happened just two and a half miles from his home. He's the commander in chief of the U.S. armed forces, and the crash involved an Army helicopter. But Trump isn't really interested in doing things. Like Chauncey Gardiner, the simple-minded protagonist of Being There, he likes to watch.

This morning, Trump held an astonishing briefing at the White House where he and his aides unspooled racist speculation, suggesting (without any evidence) that underqualified workers hired under DEI programs had caused the accident. "We do not know what led to this crash, but we have some very strong ideas and opinions, and I think we'll state those opinions now," Trump said, and he did. Vice President J. D. Vance and Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth criticized diversity efforts from the lectern as well. (Trump also misrepresented Federal Aviation Administration programs.) Trump insisted that he wasn't getting ahead of the investigation by speculating, and that he could tell diversity was to blame because of "common sense."

Trump also paused to accuse former Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg of "bullshit," and narrated videos and information he'd seen in the news, interspersing his personal observations as a helicopter owner and passenger. "The people in the helicopter should have seen where they were going," Trump said. At times, he appeared to blame both the helicopter pilots and air-traffic control. Perhaps it would be better to actually gather some information, but Trump is more interested in pontificating.

The pilots, DEI, air-traffic controllers, Buttigieg--the only common thread appeared to be that everyone was to blame, except for Trump himself.

No one could reasonably hold Trump responsible for the crash, just 10 days into his term--though that is the bar he has often tried to set. "I alone can fix it," he has assured Americans, telling them that he personally can master and control the government in a way no one else can. He promised to be a dictator, though only on day one. Yet even while discounting his bluster, it would be nice to see the president doing something more than watching cable news and posting about it.

If he's not going to do that, he could offer some consolation. Almost exactly 39 years ago, after the loss of the Space Shuttle Challenger, President Ronald Reagan memorably described how the astronauts aboard had "'slipped the surly bonds of earth' to 'touch the face of God.'" Trump is giving us "NOT GOOD!!!"

Though exasperating, this passivity is no surprise. It was a running theme of Trump's first administration and is already back in the second. In May 2016, Trump reportedly offered fellow Republican John Kasich a chance to be vice president, in charge of domestic and foreign policy; Trump would be in charge of "making America great again." During Hurricane Harvey, in 2017, he struggled to show empathy for victims or do more than gawk at (and tweet about) the destruction. A few months later, he tried half-heartedly to do more after Hurricane Maria, producing the indelible visual of the president tossing paper towels to victims, like a giveaway at a minor-league baseball game.

Read: That time Trump threw paper towels at Puerto Ricans

Marc Andreessen, the venture capitalist and Trump ally, has claimed that Trump wasn't even running the government during his first term. During the worst of the coronavirus pandemic, Matt Yglesias notes, Trump was more interested in offering punditry on how the government was doing than acting like the head of the executive branch. And on January 6, 2021, according to federal prosecutors, Trump sat at the White House watching the violent sacking of the Capitol and doing nothing to stop it.

This approach to governance--or refusal to approach it, rather--is inextricably tied to Trump's Gardiner-like obsession with television. The president watches hours of news every day, and if reports from inside the White House didn't bear witness to this, his all-hours social-media posts would. Because he has little grounding in the issues facing the government and little interest in reading, television frequently seems to set his agenda. Political allies learned that the best way to get a message to Trump was to appear on Fox News. (Trolls, similarly, learned that a good way to rankle him was to take out ads on the channel.) Trump has used the Fox roster as a hiring pool for his administration.

One vignette from the first Trump administration illustrates the dynamic. In April 2019, as the White House was juggling half a dozen serious controversies, Trump called into Fox & Friends and yakked at length about whatever happened to be on his mind until even the hosts couldn't take it any longer. Finally, Brian Kilmeade cut in and brought things to a close. "We could talk all day, but looks like you have a million things to do," he said. Trump didn't appear concerned about it.

Read: Donald Trump calls in to Fox & Friends

What's odd is that even as Trump acts so passively, his administration is moving quickly to seize unprecedented powers for the presidency. In part, that's because of the ideological commitments of his aides, but Trump also has a curious view of presidential power as an a la carte thing. He's very interested in acquiring and flexing power to control the justice system, punish his enemies, and crack down on immigration, but he'd just as soon get the federal government out of the emergency-management business.

The presidency is not a spectator sport, though. At the end of Being There (spoiler alert), a group of political advisers conspires to put Chauncey Gardiner forward as the next president. The movie's central joke is that the childlike, TV-obsessed protagonist has inadvertently fooled the nation's most powerful circles into believing that he is profound, simply by stating directly what little he sees and understands. Joke's on us.
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If Iranian Assassins Kill Them, It Will Be Trump's Fault

The president has denied protection to four men he put in mortal danger.

by Tom Nichols




Donald Trump likes to tell his supporters that he's a fighter, a fearless champion who always has their back. Such guarantees, however, apparently do not apply to people who worked for him when they're threatened by foreign assassins. Former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Mark Milley, former National Security Adviser John Bolton, former Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, and the former Pompeo aide Brian Hook have all been targeted by Trump for political retribution. They are also being targeted by the Iranians, but the regime in Tehran has marked them all for death.

The president may be spoiling for a fight with career bureaucrats and "woke" professors, but when it comes to Iranian assassins, he is willing to walk away from men who carried out his orders. Milley, Bolton, Pompeo, and Hook all served in Trump's first administration--he appointed them to their posts--and they were part of the Trump national-security team when the United States killed Iranian General Qassem Soleimani in a strike in January 2020. In 2022, an Iranian national was arrested and charged with trying to arrange Bolton's murder, and American intelligence believes that other officials--including Trump himself--have been targeted by Iran because of their involvement in killing Soleimani.

The Biden administration briefed the incoming Trump administration on these threats and on the security details it had authorized to protect Bolton and others. Last week, Trump removed the details protecting Bolton, Pompeo, and Hook; yesterday, Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth removed the guards around Milley and announced that he would be investigating Milley for undermining the chain of command during Trump's first term. Trump also revoked the security clearances held by all four men.

From the November 2023 issue: The patriot

The revocation of security clearances is petty, but it harms the administration more than it does any of these men. Retaining a clearance helps former federal employees find work in the consulting world, and it is typical to hold on to them after leaving government service. (I was offered the opportunity to keep mine when I left the Naval War College.) But at more senior levels, clearances allow people in government to get advice from former leaders. Some of these people could have been of significant help to Trump's staff during a crisis, although Trump himself is unlikely to care about that possibility.

Removing the security details, however, could have deadly consequences. The Iranians seem determined to seek revenge for the killing of Soleimani, and sooner or later, they might succeed. ("The Iranians are not good but they're very enthusiastic," a former Pentagon official said in October. "And of course, they've only got to get lucky once.") And the Iranians aren't the only threat out there; the Russians have no compunctions about attacking people in their home country, often using gruesome methods.

Trump takes such threats very seriously where he is concerned. When Biden officials alerted Trump to the danger from Iran, Trump asked for more security from the U.S. government, and during his campaign, according to The New York Times, he even asked that military assets be assigned to protect him, something usually provided only to sitting presidents.

Lesser mortals, however, must fend for themselves: Trump and Hegseth not only took away the security details of these former policy makers but did so with significant publicity, almost as if to broadcast to America's enemies that anyone who wanted to settle scores with these officials would get no trouble from the current White House. (Trump also canceled protection for 84-year-old Anthony Fauci, the former director of the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases, who has been the target of multiple threats from other Americans.) Trump despises critics such as Bolton and Milley, and it is unsurprising that he has no obvious issue subjecting them to physical danger. But even some Republicans --who should be used to this kind of vengefulness from the leader of their party--have been shocked, and are trying to get Trump to reverse course. They are particularly concerned about Pompeo and Hook, loyalists whose lives have been placed in jeopardy for sins that are known only to the president.

Read: Trump can't escape the laws of political gravity

In another time, Americans would rally to protect their own from the agents of one of their most dedicated enemies. Today, most citizens seem either unaware or unperturbed that the president of the United States is exposing his own former staff to immense risks. Nevertheless, it should be said clearly and without equivocation: President Trump will bear direct responsibility for any harm that could come to these people from foreign actors.

This is far more than Trump's usual pettiness. He has always considered the oath of federal service to be little more than an oath of loyalty to him, and he has always been willing to threaten his opponents. (In 2018, he apparently considered handing Michael McFaul, the former U.S. ambassador to Russia, over to Moscow, a move that provoked a level of outrage that seems quaint today.) Trump's message in this second term is that friends and subordinates are literally disposable if they cross him: He will not only humiliate and fire them, but he will also subject them to actual physical danger.

This escalation of Trump's vindictiveness should serve as a very personal warning to anyone willing to work for him in his second term. Senior officials at the Pentagon, the State Department, the CIA, the National Security Council, and other organizations are routinely asked to go head-to-head with representatives of some of the most dangerous nations on the planet, and to contribute to operations against those regimes. In the past, such officials could do so knowing that their own government would do everything it could to keep them--and their family--safe from foreign agents. As one of Bolton's former deputies, Charles Kupperman, told the Times: "Trump's national security team must provide guidance based on their assessment of what needs to be done to protect America without regard to their personal security."

Good luck with that. No one who works in defense or national-security affairs can assume that, when Trump orders them to cross America's many enemies in the world, he will protect them from foreign vengeance. Trump has now made clear that he will abandon people who have taken risks in the service of the United States--even those who were following his own orders--if they happen to displease him. (Or, in the case of Pompeo and Hook, for no apparent reason at all.) Hegseth, for his part, may have no real idea what he's done, and may merely be courting favor from a boss who has elevated him far beyond his abilities. But Trump knows better; he is himself the survivor of an assassination attempt, and no level of security was enough when he thought the Iranians were gunning for him.

People still considering whether to serve Trump can have no illusions about what awaits them. True leaders take responsibility for their team. Trump is no such leader; he will, on a whim, place other Americans in danger and then, as he famously put it in his previous term, take no responsibility at all.
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The Memo That Shocked the White House

The directive from the Office of Management and Budget that froze most federal funds on Monday had not gone through the usual approval process.

by Ashley Parker




President Donald Trump intended his flood of executive orders to shock and awe his opponents. But on Monday night, a memo from the Office of Management and Budget instead shocked the Trump White House.

That memo, with its call for a "temporary pause" on all federal-government grants and loans, set off widespread panic and confusion within the federal government and among the millions of individuals and institutions reliant on federal funds. But it was released without going through the usual White House approval processes.

The memo was produced by the budget office alone, which failed to get proper sign-off from the White House, according to a senior White House official and a second person familiar with the memo. The team headed by Trump's deputy chief of staff for policy, Stephen Miller, had requested to see the memo before it went out, but OMB never sent it over, these people said.

As a result, the White House was caught off guard as the memo sparked the sort of chaos that Trump's team had hoped would be a vestige of his first term. Within 48 hours, OMB was forced to rescind the memo.

After the memo was initially released, White House staffers--knowing they faced a communications problem, if not also a policy one--prepared White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt to handle questions on the funding freeze at her inaugural briefing yesterday.

As anticipated, reporters peppered her with questions about which federal programs might be affected by the freeze. "I have now been asked and answered this question four times," a slightly exasperated Leavitt said. "To individuals at home who receive direct assistance from the federal government: You will not be impacted by this federal freeze."

In response to the confusion, OMB sent out a clarification memo yesterday, insisting that the pause did "not apply across-the-board" and was intended to affect programs from the Biden administration that were not in sync with Trump's day-one executive orders, such as DEI initiatives and "the green new deal"--which Republicans use as a catchall term for climate programs.

But if the OMB memo was not properly vetted, it should not have come as a complete surprise. A slide deck labeled "Office of Management and Budget" that outlines priorities and goals in line with Trump's agenda--marked "confidential," bearing the seal of the executive office of the president, and dated January 2025--has been circulating on Capitol Hill. The presentation, focused on what it calls "regulatory misalignment," presents columns of problems paired with actions intended to address them.

The Impoundment Control Act of 1974, for instance, is listed as a problem because it undermines the president's ability "to ensure fiscal responsibility." The suggested action is restoring "impoundment authority" by challenging the act's constitutionality in court. Both Trump and Russell Vought, his nominee to lead the budget office, have argued that the Watergate-era law--which generally prevents the executive branch from spending less than what Congress has appropriated for various programs and purposes--is unconstitutional.

Another problem, according to the presentation, is that "existing legal interpretations protect entrenched bureaucratic practices." To solve that, it calls for the appointment of "a bold General Counsel at OMB with a mandate to challenge outdated legal precedents that protect the status quo."

An OMB spokesperson, Rachel Cauley, told me that, despite outlining in detail many steps that Trump actually took once in office, the slide deck was not the work of Trump's incoming team. "Trump officials have never seen this document before and it's pretty apparent it was generated before Trump was in office," Cauley wrote to me in a text message.

But whatever its origin, the slide deck seems to have been oddly prophetic. The source familiar with the OMB memo that touched off so much controversy this week said that it had been drafted by Mark Paoletta, who was appointed by Trump as the agency's general counsel. OMB declined to comment on that claim.

Even after OMB rescinded its Monday memo, confusion reigned. This afternoon, Leavitt tried to clarify things with a post on X: "This is NOT a rescission of the federal funding freeze," she wrote. "It is simply a rescission of the OMB memo."

Her post did little to resolve the lingering questions surrounding federal funds, but made it perfectly clear how the White House now feels about the memo.
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Why Meta Is Paying $25 Million to Settle a Trump Lawsuit

Facebook's parent company has reached a deal with the president, and Elon Musk's platform says it's negotiating its own settlement.

by Michael Scherer




Donald Trump spent decades in business gleefully suing and angrily being sued by his adversaries in civil court. But since winning reelection, he has suddenly posted a remarkable string of legal victories as litigants rush to settle their cases. Mark Zuckerberg is the latest. According to two people briefed on the agreement who requested anonymity to discuss the arrangement, Meta will spend $25 million on damages and legal fees, a remarkable turn of events that coincided with other demonstrations by Zuckerberg of new fealty toward Trump.

The Meta settlement follows a flurry of other legal developments. On November 20, 2024, lawyers for Trump and for Elon Musk's company X filed a joint letter to the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals in San Francisco without press release or fanfare. That court was expected to rule on the legal merits of a set of 2021 lawsuits that Trump had filed against X, Facebook, and YouTube, alleging that the companies had unlawfully removed his social-media accounts under government pressure weeks after the January 6, 2021, attack on the U.S. Capitol.

Oral arguments in 2023 had gone poorly for Trump, and many legal observers saw little hope for him. As recently as August 2024, nearly two years after Musk took over the company formerly known as Twitter, X had filed a brief with the Ninth Circuit arguing that Trump's case lacked merit and that it had been properly dismissed by a lower court.

Read: Why Trump won't stop suing the media and losing

Now, the attorneys told the court in the November letter, no ruling would be needed in the case. "We write to advise the court that the parties are actively discussing a potential settlement," read the joint letter, which was also signed by lawyers for Trump's co-plaintiffs.

The attorneys did not explain the sudden shift in strategy. The merits of the case had not changed, but the broader context had: The litigants were no longer adversaries, and the plaintiff was about to become president of the United States. Musk had just spent more than $250 million to help elect Trump, moved into his Palm Beach property, accepted a position as a transition adviser, and was celebrating his new nickname--"first buddy." The day before the letter was filed, Trump had appeared in South Texas with Musk to watch the launch of Musk's latest Starship rocket.

In seeking to settle with Trump, X, it turned out, was at the start of a trend. A series of litigants that have fought the newly reinstated president in court--in some cases for years--have now lined up to negotiate. ABC News and its parent company, Disney, settled with Trump in December.

Meta's CEO, Mark Zuckerberg, who had been threatened with jail by Trump as recently as September, traveled to Mar-a-Lago on January 10 to negotiate a settlement with Trump in the Facebook case, which named Zuckerberg personally as a defendant.The Wall Street Journal reported today that $22 million will go to fund Trump's presidential library, and the rest will go to legal fees and the other plaintiffs. "We don't have any comment or guidance to offer," the Meta spokesperson Andy Stone told me in a text message, before confirming the $25 million settlement.

These agreements stand to give the most litigious president in American history symbolic victories for himself and financial victories for his legacy. The settlement negotiations raise the question of whether Trump is using his new powers to bully his legal opponents into submission, and whether the litigants are seeking to purchase favor as they try to navigate the many regulatory threats from his new government.

Neither X nor the president's legal team has publicly disclosed the terms of their settlement discussions with Trump, or even confirmed whether the cases have been settled. Ari Holtzblatt, the attorney for X who filed the settlement notice in the Ninth Circuit, declined to comment when reached by phone. The White House did not respond to a request for comment.

Multiple co-plaintiffs with Trump, who filed his 2021 case as class-action lawsuits, also declined to comment this week when reached by The Atlantic. "No comment at this time," Jennifer Horton, a Michigan schoolteacher who lost her Facebook account after posts that were flagged for COVID misinformation, wrote to me in a text message. "Check back with me later in week. I can't talk right now," the radio host Wayne Allyn Root, who lost his Twitter account, wrote in an email.

Paul Rosenzweig: It's not amateur hour anymore

Trump based his 2021 legal crusade against the social-media giants on the assertion that they banned his accounts because of government pressure, in violation of the First Amendment. His co-defendants, including the feminist writer Naomi Wolf, have claimed substantial financial harm--"at least $1 million," in Wolf's case--from having their own accounts banned. The companies have argued that Trump has failed to show clear evidence that their decisions were directly dictated by a government power. Trump's argument also has been complicated by the fact that he ran the federal executive branch at the time that his accounts were shut down; Joe Biden was still president-elect.

Ironically, some legal observers argue that Trump might now be committing the very sin that he accused Democrats of perpetrating against him--using the power of his incoming presidency to pressure private companies to take actions for his personal benefit. They worry that the companies are agreeing to settlements less from fear that they would lose in court than fear that they would win.

"Trump may be doing what he claimed Biden was doing, but he never really did," Eric Goldman, a law professor at Santa Clara University who has been tracking the X and Meta cases, told me. "If there is a cash settlement, it is because it's just a staggering economic transaction to buy influence."

The precedent for such legal surrender was established late last year by ABC News, which Trump sued for defamation; the case concerned comments by the network host George Stephanopoulos that Trump had "been found liable for rape," when a New York court had found him liable for sexual abuse under state law--though the judge later clarified that the behavior in question was "commonly considered 'rape' in other contexts." ABC News struck a settlement with Trump in mid-December that sent $15 million from its parent company, Disney, to help build his future presidential library and paid $1 million in legal fees, shocking First Amendment attorneys. (Attorneys for Disney had concluded that the case posed substantial risk, The New York Times reported, and that the settlement was a small price to pay to resolve it.)

The Wall Street Journal reported earlier this month that the parent company of CBS News, Paramount Global, was considering a settlement with Trump over his $10 billion claim that 60 Minutes illegally interfered with the election by favorably editing an interview with Vice President Kamala Harris. Paramount is in the process of merging with Skydance Media, a deal that would require approval by Trump appointees. "We have no comment," the Paramount Global spokesperson Justin Dini told me in a statement.

Trump has also sued Gannett, the owner of The Des Moines Register, alleging consumer fraud for a poll that the Register published before the 2024 election that showed Harris with a lead over Trump in Iowa days before the election. (Trump won the state.) Gannett has signaled that it intends to contest the case in federal court.

The Founding Fathers, for all their foresight, did not concern themselves with the possibility that a future president might use civil litigation to extract money or fealty. The U.S. criminal code does little to prevent the president, who is exempt from its primary conflict-of-interest provisions, from continuing civil litigation or profiting from court cases once he takes office.

Read: The strategy behind Trump's policy blitz

Richard Painter, the chief White House ethics lawyer for President George W. Bush, told me that the current situation gives enormous power to a president who has indicated a willingness to use litigation to get his way. "What law prevents him from basically extorting media companies? Absolutely no law at all," Painter said. "These suits are going to settle. It is not just the money he is getting from it. We are going to have the media be cowed by the president of the United States."

The Trump case against YouTube and Sundar Pichai, the CEO of its parent company, Google, filed in 2021 with the X and Meta cases, has been lying dormant in a Northern California courtroom since December 2023, pending the outcome of the Ninth Circuit appeal of the case against X.

Musk's decision to settle before an opinion now opens the possibility that the YouTube case will be revived unless that company, too, seeks a settlement. Jose Castaneda, a spokesperson for Google, declined this week to comment on the company's legal strategy.
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Gulag Humor Is Now Everywhere in D.C.

You're so vain, you probably think this retribution is about you.

by Ashley Parker




These days in Washington, D.C., among a class of Extremely Beltway types--the name-droppers, the strivers, the media gossips--Donald Trump's threats to exact revenge on his enemies have turned into a highly specific (and highly absurd) status competition.

Olivia Troye has heard the joke so many times that she already has a well-worn comeback prepared. When nervous journalists and teasing D.C. types crack to Troye--a lifelong Republican who served as former Vice President Mike Pence's homeland-security adviser before becoming an outspoken Trump critic--that they might end up in adjoining Guantanamo Bay cells, she responds: "I had the Gitmo portfolio, so I can give you some tips."

In a moment of deep uncertainty in the nation's capital, where Trump took office promising vengeance but where the scope of his intentions remains nebulous, many of Trump's known critics have unofficially divided into two adjacent camps: those, like Troye, who have real reason to be alarmed by the president's threats and are quietly taking steps to protect themselves and their family, and those who are loudly--and often facetiously--chattering about how Trump and his posse might throw them in a gulag. (There are also those in Trump's orbit who are joking, one hopes, about whom they might throw in the hypothetical gulag.)

Whereas many of those branded most prominently with the scarlet R of Resistance are now eager to stay out of Trump's sight line, other figures in Washington are actively self-identifying as could-be Trump targets, in a very D.C. show of importance. And often the people talking openly about getting thrown in a gulag likely aren't even important enough for the gulag.

At one of the many swanky parties in the run-up to Trump's second inauguration, a White House reporter confessed to me that during a recent meeting in outgoing White House Chief of Staff Jeff Zients's office, the reporter had--mainly in jest--asked to get on the list for a preemptive pardon. In his final Late Show episode during the Biden administration, Stephen Colbert also played with the gag, telling his audience, "The next time you all see me, Donald Trump will be president. And you may not see me! Next four years--next four years, we're taking this one day at a time."

If the classic "D.C. read" is scanning a book's index for one's own name and frantically flipping to the listed pages, then even a mention in Appendix B ("Executive Branch Deep State") of Government Gangsters, written by Trump's pick for FBI chief, Kash Patel, can serve as a status symbol in certain circles.

Read: The sound of fear on air

"For a lot of people, it's a joke that is a thinly disguised flex--it's joking about how important you are," Tommy Vietor, a co-host of Pod Save America who has been on the receiving end of such jokes many times, told me. "It's sort of become a standard greeting in a lot of circles: 'See you in the gulags.' 'I hope we get the nice gulag.'"

"Then every once in a while," he added, "someone makes that joke to someone who is actually scared or has hired a lawyer, and it's not so funny."

Tim Miller, a former Republican turned ardent Trump critic who writes for The Bulwark, told me that he not only regularly hears the joke but also sometimes finds himself "reflexively making it," the way remarking on the weather is an almost involuntary conversational crutch. "And then after I do, just clarifying that I don't actually think I'm going to the gulag and that there are people who are at real risk from this administration, and we should probably focus on that," he said.

On Inauguration Day, President Joe Biden issued a handful of preemptive pardons that included five members of his family, lawmakers on the January 6 House committee, and people Trump had threatened, including Anthony Fauci, the nation's top public-health expert during the coronavirus pandemic, and retired General Mark Milley, whom Trump floated the idea of executing after The Atlantic published a profile of him. Others who have attracted Trump's ire have both publicly and privately lamented that they were not on Biden's pardon list.

Rachel Vindman, the wife of Lieutenant Colonel Alexander Vindman--who testified before Congress about a 2019 call between Trump and the Ukrainian president during which Trump asked him to investigate Biden's son Hunter--posted on social media after Biden's pardons emerged, "Whatever happens to my family, know this: No pardons were offered or discussed. I cannot begin to describe the level of betrayal and hurt I feel." Her husband appears in Patel's appendix.

Read: In praise of mercy

In the early weeks of his second presidency, Trump has spoken ambiguously about plans to punish his perceived enemies, though he has already taken steps to root out those in the government he believes are part of the anti-Trump "deep state." In some ways, the list in Patel's book is instructive. The appendix mentions prominent figures whom Trump has already put on notice or begun targeting: Biden ("the funny thing--maybe the sad thing," Trump noted in his first post-inauguration interview, with the Fox News host Sean Hannity, is that Biden failed to pardon himself); Trump's former national security adviser John Bolton (within hours of taking office, Trump pulled U.S. Secret Service protection from Bolton, who faces threats on his life from Iran); and Fauci (last week, Trump also terminated Fauci's security detail). Yet the list also mentions people such as Elizabeth Dibble and Nellie Ohr, alleged deep staters who are hardly household names and whose alleged offenses are too complicated and obscure to quickly explain.

Patel also previously shared on social media a meme that featured him wielding a chainsaw and buzzing off chunks of a log emblazoned with images of alleged enemies, ranging from "Fake News," CNN, and MSNBC to people such as Biden, the former Republican lawmaker Liz Cheney, and Representative Nancy Pelosi, the former Democratic House speaker.

Just before Election Day, the longtime Trump fundraiser Caroline Wren shared an X post from an Arizona reporter, writing, "He should be the first journalist sent to the gulag." She later said she was joking. Mike Davis, one of Trump's most vocal outside legal defenders, has led the unofficial social-media brigade threatening to toss reporters and other perceived enemies into the "gulag," statements he described to The Washington Post as a "troll" to nettle the left.

But now that Trump, back in the Oval Office, continues to display a willingness to punish those who have crossed him, this sort of declaration from Trump allies can take on a more menacing edge. On Inauguration Day, Davis unleashed more than a dozen posts on X that, depending on the perspective, could be read as trolls or threats. "Dear Congress: We need a supplemental to feed the Vindmans in federal prison," he wrote in one. "Dear Tony Fauci: Roll the dice. Decline the pardon. And see what happens," read another. And in a third, using a format he repeated for many of Trump's enemies, he addressed Biden's former Homeland Security secretary by name, writing, "Dear Alejandro Mayorkas: No pardons for you and your staff?"

"Nobody is above the law," Davis said, when I called to ask him about his public posts. "If they've done nothing wrong, they have nothing to worry about, and if they've done nothing wrong, why did they need a pardon?"

Some of those squarely in the sights of Trump and his allies have begun taking steps to protect themselves. Troye, for instance, has retained a lawyer, and recently made sure that she and her family members had up-to-date passports. Rachel Vindman, meanwhile, told me that she and her family moved from Virginia to Florida two years ago--uprooting their daughter in the middle of sixth grade--in part because they "wanted to live somewhere a little bit more anonymous." (She was also, she added, ready to leave the D.C. bubble and eager for a "fresh start.")

Read: Trump's first shot in his war on the 'deep state'

In many ways, the fear that the mere prospect of retribution has struck in Trump's opponents--prompting them to hire personal security or nervously bluster about the gulags--could be victory enough for MAGA world. After winning reelection, Trump posted on social media a list of out-of-favor individuals and groups--including "Americans for No Prosperity," "Dumb as a Rock" John Bolton, and Pence, his former vice president--and said that prospective administration hires should not bother applying if they had worked with or were endorsed by anyone on the list.

"That's the financial gulag," one person told me, speaking anonymously because he has worked for three of the people or entities on Trump's list, and doesn't want his business to be blackballed. "It's not quite a gulag, but it does have a chilling effect."

Similarly, those who did not receive pardons from Biden worry about the financially daunting task of protecting themselves. "Did you not think of the people who are about to get destroyed, who defend themselves, who have no congressional coverage, who are not politicians, who are not millionaires, who don't have dozens of PACs that are protecting them?" Troye asked. "There are people who worked on government salaries." (A Biden spokesperson declined to comment on Biden's relatively selective set of pardons.)

Vindman, who lived in Russia for several years, said that although no one knows exactly what to expect in Trump's second term, her experience in Moscow might offer a glimpse: Colleagues policed themselves, and other Russians proactively took actions they believed would please Russian President Vladimir Putin.

"It was never a direct ask," she told me. "It was a more tacit thing."

Read: Trump targets his own government

Vindman, who has friends who regularly check in on her, said she spent Election Night wide awake. Her husband was in Virginia with his twin brother, Eugene Vindman, a Democrat the state's suburban voters elected to the House, and the task of telling her daughter that Trump had won fell to her. "The hardest part of that was laying in bed awake, worrying," she said. "She's in eighth grade, and maybe the last four years of her with us will be marred by that, by this harassment."

When, over the Thanksgiving holiday, Trump's close ally Elon Musk accused Alexander Vindman of "treason," warning that "he will pay the appropriate penalty," Rachel Vindman told me that her immediate concern was for her in-laws and her 98-year-old grandmother, who heard the comment and worried on her family's behalf.

But personally, Vindman said she is working to find daily joy and maintain a sense of normalcy for herself and her family. Her husband recently turned his masters thesis into a book, The Folly of Realism, coming out at the end of February. When I asked her if she ever considered urging him not to publish, because it would thrust their family back into public view, she was emphatic: "Do you just say no to it because it might anger them or put you in the spotlight?" she asked. "It's that kind of quiet defiance of living your life."

"It could be a mistake. I guess we'll never know." She paused, then added, "Well, I guess we will know."
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'It's an Illegal Executive Order. And It's Stealing.'

Trump wants to go around Congress and freeze enormous amounts of federal spending. Can he?

by Russell Berman




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


Buried within one of the dozens of executive orders that President Donald Trump issued in his first days in office is a section titled "Terminating the Green New Deal." As presidential directives go, this one initially seemed like a joke. The Green New Deal exists mostly in the dreams of climate activists; it has never been fully enacted into law.

The next line of Trump's order, however, made clear he is quite serious: "All agencies shall immediately pause the disbursement of funds appropriated through the Inflation Reduction Act of 2022 or the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act." The president is apparently using "the Green New Deal" as a shorthand for any federal spending on climate change. But the two laws he targets address much more than that: The $900 billion IRA not only funds clean-energy programs but also lowers prescription-drug prices, while the $1.2 trillion bipartisan infrastructure law represents the biggest investment in roads, bridges, airports, and public transportation in decades. And the government has spent only a portion of each.

In one sentence, Trump appears to have cut off hundreds of billions of dollars in spending that Congress has already approved, torching Joe Biden's two most significant legislative accomplishments. The order stunned even some Republicans, many of whom supported the infrastructure law and have taken credit for its investments.

And Trump didn't stop there. Yesterday, the White House ordered a pause on all federal grants and loans--a move that could put on hold an additional tens of billions of dollars already approved by Congress, touching many corners of American life. Democrats and government watchdogs see the directives as an opening salvo in a fight over the separation of powers, launched by a president bent on defying Congress's will. "It's an illegal executive order, and it's stealing," Representative Rosa DeLauro of Connecticut, the top Democrat on the House Appropriations Committee, told me, referring to the order targeting the IRA and infrastructure law.

Withholding money approved by Congress "undermines the entire architecture of the Constitution," Democratic Senator Chris Van Hollen of Maryland told me. "It essentially makes the president into a king." Last night, Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer said that Trump's freeze on federal grants and loans "blatantly disobeys the law."

The Constitution gives Congress the so-called power of the purse--that is, the House and the Senate decide how much money the government spends and where it goes. Since 1974, a federal law known as the Impoundment Control Act has prohibited the executive branch from spending less than the amount of money that Congress appropriates for a given program or purpose. During Trump's first term, the nonpartisan Government Accountability Office found that the administration had violated that law by holding up aid to Ukraine--a move that became central to Trump's 2019 impeachment.

Jonathan Chait: Trump's second term might have already peaked

Trump has argued that the Impoundment Control Act is unconstitutional, and so has his nominee for budget director, Russell Vought, who had the same job at the end of the president's first term. Vought also helped write Project 2025, the conservative-governing blueprint that attracted so many attacks from Democrats that Trump disavowed it during the campaign.

In his Senate confirmation hearings this month, Vought repeatedly refused to commit to abiding by the impoundment act even as he acknowledged that it is "the law of the land." "For 200 years, presidents had the ability to spend less than an appropriation if they could do it for less," he told senators at his first hearing. During his second appearance, when Van Hollen asked him whether he would comply with the law, Vought did not answer directly. "Senator, the president ran against the Impoundment Control Act," he replied. His defiance astonished Democrats. "It's absolutely outrageous," Van Hollen told me.

The pause on funds for the Biden-signed laws did not draw as much attention as other moves Trump made on his first day back in the White House, especially his blanket pardons for January 6 defendants. Nor was it the only one that appeared to test the limits of his authority. A separate executive order froze nearly all foreign aid for 90 days, while others targeted birthright citizenship and civil-service protections for federal employees.

But the order cutting off spending for the IRA and the infrastructure law could have far-reaching implications. State and municipal governments in both Democratic and Republican jurisdictions worry that they may not be able to use investments and grants that the federal government promised them. "It's creating chaos," DeLauro said. "I honestly don't think the people who are dealing with this know what they are doing." She listed a range of popular and economically significant programs that appear to be on pause, including assistance for home-energy bills and money to replace lead pipes that contaminate drinking water.

"It was alarming," Representative Don Bacon of Nebraska told me. Bacon, a Republican who narrowly won reelection in a district Trump lost, called the White House after reading the text of last week's executive order to seek assurance that money he'd secured for Nebraska--including $73 million to upgrade Omaha's airport--wouldn't be stopped.

The immediate confusion became so intense that a day after Trump signed the order, the White House issued a memo seeking to clarify its scope that seemed to slightly narrow its impact and open the door for some spending to continue. Bacon told me that he was assured the directive applied mostly to Biden's electric-vehicle mandate, which Trump railed against on the campaign trail and is part of the IRA. DeLauro, however, said the memo offered little clarity: "Everything is at risk."

Yesterday's memo extending the funding pause to all federal grant and loan programs set off another frenzy. The directive sought to exempt Medicare and Social Security recipients, as well as other direct aid to individuals. But according to a copy of the memo published by The Washington Post, it explicitly targets "financial assistance for foreign aid, nongovernmental organizations, DEI, woke gender ideology, and the green new deal."

Whether the funding pause constitutes an illegal impoundment is unclear. The executive branch does have some latitude in how it spends money. And yesterday's memo instructs federal agencies to halt funding only "to the extent permissible under applicable law." Describing last week's order targeting the IRA and infrastructure law, Vought told senators that it was merely a "programmatic delay," a term that arguably falls within what federal departments are allowed to do.

More broadly, executive orders are frequently less consequential than they appear, Nicholas Bagley, a law professor at the University of Michigan and occasional Atlantic contributor, told me about last week's directive. "It's one thing to try to get a really nice headline for cutting back on government spending. It's another thing altogether to decline to spend money that people are expecting you to spend," Bagley said. "I would not be surprised if rhetoric does not match reality."

To Charlie Ellsworth, a senior adviser with the nonprofit watchdog Congressional Integrity Project, Trump's executive order on clean energy unmistakably oversteps the law. "They could have done this legally, but they didn't," Ellsworth, a former Schumer aide, told me. A new administration, for example, could have justified a pause in spending to ensure that a program was being funded in accordance with the law. But the order instead instructs agencies to ensure that the spending aligns with new policies set by the Trump administration. Ellsworth said that the order is "self-evidently" illegal.

The fight is almost certain to wind up in the courts, which have repeatedly ruled against the president's ability to withhold funds appropriated by Congress. Indeed, Vought's Senate testimony seemed to invite a legal challenge that could lead the Supreme Court, now with a 6-3 conservative majority and three Trump-appointed justices, to reconsider the question. "That seems to be their game plan," Ellsworth said. "They want to get sued. They want to go to the Supreme Court."

Van Hollen told me that he believes the Court would rule against Trump but that preferably the dispute won't get that far. "You would hope that Republicans in Congress recognize they have an institutional interest in protecting Article I [of the Constitution] and the power of the purse, which is clearly congressional," Van Hollen said.

David A. Graham: It's already different

Beyond the question of legality, Van Hollen warned that Trump's orders would jeopardize virtually all negotiations over spending on Capitol Hill, because Democrats would not be able to trust the administration to keep its end of any agreement. Although Republicans have majorities in both the House and the Senate, they will need to strike deals with Democrats to avert government shutdowns and a catastrophic default on U.S. debt.

There were early signs of GOP pushback on last week's spending freeze, but it fell well short of a revolt. Senator Rand Paul of Kentucky, the chair of the Homeland and Governmental Affairs Committee, said at one of Vought's hearings that he disagreed with the administration's view on spending and impoundments. "I think if we appropriate something for a cause, that's where it's supposed to go, and that will still be my position," Paul said. And Senator Lindsey Graham of South Carolina, the chair of the Budget Committee, said at a second Vought hearing that he, too, had "concerns" about impoundment. But neither of them planned to stand in the way of the nominee who has argued for the president to wrest control of spending from Congress. "When you win, you get to pick people," Graham told Vought. "And I'm glad he picked you."

On the Republican side, the fight might be left to lawmakers such as Bacon, who has some protection from presidential retribution because he represents a purple district where voters might reward him for standing up to Trump. The GOP, he said, should go after policies it opposes through legislation, not executive order. "You just can't determine what laws you want to execute and what you don't," Bacon said of Trump. Executive orders, he added, "have gotten out of hand" from presidents in both parties. "You can't change the law," Bacon said. "I think Republicans should stay true to that notion."
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The Strategy Behind Trump's Policy Blitz

The flood of executive orders and news was designed to disorient the Democratic resistance. It might be working.

by Jonathan Lemire




The staff was still setting up dinner on Mar-a-Lago's outdoor patio on a balmy early-January evening when Donald Trump sat down. He was surrounded by several top advisers who would soon join him in the West Wing and who wanted to get his input before his attention shifted to his wealthy guests and Palm Beach club members.

Susie Wiles, the incoming chief of staff, led the conversation, listing some of the dozens of executive orders that had been teed up for Trump's signature once he reclaimed the presidency. She wanted to talk about sequencing, according to a Trump adviser present at the meeting, speaking on the condition of anonymity to discuss private conversations. How would he like to stagger the orders over the first few weeks back in office?

"No," Trump replied, this person told me. "I want to sign as many as possible as soon as we show up."

"Day one," he said.

Trump has followed through on the promise of an onslaught, unleashing in his first week more than two dozen executive orders, holding a nearly hour-long news conference and other question-and-answer-filled public appearances, and posting several times a day on social media. Some of this, of course, is in Trump's nature. He is an inveterate showman whose instincts are to seek attention and dominate the discussion.

Jonathan Chait: Trump's second term might have already peaked

But this time around, Trump's ubiquity is also a deliberate strategy, several of his aides and allies told me. Part of the point is to send a message to the American people that their self-declared "favorite" president is getting things done. The person at the Palm Beach meeting and another Trump adviser, who also requested anonymity to describe private conversations, told me that the White House's flood of orders and news is also designed to disorient already despairing Democratic foes, leaving them so battered that they won't be able to mount a cohesive opposition.

Trump's actions in his first week have been a mix of signal and noise, of distraction and seriousness. He has taken some defeats. But Trump has succeeded, at least, in creating a stark contrast with the quiet of his predecessor, and in (yet again) shifting the nation's political discourse back toward him. And compared with 2017, the resistance has been far more muted. The Democrats, without an obvious head of the party and still digging out from November's election disappointment, have yet to make a focused counterargument to Trump, instead getting largely drowned out in the national discourse.

"This is four years in the making. It's days of thunder. The scale and the depth of this has blown the Democrats out. It's blown out the media," Steve Bannon, a former senior White House aide who still informally advises Trump, told me. "He vowed to start fast and now knows what he's doing. This is a totally different guy than in 2017."

When Trump left office in disgrace after the January 6, 2021, insurrection, former administration officials, conservative lawyers, and think-tank researchers began drafting orders and legislation--most famously, the Heritage Foundation initiative known as Project 2025--that could act as the foundation of a Trump revival. And after he won, his inner circle made clear that this time the administration would be staffed with true loyalists.

Wiles, who also co-chaired Trump's campaign, told a closed-door gathering of Republican donors in Las Vegas in the early days of the transition that the president's first moves would be to reinstate some executive orders from his first term that President Joe Biden had revoked, according one of the Trump advisers and another person familiar with the meeting. Wiles told the private gathering, for a group called the Rockbridge Network, that Trump would begin by withdrawing from the Paris climate treaty and the World Health Organization. Trump, indeed, signed those orders on his first day back in office, but they were only two of the directives to which he affixed his signature--with a giant Sharpie--in ceremonies held at the Capitol; inside a sports arena in Washington, D.C.; and in the Oval Office during his inauguration festivities and in the days that followed.

His executive orders so far have covered immigration, trade, demographic diversity, civil rights, and the hiring of federal workers. Trump ordered DEI (diversity, equity, and inclusion) programs in the federal government to be eliminated. He curtailed the Department of Justice's civil-rights investigations. Federal health agencies were ordered to halt public communications. And he moved to expand presidential power by eliminating protections for federal workers--so he could more easily staff agencies with supporters--and by refusing, without citing any legal authority, to uphold the U.S. ban on TikTok despite a unanimous Supreme Court ruling in the ban's favor.

"The EOs are so much better-executed now," Bannon told me. "Back in 2017, we were writing things on the back of envelopes. It was like a playground game, shirts and skins. Now they have good people working, real lawyers."

Some of Trump's moves have been symbolic, such as one order to rename the Gulf of Mexico as the Gulf of America and another to insist that, even in national times of mourning, flags be flown at full staff on Inauguration Day. Others ordered government reviews--to examine China's compliance with trade deals, for example, or the feasibility of creating an External Revenue Service to collect tariffs--but might not have real heft. If it was hard to tell the difference between what was real and what was for show, that was by design, the two advisers told me--to make it difficult for Trump's opponents to focus their outrage.

His aides debated for weeks about how to enact his campaign pledge to pardon the January 6 rioters, whom the incoming president had declared "hostages." Days before Trump took office, many advisers, including Vice President J. D. Vance, expected that pardons would be issued for many of the offenders but not, at least immediately, for those convicted of violent crimes, including assaulting police officers. But Trump overruled them, issuing a blanket pardon, and he included commutations for the leaders of the Oath Keepers and Proud Boys, each of whom had been sentenced to more than 15 years in prison for seditious conspiracy. The two Trump advisers said that Trump thought leaving anyone out would invalidate the underpinning of the Capitol riot--his insistence that he won the 2020 presidential election. Trump also decided that any blowback would be manageable.

Read: Trump's first shot in his war on the 'deep state'

Not everything has worked out for Trump in his first week. Even some staunch Trump allies recoiled from the pardons for violent January 6 offenders; Senator Lindsey Graham called them "a mistake" on Meet the Press. Perhaps most notable, Trump's move to end birthright citizenship generated a wave of legal action and was blocked by a federal judge. On his first day in office, Trump took on the Fourteenth Amendment by issuing a directive to federal agencies to stop issuing citizenship documents to children born on U.S. soil to parents in the country illegally or under temporary visas. The U.S. government has long interpreted the Fourteenth Amendment to mean that those born on American soil are citizens at birth, regardless of their parents' immigration status. The U.S. district court judge who blocked the order, John Coughenour, called it "blatantly unconstitutional" and told a Trump administration attorney, "I have difficulty understanding how a member of the bar could state unequivocally that this is a constitutional order."

Trump has also struggled to achieve his goal of fast-tracking Cabinet confirmations in the early days of his administration. His choice for secretary of defense, Pete Hegseth, became the first Pentagon nominee to require the tie-breaking vote of the vice president to be confirmed. And Trump's team is even more concerned about his pick for director of national intelligence, former Representative Tulsi Gabbard. The president's aides are not certain that she has the needed support, and Trump himself has expressed some doubt that she'll be confirmed, the two Trump advisers told me.

Despite these stumbles, the White House has reveled in Trump's bombastic, over-the-top style, believing that his message is breaking through. Immigration officers have conducted raids in Chicago; Newark, New Jersey; and other cities. A dozen Guatemalan men in shackles were boarded onto a military aircraft in El Paso, Texas, for the deportation flight to their native country, according to the Department of Homeland Security. Trump threatened tariffs on Colombia in a tiff, now seemingly resolved, over deportation flights. His advisers have also aimed to keep the media off-balance. The White House press office has not sent out a daily schedule to reporters, and has given little notice for Trump's events. White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt has yet to hold a formal briefing (though the first is tentatively slated for later today).

The speed and volume of Trump's orders so far seem to be scrambling the left. Millions of protesters marched in cities across the nation on January 21, 2017. Democratic civic groups exploded in popularity, liberals organized voter-registration drives, and cable-TV ratings and newspaper subscriptions soared. Late-night comics made Trump their top punch line. Trump's hastily written travel ban on Muslim-majority countries went into effect seven days into his term in 2017, sending lawyers and even ordinary citizens sprinting to airports to assist those who were suddenly subject to detainment. That moment, in many ways, was the early high-water mark of the resistance and set a template for the Democrats' defiance going forward.

Yesterday marked the first week of Trump's second term. No large-scale protests have taken place. House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries argued during last week's caucus meeting that Democrats cannot chase every outrage, because the Trump administration will "flood the zone" with maddening changes, one person in the room told me. In a Saturday Night Live sketch this past weekend, the show's Trump character shut down a performance based on Lin-Manuel Miranda's Hamilton, which became a liberal totem a decade ago. The mood among Democrats, at least in some quarters, feels more like resignation than resistance.

So far, the action on the left has been centered more in the courtrooms than in the streets. Deirdre Schifeling, the chief political and advocacy officer of the American Civil Liberties Union, told me that the organization has filed lawsuits to contest a variety of Trump's immigration orders and has worked to train volunteers in dozens of states to help local officials in responding to the administration's plans.

"We're in a different moment. People are not as surprised as the first time. But I would not mistake that for a lack of willingness to fight," Schifeling said. "It seems like this first week is one giant test balloon--seeing what will stick, seeing what they can get away with. It's incumbent on all of us to stay calm and firmly push back on them. Don't give them an inch."

David A. Graham: It's already different

Jennifer Palmieri, a longtime Democratic strategist who served as White House communications director for Barack Obama and worked on Hillary Clinton's and Kamala Harris's campaigns, told me that Democrats "can't stay demoralized" and must recognize that Trump proposed "an agenda that people bought into"--that even gave him a popular-vote victory.

"Now [we need] to stay most focused on those issues--like prices--which he is the most vulnerable on," Palmieri said. Inflation was a core campaign issue, and Trump himself noted during the transition that he "won on groceries," telling Meet the Press in December, "We're going to bring those prices way down."

"It's a tangible thing, and he needs to deliver," Palmieri said.

That hasn't started happening yet. For all the shock and awe of Trump's first week, none of his initial actions directly took on inflation. But nor are Democrats making Trump look particularly vulnerable.
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Trump Can't Escape the Laws of Political Gravity

Sooner or later, nature will catch up to the president.

by Eliot A. Cohen




Sometimes politics resembles one of the weirder branches of modern physics or a fantasy version of biology. Time may seem to run backwards; solid things turn out to be insubstantial; black holes swallow up the light; the dead may walk the Earth, ghouls crawl out of cleft rocks, velociraptors not only reappear but learn to speak and, alarmingly, open doors.

That is how American politics feels at the moment. By and large, however, Newtonian physics and traditional biology still apply, and that is worth remembering as we watch the Trump administration's circus of transgression, vindictiveness, and sometimes mere folly.

Like most administrations, including those of considerably more sedate chief executives, that of the 47th president has decided to way overinterpret its mandate. The brute facts remain: Donald Trump received a plurality of votes (albeit a decisive majority in the Electoral College); the Republican Party is holding on to the House of Representatives by a hair and has a slim majority in the Senate. The administration may hate civil servants and seek to undermine their job security, but it will discover that it needs them to keep airplanes flying safely, the financial system functioning, drugs safe for use, and food fit for consumption.

Gravity still works--if somewhat unreliably. Politicians who overinterpret narrow wins in a divided country get pulled back to Earth, usually by the midterms. But not just that--the federal system of government gives a lot of power to the states, and although Congress has become anemic and irresponsible, most state governments have not. And so the governor of Florida has declined to appoint the president's daughter-in-law to a vacant Senate seat, and the governor of Ohio has passed on one of the president's more socially awkward tech billionaires for another. These are small but interesting indications of gravity reasserting itself.

Lawyers, by the thousand, in and out of state governments, create their own gravitational field. The poorly paid lawyers of the Justice Department can sue only so much, and the Supreme Court will turn out to be--as it did during the previous Trump administration--less reliably Trumpist than the president would wish. (The most pro-Trump justices are Clarence Thomas and Samuel Alito, two of the conservatives he did not appoint.) Even the appalling sweeping pardons of the January 6 rioters and insurrectionists have their limits. If any of those people attempt violence in Maryland or Virginia or anywhere else outside of D.C., they will discover that assault and other crimes there are tried in state, not federal, courts. And the presidential-pardon power does not reach state prisons, which means that some ghouls will go back to their cleft rocks if they go out looking for revenge.

Newtonian physics also has it that for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction. Precisely so. Pardon every criminal who clubbed a police officer, and police unions will be unamused. Impose high tariffs, and working-class voters will encounter higher prices and possibly unemployment. Blow up the national debt to cut taxes, and sooner or later the markets will react. Give way to vaccine skepticism, and epidemics will break out. Turn the intelligence community and military upside down by purging women and other undesirables, and you will produce not only big, embarrassing, consequential failures but also pushback from those large populations, their families, and those politicians who still care about national defense.

And then there is retribution. Political physics runs along the lines of the lyrics composed by Johnny Cash: "That old wheel / Is gonna roll around once more / When it does / It will even up the score." Or, as Shakespeare has Shylock put it rather more pointedly: "The villainy you teach me, I will execute, and it shall go hard but I will better the instruction."

The reckless, violence-feeding mass pardons of the January 6 insurrectionists were evidence of Trumpian lawlessness. The orders to end the security clearances of scores of former senior intelligence officials who criticized Trump, and the stunning decision to remove security protection from John Bolton, Mike Pompeo, and Brian Hook--three former senior officials of the first Trump administration--were pure personal meanness. Suspending clearances was intended as a humiliation and a blow at pocketbooks (many of those targeted serve on corporate boards where clearances are a prerequisite), and cutting security protection against Iranian death threats was even worse.

But Trump's appointees, who will carry out this and other acts of payback, should consider that before very long they, too, will be out of government. They, too, will want to keep their clearances. And they, too, may incur the wrath of state and non-state enemies who want to kill them. They will wish to consider just how exposed they will inevitably be, once their triumph, like all others, passes into memory. If decency and respect for norms do not motivate them in the right direction, fear may have to serve in place.

Biology also will have its say. Inebriation--with power and success, in this case--invariably leads to hangovers, no matter what family remedies or magical cures one imbibes. That usually hits at the midterms, as the Obama and George W. Bush administrations found out the hard way. More to the point, certain biological realities, including age and its accompanying physical and mental decline, will operate during Trump's 80s. The flunkies and toadies who surround the president will seek to deny this elemental reality--the Biden team was egregious in this regard--but sooner or later, it will take hold too.

Primatology, in this case, offers a useful guide. In most troops of baboons, an alpha male dominates all the others, who exhibit submissive behavior if they know what is good for them. The dominance may be so pronounced that all the alpha male has to do is bare his fangs and snarl to get the behavior he wants. But baboons age, and although he may not notice, the alpha male's muscles will atrophy, his fangs will fall out. He may continue to snarl, but the younger male baboons will notice and begin to sense the possibility of a succession crisis. And then they pounce.

So, too, here. Donald Trump is already a lame duck. He is, by any measure, old, which is one of many reasons that comparisons with Hitler or younger contemporary European authoritarians such as Viktor Orban are misplaced. He will be an even lamer duck in two years, at which point the troop of Republican politicians will begin to struggle for the succession. Former friends--Donald Trump Jr. and J. D. Vance, for example--may fall out, and the coalition of differing subclans may fight more openly. Republican unity in several years is highly unlikely.

It's a bad time in American politics, to be sure. But we need to remember that natural laws still apply, and things could get better if even just one piece of fantasy biology were to hold true: a large class of political invertebrates were to grow spines.
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Europe's Elon Musk Problem

He and other tech oligarchs are making it impossible to conduct free and fair elections anywhere.

by Anne Applebaum




During an American election, a rich man can hand out $1 million checks to prospective voters. Companies and people can use secretly funded "dark money" nonprofits to donate unlimited money, anonymously, to super PACs, which can then spend it on advertising campaigns. Podcasters, partisans, or anyone, really, can tell outrageous, incendiary lies about a candidate. They can boost those falsehoods through targeted online advertising. No special courts or election rules can stop the disinformation from spreading before voters see it. The court of public opinion, which over the past decade has seen and heard everything, no longer cares. U.S. elections are now a political Las Vegas: Anything goes.

But that's not the way elections are run in other countries. In Britain, political parties are, at least during the run-up to an election, limited to spending no more than PS54,010 per candidate. In Germany, as in many other European countries, the state funds political parties, proportionate to their number of elected parliamentarians, so that politicians do not have to depend on, and become corrupted by, wealthy donors. In Poland, courts fast-track election-related libel cases in the weeks before a vote in order to discourage people from lying.

Nor is this unique to Europe. Many democracies have state or public media that are obligated, at least in principle, to give equal time to all sides. Many require political donations to be transparent, with the names of donors listed in an online registry. Many have limits on political advertising. Some countries also have rules about hate speech and indict people who break them.

Countries apply these laws to create conditions for fair debate, to build trust in the system, and to inspire confidence in the winning candidates. Some democracies believe that transparency matters--that voters should know who is funding their candidates, as well as who is paying for political messages on social media or anywhere else. In some places, these rules have a loftier goal: to prevent the rise of antidemocratic extremism of the kind that has engulfed democracies--and especially European democracies--in the past.

But for how much longer can democracies pursue these goals? We live in a world in which algorithms controlled by American and Chinese oligarchs choose the messages and images seen by millions of people; in which money can move through secret bank accounts with the help of crypto schemes; and in which this dark money can then boost anonymous social-media accounts with the aim of shaping public opinion. In such a world, how can any election rules be enforced? If you are Albania, or even the United Kingdom, do you still get to set the parameters of your public debate? Or are you now forced to be Las Vegas too?

Although it's easy to get distracted by the schoolyard nicknames and irresponsible pedophilia accusations that Elon Musk flings around, these are the real questions posed by his open, aggressive use of X to spread false information and promote extremist and anti-European politicians in the U.K., Germany, and elsewhere. The integrity of elections--and the possibility of debate untainted by misinformation injected from abroad--is equally challenged by TikTok, the Chinese platform, and by Mark Zuckerberg's Meta, whose subsidiaries include Facebook, Instagram, WhatsApp, and Threads. TikTok says the company does not accept any paid political advertising. Meta, which announced in January that it is abandoning fact-checking on its sites in the U.S., also says it will continue to comply with European laws. But even before Zuckerberg's radical policy change, these promises were empty. Meta's vaunted content curation and moderation have never been transparent. Nobody knew, and nobody knows, what exactly Facebook's algorithm was promoting and why. Even an occasional user of these platforms encounters spammers, scammers, and opaque accounts running foreign influence operations. No guide to the algorithm, and no real choices about it, are available on Meta products, X, or TikTok.

Musk's personal X account has more than 212 million followers, giving him enormous power to set the news agenda around the world.

In truth, no one knows if any platforms really comply with political-funding rules either, because nobody outside the companies can fully monitor what happens online during an intense election campaign--and after the voting has ended, it's too late. According to declassified Romanian-intelligence documents, someone allegedly spent more than $1 million on TikTok content in the 18 months before an election in support of a Romanian presidential candidate who declared that he himself had spent nothing at all. In a belated attempt to address this and other alleged discrepancies, a Romanian court canceled the first round of that election, a decision that itself damaged Romanian democracy.

Not all of this is new. Surreptitious political-party funding was a feature of the Cold War, and the Russian government has continued this practice, sometimes by offering deals to foreign businesspeople close to pro-Russian politicians. Press moguls with international political ambitions are hardly a novelty. Rupert Murdoch, an Australian who has U.S. citizenship, has long played an outsize role in U.K. politics through his media companies. John Major, the former British prime minister and Conservative Party leader, has said that in 1997, Murdoch threatened to pull his newspapers' support unless the prime minister pursued a more anti-European policy. Major refused. Murdoch has said, "I have never asked a prime minister for anything," but one of his Conservative-leaning tabloids, The Sun, did endorse the Labour Party in the next election. Major lost.

That incident now seems almost quaint. Even at the height of its influence, the print edition of The Sun sold 4 million copies a day. More to the point, it operated, and still does, within the constraints of U.K. rules and regulations, as do all broadcast and print media. Murdoch's newspapers take British libel and hate-speech laws into consideration when they run stories. His business strategy is necessarily shaped by rules limiting what a single company can own. After his journalists were accused of hacking phones and bribing police in the early 2000s, Murdoch himself had to testify before an investigative commission, and he closed down one of his tabloids for good.

McKay Coppins: Europe braces for Trump

Social media not only has far greater reach--Musk's personal X account has more than 212 million followers, giving him enormous power to set the news agenda around the world--it also exists outside the legal system. Under the American law known as Section 230, passed nearly three decades ago, internet platforms are not treated as publishers in the U.S. In practice, neither Facebook nor X has the same legal responsibility for what appears on their platforms as do, say, The Wall Street Journal and CNN. And this, too, has consequences: Americans have created the information climate that other countries must accept, and this allows deceptive election practices to thrive. If countries don't have their own laws, and until recently most did not, Section 230 effectively requires them to treat social-media companies as if they exist outside their legal systems too.

Brazil broke with this pattern last year, when a judge demanded that Musk comply with Brazilian laws against spreading misinformation and political extremism, and forced X offline until he did. Several European countries, including the U.K., Germany, and France, have also passed laws designed to bring the platforms into compliance with their own legal systems, mandating fines for companies that violate hate-speech laws or host other illegal content. But these laws are controversial and hard to enforce. Besides, "illegal speech" is not necessarily the central problem. No laws prevented Musk from interviewing Alice Weidel, a leader of the far-right Alternative for Germany (AfD) party, on X, thereby providing her with a huge platform, available to no other political candidate, in the month before a national election. The interview, which included several glaringly false statements (among others, that Weidel was the "leading" candidate), was viewed 45 million times in 24 hours, a number far beyond the reach of any German public or private media.

Only one institution on the planet is large enough and powerful enough to write and enforce laws that could make the tech companies change their policies. Partly for that reason, the European Union may soon become one of the Trump administration's most prominent targets. In theory, the EU's Digital Services Act, which took full effect last year, can be used to regulate, fine, and, in extreme circumstances, ban internet companies whose practices clash with European laws. Yet a primary intent of the act is not punitive, but rather to open up the platforms: to allow vetted researchers access to platform data, and to give citizens more transparency about what they hear and see. Freedom of speech also means the right to receive information, and at the moment social-media companies operate behind a curtain. We don't know if they are promoting or suppressing certain points of view, curbing or encouraging orchestrated political campaigns, discouraging or provoking violent riots. Above all, we don't know who is paying for misinformation to be spread online.

In the past, the EU has not hesitated to try to apply European law to tech companies. Over the past decade, for example, Google has faced three fines totaling more than $8 billion for breaking antitrust law (though one of these fines was overturned by the EU's General Court in 2024).


A group of American oligarchs want to undermine European institutions because they don't want to be regulated.


In November, the European Commission fined Meta more than $800 million for unfair trade practices. But for how much longer will the EU have this authority? In the fall, J. D. Vance issued an extraordinarily unsubtle threat, one that is frequently repeated in Europe. "If NATO wants us to continue supporting them and NATO wants us to continue to be a good participant in this military alliance," Vance told an interviewer, "why don't you respect American values and respect free speech?" Mark Zuckerberg, echoing Vance's misuse of the expression free speech to mean "freedom to conceal company practices from the public," put it even more crudely. In a conversation with Joe Rogan in January, Zuckerberg said he feels "optimistic" that President Donald Trump will intervene to stop the EU from enforcing its own antitrust laws: "I think he just wants America to win."

Does America "winning" mean that European democracies, and maybe other democracies, lose? Some European politicians think it might. Robert Habeck, the German vice chancellor and a leader of that country's Green Party, believes that Musk's frenzies of political activity on X aren't the random blurts of an addled mind, but rather are "logical and systematic." In his New Year's address, Habeck said that Musk is deliberately "strengthening those who are weakening Europe," including the explicitly anti-European AfD. This, he believes, is because "a weak Europe is in the interest of those for whom regulation is an inappropriate limitation of their power."

Until recently, Russia was the most important state seeking to undermine European institutions. Vladimir Putin has long disliked the EU because it restricts Russian companies' ability to intimidate and bribe European political leaders and companies, and because the EU is larger and more powerful than Russia, whereas European countries on their own are not. Now a group of American oligarchs also want to undermine European institutions, because they don't want to be regulated--and they may have the American president on their side. Quite soon, the European Union, along with Great Britain and other democracies around the world, might find that they have to choose between their alliance with the United States and their ability to run their own elections and select their own leaders without the pressure of aggressive outside manipulation. Ironically, countries, such as Brazil, that don't have the same deep military, economic, and cultural ties to the U.S. may find it easier to maintain the sovereignty of their political systems and the transparency of their information ecosystems than Europeans.

A crunch point is imminent, when the European Commission finally concludes a year-long investigation into X. Tellingly, two people who have advised the commission on this investigation would talk with me only off the record, because the potential for reprisals against them and their organizations--whether it be online trolling and harassment or lawsuits--is too great. Still, both advisers said that the commission has the power to protect Europe's sovereignty, and to force the platforms to be more transparent. "The commission should look at the raft of laws and rules it has available and see how they can be applied," one of them told me, "always remembering that this is not about taking action against a person's voice. This is the commission saying that everyone's voice should be equal."

At least in theory, no country is obligated to become an electoral Las Vegas, as America has. Global democracies could demand greater transparency around the use of algorithms, both on social media and in the online-advertising market more broadly. They could offer consumers more control over what they see, and more information about what they don't see. They could enforce their own campaign-funding laws. These changes could make the internet more open and fair, and therefore a better, safer place for the exercise of free speech. If the chances of success seem narrow, it's not because of the lack of a viable legal framework--rather it's because, at the moment, cowardice is as viral as one of Musk's tweets.



This article appears in the March 2025 print edition with the headline "Can Europe Stop Elon Musk?"




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2025/03/musk-tech-oligarch-european-election-influence/681453/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Greenland's Prime Minister Wants the Nightmare to End

Watching Trump from the future 51st state

by Mark Leibovich




Updated at 4:50 p.m. ET on January 27, 2025

Greenland's prime minister, Mute Egede, looked like he was being chased by an angry musk ox.

"Mr. Prime Minister, have you spoken to President Trump yet?" I asked as he fled a lunchtime news conference on Tuesday in the capital city, Nuuk (population 20,000). Egede, who is 37, wore a green zip-up sweater, stared straight ahead, and was walking toward me. He said nothing.

"Prime Minister Mute Egede," I tried again, using his full name this time, for some reason.

He remained ... mute.

I made one more attempt--"Have you talked to President Trump?"--to no avail.

As he walked out the door, Egede looked flushed and somewhat stunned. The briefing room had been tense, crowded with about three dozen journalists, several from other countries. This is--I'm guessing here--two and a half dozen more journalists than typically show up at his press conferences.

"This is not usual for us," said Pele Broberg, a member of the Greenlandic Parliament and an off-and-on Egede nemesis, who had come to enjoy the spectacle and watch Egede squirm.

The briefing had lasted about 30 minutes and consisted of Egede giving a canned statement and then taking eight or nine questions, all on the same topic.

"Do we have reason to be afraid?" one Greenlandic journalist asked.

"Of course, what has happened is very serious," Egede replied in Greenlandic. He projected the grave aura of a leader trying to be reassuring in a time of crisis; his tone and language seemed better suited to a natural disaster than a geopolitical quandary.

"We have to have faith that we can get through this," Egede said. His hands shook slightly as he sipped from a glass of water.

"In Greenland," he said, "there is a lot of unrest."

Extreme cold was predicted for Donald Trump's inauguration in Washington, D.C., so I figured I'd decamp to somewhere warmer: Nuuk.

Temperatures in the icy capital were in the low 30s, or several degrees balmier than those in Washington. More to the point, this autonomous Danish territory--the world's biggest non-continental island--has surfaced as a subject of diplomatic dispute.

Trump had first announced his interest in America buying the territory in 2019. At the time, the Danish prime minister promptly rebuffed the overture (she called it "absurd"), to which Trump responded predictably (he called her "nasty"). And then, after a few weeks, the episode melted away. That is, until Trump managed to get himself reelected and started piping up again about how he still coveted the place. Ever since then, his renewed designs on Greenland have become a source of global fascination. The furor grew earlier this month, when Trump, in response to a reporter's question, refused to rule out using military force to resolve the matter.

"Greenland is in the center of the world," Egede proclaimed a few days later in Copenhagen, perhaps overstating things but still offering a whiff of the heady sense of relevance that's been sweeping through Official Nuuk.

I went to Greenland to watch this peculiar production unfold in this most unlikely of places. Another big objective was to meet Egede, the young and ambitious prime minister. Like many other minor global figures who become overnight attention magnets, Egede had seemed at first exhilarated by all the interest, then overwhelmed, and then regretful. Watching his recent public appearances from afar, I had noticed his demeanor sometimes shift from the burly confidence of a local wunderkind to the nervousness of someone fully aware that his actions were being observed closely, especially by Washington and Copenhagen.

Anne Applebaum: Trump triggers a crisis in Denmark--and Europe

"We are Greenlanders," Egede often says, robotically, when asked--as he is constantly--about Trump's continued focus on his country. "We don't want to be Americans. We don't want to be Danish, either."

Egede just wants to be left alone, is the impression he is leaving these days. I learned this before I set out for Nuuk, when I placed a few calls to his office in an attempt to watch Trump's inaugural speech with the prime minister. He shouldn't be that hard to track down, I figured, given that the total number of humans in Greenland, which is roughly three times the physical size of Texas, is 56,000--smaller than the population of Bethesda, Maryland.

"Can you call back tomorrow?" his communications aide, Andreas Poulsen, pleaded on the phone. "We are very busy right now. Thank you for understanding."

I tried the next day.

"Can you call back tomorrow?" Poulsen said again. "We are very busy right now."

I sensed a pattern.

"Hi, Andreas," I said when Poulsen picked up again on the third day. (Clearly Greenland's government offices need more robust call-screening protocols.) "Do you have a second to talk now?"

"Can you call back tomorrow?" he said again. "I am very busy right now." Poor guy sounded more beleaguered with each call. I empathized.

"Well, I'm going to be on my way to Greenland tomorrow," I finally said, "so I'll be in the air."

(Silence.)

"Andreas, are you there?"

It's not easy being in Greenland. Especially in January: never-ending snow, frigid winds, and maybe five or six hours of daylight, if you're lucky. Greenland is known as Kalaallit Nunaat in the native tongue, which roughly translates, fittingly enough, to "Land of the Greenlanders." Residents of Nuuk account for about one-third of the national population, the great majority of whom are all or part Inuit.

Greenland is also not easy to get to, even though Nuuk is, in fact, closer to the East Coast of the United States than to Copenhagen. There are currently no direct flights from the U.S., though United Airlines says it will begin direct routes to Nuuk from Newark in June. The few flights currently available, via Reykjavik, are often canceled due to weather. Until a recent renovation of the Nuuk airport, flying to the capital had required a stop in Kangerlussuaq, a former U.S. air base to the north, and then switching to a smaller plane. The airport-modernization project has been a source of local pride in Nuuk and a godsend of convenience to its visitors (no more nightmare layovers in Kangerlussuaq!).

On the Thursday before the inauguration, I managed to get the last seat on an Icelandair flight from Washington, which miraculously went off without major complication. When I arrived in Nuuk, I found the people of the capital to be nothing but warm and welcoming, starting with my cab driver from the airport. When I mentioned I was from Washington, he asked if I was in town "because of this situation with Trump." Correct, I said.

In the grand and feverish scheme of Trump's early agenda, Greenland remains a remote curiosity next to his higher-profile priorities such as mass deportations, mass pardons, and trying to end birthright citizenship. But his ongoing fascination with the country can't be dismissed as merely the frivolous object of one egoist's manifest destiny. For a variety of strategic reasons--energy, trade, and national security, among others--Greenland has become a legitimately prized territory. Melting ice has made for better access to valuable mineral deposits and potential oil bounties, and easier trade passage through Arctic waterways. To varying degrees, both Moscow and Beijing have shown that they want in on Greenland. "For purposes of National Security and Freedom throughout the World, the United States of America feels that the ownership and control of Greenland is an absolute necessity," Trump wrote in a Truth Social post.


A Trump hat in Nuuk, Greenland  (Juliette Pavy / Hors Format)



Not surprisingly, this message has been received as something rotten in Denmark. The NATO ally has held sovereignty over Greenland for more than a century. (Greenland was a colony until 1953, when it became a territory of the Danish kingdom, though it gained home rule in 1979.) Although the Danes provide about $600 million in subsidies to the island each year--about half of Greenland's annual budget--critics of its stewardship have said that Denmark lacks the will and resources to fully realize Greenland's potential or protect it militarily. A strong majority of Greenlanders--68 percent--want independence from Denmark, according to a 2019 poll.

The degree to which Greenlanders would welcome closer ties to America, much less actually becoming a part of the United States, is unclear. For the most part, Trump's proposal has been met with something at the junction of amused, flattered, and resistant to being associated with such a thundering and aggressive entity, as embodied by its president. These qualities, to say the least, run counter to the affable, happily innocuous, and slightly mysterious national image that Greenlanders have traditionally preferred.

From the July/August 2024 issue: A wild plan to avert catastrophic sea-level rise

If nothing else, Trump's Greenland campaign has set off a blizzard of conspicuous attention from Copenhagen. Denmark recently increased its military spending on the island, stepped up its government services, and offered two new dog-sled patrol teams. In a truly magnanimous pander to Greenland from His Majesty, the Danish king even put a bigger, more prominent image of a polar bear onto the monarchy's royal coat of arms.

"It's a show for the Danes to try to reassure everybody else that they still have full control of Greenland," said Broberg, the member of Parliament, who is a strong advocate for independence from Denmark.

I met him last Sunday, at a televised forum of Greenlandic political officials that was broadcast across Denmark and Greenland. The event, which included the prime minister, was held at a theater next to the Parliament building and drew a packed house of engaged students and professionals, similar to a suburban Manchester or Nashua town hall before the New Hampshire primary. The panelists included Greenlandic and Danish politicians debating the various permutations of "independence," how realistic they would be, and the merits of Danish and U.S. proprietorship, if any.

"It's a historic time that we live in," an audience member named Niels-Olav Holst-Larsen, who moved to Nuuk from Denmark 18 months ago, told me. "Today was, I think, the biggest television-broadcasting event from Denmark in Greenland in a lot of years."

Trump's inaugural address the next day was shaping up to be another major television event in Greenland. "Don't we all have to watch this speech?" Qupanuk Olsen, a candidate for Parliament who describes herself as "Greenland's biggest influencer on social media," told me.

I first encountered Olsen, who goes by "Q," via a delightful YouTube video titled "How Do We Say 'Hello' in Greenlandic." I resolved to find and meet her. This did not take long. Olsen told me that she considers Trump's interest to be an "amazing" boon for her country, at least from a PR perspective. Spreading Greenland's abundant charms, she said, is something of a life's mission for her. "I've been working on showing the rest of the world what Greenland is really about."

I asked Olsen whether she was hoping for an inaugural mention of Greenland. She paused for several seconds before declaring herself a yes. "If he doesn't mention Greenland"--she turned strangely plaintive--"we're just going to be forgotten again."

I spent much of January 20 visiting members of the Greenlandic Parliament. Called Inatsisartut, or "those who make the law," the Parliament consists of 31 members, who, from what I can tell, represent 31 nuanced flavors of pro-Greenlandic-independence. Egede, for instance, is a former member of Inatsisartut, where he represented the left-wing Inuit Ataqatigiit party, which supports independence. But as the nation's chief executive now, he recognizes the pragmatic benefits of the status quo, which requires working closely with Denmark, especially given the recent uncertainty that Trump has introduced.

The low-slung parliamentary-office building felt a bit like a small college dorm. MPs wandered in and out of conference rooms, bantered in hallways, and shouted to one another across a courtyard. My first stop on my tour of Greenland's greatest deliberative body was a meeting with Broberg. A member of the (also) pro-independence Naleraq party, he served for a while as foreign minister until his anti-Danish rhetoric began to wear thin in Copenhagen, as well as with key figures in Nuuk--notably, Egede.

Broberg told me he admires politicians who eschew niceties and jump right to the point. He appreciates this about Trump, whose pursuit of Greenland he says has been a blessing to the cause of independence. I noted the obvious contradiction here: that Trump's desire to "buy" Greenland is by definition antithetical to independence. Broberg argued that existing laws and treaties would make it impossible for the U.S. to actually "own" Greenland. Still, Trump's public zest for the country enhances its cachet, Broberg explained. It also brings the added benefit of freaking out Denmark, he said.

As he spoke, I noticed a bright-red baseball hat on a shelf. I pointed to it, wondering if it was a Trump hat. In fact, the cap was emblazoned with the words Great Greenland, which Broberg told me is a Greenlandic company that makes sealskin furs and jackets. He added that he is not a Trumper; he enjoys watching people react to the hat.

At the end of the interview, Qarsoq Hoegh-Dam, a top official with the Naleraq party and an adviser to Olsen, popped in to say hello. Hoegh-Dam is a gregarious politico, of a familiar sort you often find in insular government towns. He said he was trying to organize a "watch party" for Trump's inauguration.

I noticed that he was wearing a massive claw on a necklace. A polar-bear nail, he told me. As I studied the menacing trinket--roughly the size of a small croissant broken in half--Hoegh-Dam launched into an aside. "It's an age-old debate," he said--who would win a fight between a tiger and a polar bear? I told him I was just here to learn. "I've seen a tiger," Hoegh-Dam said. "I was surprised how small they were." He told me his sister had once almost been eaten by a polar bear. "Nobody is for polar bears eating people," Hoegh-Dam said--a seemingly safe position, even within the blood sport of Greenlandic politics.

Jonathan Chait: The intellectual rationalization for annexing Greenland

This was all riveting, but I was late for a meeting with Aqqalu Jerimiassen, a conservative member of Parliament, who was waiting down the hall. I noticed a photo in Jerimiassen's office of him wearing a Trump shirt and drinking a Guinness. He told me he belongs to "likely the most right-wing party in Greenland." This does not mean he would call himself a Trump supporter (and, in fact, he told me a few days later that he had taken down the Trump-shirt photo). If he lived in the U.S., he said, he would probably have voted for Nikki Haley.

Still, Jerimiassen appreciates the recognition Trump has brought to his country. "If someone asked me 10 years ago where I'm from, and I say Greenland--for example, if I'm in Europe, in Bulgaria--nobody knows where that is," he said.

Before we finished, Jerimiassen detoured to a topic about which he becomes endlessly animated: how the Nuussuaq Peninsula, near where he is from, boasts the finest-tasting reindeer in all of Greenland. Up north, he said, the reindeer eat more moss, as opposed to grass, which makes for a more piquant cervine experience. "The smell. Aromatic. It's very, very aromatic, and the savoriness," he raved. And the reindeer in Nuuk?

"Very plain," he opined.


Nuuk, Greenland (Juliette Pavy / Hors Format)



The inauguration watch party took place in a Naleraq meeting room near Broberg's office. Broberg was there. So was Olsen, or "Q," the influencer, along with a few parliamentary staffers, operatives, and assorted European broadcasters on hand to capture "the scene." As with most watch parties, this "scene" was not much to watch: a bunch of people sitting around staring at a TV and sharing a communal bowl of Bugles, or whatever the Greenland equivalent of those crunchy cone-shaped snacks is.

"Greenland, Greenland, Greenland," Broberg called out as the newly sworn-in Trump began speaking at the Capitol. I took this to mean that he wanted Trump to mention Greenland, but Broberg had told me earlier that he couldn't care less. "We are getting all the attention that we need anyways," he said.

Soon, the room turned quiet. Trump's dark and aggressive tenor appeared to make the viewers uneasy. I watched Olsen, who kept fidgeting whenever it seemed Trump might name-check Greenland. This was something she was no longer wishing for, it appeared.

"Here it comes," I heard one person say, when Trump started talking about changing the name of the Gulf of Mexico to the Gulf of America, and how the U.S. should retake control of the Panama Canal. But the president did not mention Greenland.

Franklin Foer: Emperor Trump's new map

The speech still had a ways to go. Trump stated his goal "to plant the Stars and Stripes on the planet Mars." He declared that "the spirit of the frontier is written into our hearts." Olsen began nervously tapping her black boot on the floor. She grimaced. A few minutes later, the speech ended. No Greenland. Harpoon, dodged.

"Can you feel the sigh of relief in here?" Hoegh-Dam remarked.

I asked Broberg what he thought of the speech. He chuckled and read aloud a text he'd just received.

"Greenland has a code name now," he said. "Mars."

Before I blew out of Nuuk, I figured I would make a final approach to Egede for an interview. His press conference on Tuesday felt like my best bet.

A pack of international journalists filed into the briefing room, like scavengers descending on a fresh caribou carcass. There were cursory checks of our press IDs, but no security checkpoints or metal detectors. The prime minister wandered in pretty much by himself, with no visible protective detail.

Egede, who has been Greenland's prime minister since 2021, hewed closely to his scripted lines about how Greenland will decide its own future, and to a theme of national unity. "We are a small population, but togetherness is our strength," he said via translation headphones issued to the press. He urged Greenlanders to stand firm, and said, "Together, we can get over this incident."

Eliot A. Cohen: Drop the outrage over Trump's foreign-policy bluster

As Egede's news conference wore on, and the questions became more pointed, the prime minister looked a bit frozen. I noticed a guy in a black T-shirt standing behind a pane of glass, waving to get Egede's attention. He looked familiar. I soon realized who it was: Andreas Poulsen, the PM's snowed-under communications officer, whom I'd been harassing for days. He was trying to tell Egede to wrap things up.

I made a point of introducing myself to Poulsen, who stepped out from his glass booth. "I'm sorry I kept calling you last week," I said. Not to worry, he replied. Nothing is normal in Nuuk these days. We chatted a bit, and then I shot my last shot.

"Would it be possible to interview the prime minister while I'm in Nuuk?"

"Not today, not today," Poulsen said.

"How about tomorrow?"

"I don't know," he said. "We're very busy."

Postscript: I was supposed to leave Greenland on Wednesday, but my flight home got snowed out. I was stuck indefinitely. (Nuuk in January, man. Next year, I'll bring my whole family.) As it happened, I had a phone interview scheduled for Thursday, related to another project: a conversation with, of all people, Paul McCartney.

"Greenland?" McCartney greeted me when he came on the phone. Apparently someone had told him about my situation.

Yeah, I seem to be stranded here, I told him.

"Trump's gonna buy it," Sir Paul said. "So don't worry."



Correction: This article originally misstated that the image of a polar bear was newly added to the Danish royal coat of arms.
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The January 6er Who Left Trumpism

Not every Capitol rioter was a card-carrying seditionist; some have regrets, and a few are even refusing a pardon. Jason Riddle is one.

by John Hendrickson




"I was okay with being a convict," Jason Riddle told me this week, not long after learning that he was among the roughly 1,500 recipients of sweeping presidential pardons. Some Americans, including President Donald Trump, believe that Riddle and others who rioted at the Capitol on January 6, 2021, were unjustly persecuted and thus deserving of clemency--if not celebration. Riddle, a 36-year-old New Hampshire resident, rejects this framing. "I'm not a patriot or a hero just because the guy who started the riot says it's okay," he told me.

On Thursday, after consulting with his public defender, Riddle sent a pithy email to the Department of Justice:

To whom it may concern,
 I'd like to reject my pardon please.
 Sincerely,
 Jason Riddle
 Sent from my iPhone


Declining the pardon falls within Riddle's legal rights. Many other January 6ers are holding out their hands for the president's gift. "I can't look myself in the mirror and do that," Riddle said. Rather than whitewash his unsavory past, he feels called to own his behavior, even his most shameful moments--a tenet of Alcoholics Anonymous, which he says has saved him.

Some insurrectionists stormed the Capitol as true ideological warriors. Enrique Tarrio, a former leader of the Proud Boys, and Stewart Rhodes, founder of the Oath Keepers, for example, were convicted of seditious conspiracy against the United States (and both men are now free). But many others who participated in the violence and destruction that day were similar to Riddle--people with ordinary lives and ordinary problems who found community and catharsis in the MAGA movement.

None of the above is an excuse for taking part in one of the ugliest moments in American history. But actively planning to carry out violence is arguably different from getting swept up in a mob. Today, Riddle doesn't shirk his complicity. But the path that led him to the Capitol sheds light on how someone without much direction suddenly found it in a day of rage and mayhem. His story also raises an intriguing possibility: A person who stumbled into the darker corners of Trumpism can also stumble out.

For Riddle, the road to January 6 began after he graduated from high school, years before Trump's first campaign. He served in the Navy and, according to his sentencing memo, "was honorably released from active duty to the naval reserves in light of reocurring [sic] struggles with alcohol use." In college, at Southern Connecticut State University, as an older student, he decided to major in political science. On campus, he recalls feeling surrounded by younger Bernie Sanders supporters, while he took a liking to Trump. He described himself and another early Trump-supporting buddy as "obnoxious," noting that they'd frequently drink in class. During Trump's first presidential campaign, Riddle drove to rallies all over the country. At first he told himself that, as a poli-sci major, he was making anthropological field trips. In truth, he was becoming swept up in MAGA world.

He liked the excitement and controversy that surrounded Trump. "There was this aggression. I think I really enjoyed it," he said. He'd pregame before the rallies, then join the crowds listening to the future president rant. "You go, you know, bond with these strangers," he said. At that time in his life, Riddle remembers having barely any other interests or hobbies. He didn't watch sports or exercise. He'd sit at home, drinking and trolling. "I spent all my time in those comments [sections] on social media, arguing with strangers," Riddle said. "It was all about proving someone wrong. That would make me feel good about myself."

After college, he struggled to hold down a job. Eventually, he found work as a mail carrier for the Postal Service. On his route, he'd ruminate. He'd carry on long conversations with a drinking buddy. "I would just be on the phone with my Bluetooth in, talking to another maniac who thinks like me, while just slowly going crazy," Riddle said.

Radicalization can be a gradual process. He described himself as more of a libertarian than a MAGA Republican. In Trumpism, though, Riddle found an always-there outlet for his pent-up dissatisfaction with how his life was unfolding. But Trump's time in office was running out. As he plotted to cling to power by desperate means, the president and his allies were spreading conspiracy theories about alleged voter fraud, including lies about mail-in ballots. "So I'm, like, literally working at the mail, which is what I believed to be part of the problem with the election," Riddle said. In the weeks before the insurrection, he told me, he was drinking more heavily than ever. Sometimes, he'd stash additional booze in the mailbag he carried for the day's rounds.

One day, drunk on the job, he abruptly quit, leaving piles of mail in his truck. Soon, he and two friends were driving from New Hampshire to Washington, D.C. One was a Trump supporter; the other, Riddle now thinks, was just along for the ride. Riddle's own commitment to the "Stop the Steal" narrative involved some doublethink. "I know I'm wrong," Riddle recalls telling himself. "Fuck it; I'm going down anyways."

He recalls very clearly when he stepped over a barrier and marched into the Capitol. His friends stopped following him. "I remember actually seeing politicians from where I was standing," he told me. "I could tell they were scared. I do remember enjoying that."

Images of some of the other Capitol invaders soon spread on social media: the Viking-helmeted QAnon Shaman, the man with his feet up on Nancy Pelosi's desk, the guy carrying the speaker's lectern. Riddle, too, achieved a kind of immortality: He was the insurrectionist hoisting a bottle of wine. In the immediate aftermath of the event, Riddle felt no remorse, or shame, or need to hide. He bragged about his exploits on a local newscast, and briefly enjoyed his newfound virality. He soon received a visit from the FBI.

In addition to pilfering booze from the Senate parliamentarian's office, Riddle had stolen a leather-bound book labeled Senate Procedure, and quickly hawked it to a fellow rioter for $40. On April 4, 2022, at federal court in Washington, he was sentenced to 90 days in prison. "Three months for trying to stop the steal, one sip of wine at a time?" Riddle bragged to a New Hampshire newspaper. "Totally worth it."

Even in prison, he still had his fame--or infamy. He remembers a correctional officer muttering "Let's go, Brandon" to him on his first day, he told me, and that his fellow inmates nicknamed him "Trump." But unlike some January 6ers, Riddle wasn't further radicalized in prison, where he spent the summer of 2022. But neither did his conviction immediately lead him to repudiate the cause that had taken him to the Capitol. Riddle talked about running for Congress, leveraging what remained of his fleeting celebrity. He once filed paperwork, but never got any campaign off the ground.

Riddle thought he'd be able to manage his drinking after his release. But he struggled, and soon began attending daily Alcoholics Anonymous meetings. He has relapsed a few times, but thanks largely to what he calls the "forced intervention" of his encounter with the criminal-justice system, he's been living his "new life" for a little more than two years. Although sobriety remains a daily project, he feels he has finally gained insight into the reckless and self-destructive behavior that led him to the January 6 insurrection.

These days, he's working at a restaurant in Concord, New Hampshire. He told me he feels comfortable in chaotic environments, and he's thinking about looking for a job at a hospital or in mental-health services. Sobriety has changed his political perspective, too. Whereas he once viewed Trump as a bold truth teller, raw and unvarnished, he now sees the president as self-serving. When Trump called for public protests around the time of his indictments, Riddle felt especially played. "And I remember thinking, like, why would he do that? People died at the Capitol riot," Riddle said. "That was the 'duh' moment I had with myself: Well, obviously because he doesn't care about anybody other than himself, and you're an idiot for thinking otherwise."

Last fall, he donated to the Kamala Harris campaign, and voted for her in the election. An irony for him, after Trump's reelection, is that he could be reliving his 2021 viral popularity--if he were still willing to exchange his version of reality for Trump's. "One common thing I always hear is, like, 'Good for you for going down there and expressing your views,'" he told me. "People who say that obviously don't understand what they're saying."

The frustration in his voice was audible. "If I accept this pardon, if I agree to this pardon," Riddle told me, "that means I disagree with that forced intervention." Truth has finally collided with the president's lies. Riddle may be enjoying one last hit of attention over his refusal of a pardon, but after the experience this week of seeing the insurrection's ringleaders walk free, unrepentant, he is choosing a different path.
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America Is Now Counting on You, Pete Hegseth

My advice for the incoming secretary of defense

by Tom Nichols




Updated on January 25, 2025 at 2:31 p.m. ET

Dear Mr. Secretary,

Tradition dictates that I begin by congratulating you on your confirmation. You seem like a man who appreciates frankness, and so I will spare you empty decorum: It would be disingenuous of me to deny that I have been opposed to your nomination to lead the Department of Defense from the moment it was announced. But the Senate has voted, and you are now the leader of the most powerful military on the planet.

Rather than offer you insincere congratulations, I hope you will accept--in the spirit of the love of country that I know we both share--some unsolicited advice. You face unique challenges: You are among the least qualified major Cabinet nominees in modern American history, you have no background in leading a large organization, and you come into office with serious questions about your character and fitness, even from some in your own party. I must tell you that I believe you should have told Donald Trump last fall that you could not, in good conscience, accept his offer.

But you did accept it, and so I write to you today not as a critic, but as a fellow American. I know--as you do--that your success is essential to the security and safety of our nation, and so all of us with something to offer owe you our best efforts, including our direct and honest views.

I send these thoughts to you without partisanship or ill will: The time for that is over. We live in dangerous times and you cannot fail in your new duties. I have no interest in lecturing you about your personal life, or your reported use of alcohol. I have been through such struggles myself, and I believe that even--perhaps especially--in challenging moments, you will choose to approach your new responsibilities with both physical and intellectual sobriety.

I worked in national security and defense affairs for nearly 40 years, including a quarter-century in which my responsibility was to educate American officers. I do not know how to be a Secretary of Defense, but based on my experience, I have three recommendations for you that I hope will contribute to a successful tenure leading America's military.

First, and most important, I implore you to listen to the men and women working for you who have served our nation. Listening is a sign of strength, Mr. Secretary, not weakness. Every bad senior leader I ever encountered in my career, including generals, admirals, and elected officials, all had the same flaw: Insecurity. They talked and opined and issued orders instead of listening. (From your own military days, you probably remember this expression: They only had Transmit Mode, no Receive Mode.) I know you've been charged with shaking up the Pentagon, but the dangerous world around us will not put their plans on pause if you get distracted by a superficial domestic culture war.

You will have the power of decision on almost anything that crosses your path, but you are not omniscient. You are surrounded by a wealth of experience and expertise. Yes, some of the people under you will not be happy about the election or your confirmation, but they respect the terrible burden you're carrying, and they are there to help you. They share your love of country, and your sense of duty. Their success is your success. They are not the enemy. Hear them out.

Speaking of enemies, you must contend with the reality that you are entering office with almost no credibility with your opposite numbers in Moscow and Beijing (and elsewhere). I say this not as an insult, but to describe in plain terms the conditions you face abroad. I have long experience with the Russians, in particular, and while they will treat you with formal courtesy, make no mistake: These are hard and dangerous people who will have no respect for a former O-4 and talk-show host. I realize it is an uncomfortable truth, but defensiveness about this will only distract you from the work ahead.

You must cover a lot of distance with those opponents. Your previous skills as a public commentator will be of no help and in fact will prove counterproductive in such situations. You cannot bully and speechify your way to respect with such people; they are tough in a way that cannot be countered with macho posturing or rants about DEI. The facile charm that worked for you in public life will be a vulnerability in dealing with our enemies, who will seek to exploit every thoughtless word. The combative punditry that works so well on cable television in America might have helped you burn time during your confirmation hearing, but none of that will serve you well in negotiations or discussions with our dedicated foes. (It won't do you much good talking to our allies, either.)

Instead, you will find that you must rely on people who have been in the rooms you've never seen until now. You are not required to take their advice, Mr. Secretary, but when your counterparts call you, your staff will be able to assist you in ways you might not have considered. They can warn you about your opponent's strategies--and weaknesses--before you even pick up the phone. Your previous career has rewarded bombast and bluster; now you will have to master judiciousness, restraint, and the strategic use of silence.

Finally, I hope that you will leave behind the kind of rhetoric that brought you to prominence. I know that you gained this post by being a loyal soldier for President Trump. The truth is that most Americans--including the Americans who serve in the U.S. military--don't really care nearly as much as you'd think about the cultural issues that brought you into the Trump administration. You are no longer a pundit or a provocateur: From today, your fellow citizens are trusting you with the lives of their children. ("Thank you for giving us your son," a general told one of my friends whose boy, like you, went through ROTC. "We'll take good care of him.")

The rest of us are trusting you with all our lives. You could well be the last person to speak to the president before he decides to go to war--or considers using nuclear weapons. Partisan attachments will be meaningless at such moments.

When I was barely 30 years old, I advised a Republican senator who was trying to decide whether to support President George H. W. Bush's 1990 decision to go to war against Iraq in Kuwait. "Am I doing the right thing?" he asked me. At that moment, I felt as if the world had fallen on my shoulders. Nothing else mattered. "Yes, I think so," I stammered. And then we spent hours in the gloom of a winter afternoon discussing his eventual vote to send young Americans into battle.

You will face decisions galactically greater than my one small moment with my boss 35 years ago. Some decisions you make will feel small to you, but they will have an impact on hundreds of thousands of people in the military community, and others will live with them long after you've left government service. More importantly, some of your answers may have existential consequences for humanity itself. The election and the speeches are over. The lives of millions--or perhaps billions--now depend on things you say that no one but the president might hear.

You are a man of faith, Mr. Secretary. We have that in common. And so I'll close with my sincere wish that the Lord keep you and guide you in the days to come.

This article has been updated to correct Hegseth's rank in the Army.
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Evangelicals Made a Bad Trade

Hitching the evangelical wagon to Donald Trump has meant unhitching it from the life and teachings of Jesus.

by Peter Wehner




In his inaugural address on Monday, Donald Trump declared himself God's chosen instrument to rescue America. He recalled the assassination attempt he survived last year: "I was saved by God to make America great again."

Just a few minutes earlier, a beaming Franklin Graham--minister, Trump acolyte, and sometime Vladimir Putin admirer--had driven home the same point during his prayer. "Father, when Donald Trump's enemies thought he was down and out, you and you alone saved his life and raised him up with strength and power by your mighty hand."

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

One of the first acts of God's newly anointed president was to issue pardons or commute the sentences of the nearly 1,600 people charged in the January 6 attack on the Capitol. Trump issued pardons to most of the defendants and commuted the sentences of 14 members of the Proud Boys and Oath Keepers militias, most of whom had been convicted of seditious conspiracy.

Axios reported that the pardons were "a last-minute, rip-the-bandage-off decision to try to move past the issue quickly." As Trump's team wrestled with the issue, "Trump just said: 'Fuck it! Release 'em all,'" an adviser familiar with the discussions told Axios's Marc Caputo.

More than 150 police officers were injured during the assault on the Capitol. They were hit with baseball bats, flagpoles, and pipes. Aquilino Gonell, a former Capitol Police sergeant who retired because of the injuries he suffered as a result of the assault, was infuriated by Trump's pardons and commutations. "It's a miscarriage of justice, a betrayal, a mockery, and a desecration of the men and women that risked their lives defending our democracy," Gonell told The New York Times's Luke Broadwater.

Officer Brian Sicknick, who was attacked by the pro-Trump mob, suffered a stroke and died of natural causes the following day. "I think about my brother almost every day," Craig Sicknick told Broadwater. "He spent his life trying to do the right thing. He did it while he was in the military. He did it as a police officer. He did it in his personal life." Sicknick added that the lack of accountability for those who stormed the Capitol on January 6 had left him heartbroken.

"We almost lost democracy that day," he said. "Today, I honestly think we did lose democracy."

THE IRONY IS HARD TO MISS: The movement that for the past half century was loudest in warning about the dangers of cultural decadence is most responsible for electing a president who personifies cultural decadence. (Trump won more than 80 percent of the white evangelical vote in 2024.) Not a single area of Trump's life is untouched by corruption.

Although white evangelicals have been firmly in his corner since 2016, the nature of their support has changed. If you talked with many evangelical supporters of Trump then, they expressed a certain queasiness about backing him. They didn't approve of his immoral conduct, they were quick to say. The reason they rallied behind him was that his policies, particularly on abortion, aligned with their values. It was a transactional relationship; the election against Hillary Clinton was a "binary choice," they would say time and again. But they assured us that they held no real love or deep loyalty for Trump. If another Republican, without Trump's baggage, could replace him, so much the better.

It's different now. Other Republicans, such as Nikki Haley and Ron DeSantis, did step up, and they never stood a chance. Trump has a cultlike hold on great swaths of the evangelical movement. They will stick with him regardless of what he does. Initially, they reconciled themselves to what he said. Then to how he acted. And now they have made their peace with policies and appointments that would have once caused a revolt. To lead Health and Human Services--far and away the most important Cabinet department related to abortion--Trump nominated Robert F. Kennedy Jr., who just last year embraced the legality of on-demand late-term abortions. Kennedy said abortion should be legal "even if it's full term."

"My belief is that we should leave it to the woman, we shouldn't have government involved," Kennedy said, reflecting views he has held for a lifetime. (Under pressure, he walked back those comments, but only to a point, saying that there should be restrictions on abortions in the final months of pregnancy, when only a tiny fraction of abortions occur.) The Heritage Foundation, which portrays itself as a conservative, ardently pro-life organization, lavished praise on Kennedy when he was appointed.

A staunch pro-life conservative, who requested anonymity in order to speak bluntly, put it to me this way a few weeks ago: "If the pro-life movement isn't willing to speak out against a radical pro-choice HHS secretary, then what's the point of having the movement?" he asked. "Why does it even exist?"

Read: How Trump neutralized his abortion problem

Trump himself betrayed the pro-life cause during the campaign, as I wrote last August. Yet those in the pro-life movement have, with very few exceptions, gone silent. They remain devoted to him. No other president, including Ronald Reagan, could get away with such a thing. Evangelicals' reverence for Trump is unlike anything Americans have ever seen.

Eric Metaxas, a popular figure on the Christian right, struggled to "process the import" of Trump's victory and inauguration. "The significance of it is so huge," Metaxas said, "we'd have to go back literally to 1776."

"You cannot overstate the significance of where we are now," Metaxas continued. "It is monumental."

Mike Huckabee, a former Baptist minister who served as governor of Arkansas and has been selected by Trump to be the American ambassador to Israel, said of Trump's victory, "This wasn't a comeback. It was a resurrection, and it was a powerful one. He might be called President Lazarus after this." Fealty has drifted toward idolatry.

WHAT IS PSYCHOLOGICALLY INTRIGUING is how bracing and electrifying a figure Trump is to many evangelicals. It is as if his disinhibitions have become theirs. Parents who disapproved of their children saying "damn" are now enthralled by a man who says "motherfucker." Those who championed modesty and purity culture celebrate a thrice-married serial adulterer who made hush-money payments to a porn star. Churchgoers who can recite parts of the Sermon on the Mount are inspired by a man who, on the day he announced his candidacy for reelection, promised vengeance against his perceived enemies. Christians who for decades warned about moral relativism are now moral relativists; those who said a decent society has to stand for truth have embraced countless lies and conspiracy theories. People who rage at "woke cancel culture" delight in threats to shut down those with whom they disagree. Men and women who once stood for law and order have given their allegiance to a felon who issues pardons to rioters who have assaulted police officers.

Trump is a kind of permission slip; he has unlocked the libertine side of some pretty tightly coiled people, many of whom tend to be legalistic in their thinking and eager to call out the sins, and especially the sexual sins, of others.

But things get stranger still. A lot of evangelicals justify their embrace of Trump on biblical grounds. They insist that they are on God's side, or perhaps that God is on their side. The more they are pulled into the MAGA movement, the more they tell themselves, and others, that they are being faithful disciples of Jesus, now more than ever, and the more furiously they attack those who don't partake in the charade.

The cognitive dissonance caused by acting in ways that are fundamentally at odds with what they claimed to believe, and probably did believe, for most of their lives would simply be too painful to acknowledge. The mind has ways of minimizing such discomfort: We rationalize our conduct, justify ourselves, and trivialize the inconsistencies. The story that many evangelicals today tell one another is that they are devoted followers of Christ, fighting satanic forces that are determined to destroy everything they know and love, and willing to stand in the breach for the man called by God to make America great again. It isn't going to end well.

NOT ALL EVANGELICALS ARE TRUMP SUPPORTERS. Not all evangelicals who voted for Donald Trump are MAGA zealots. And even those who are deserve to be treated with dignity. Politics does not define every aspect of their character.

From the January/February 2024 issue: My father, my faith, and Donald Trump

This needs to be said too: Many evangelical churches, the pastors who lead them, and the people who comprise them are doing enormously good work. I have witnessed this with my own eyes, and been the recipient of those who are dispensers of grace. Faith, not politics, is their priority, and many of them have tried in good conscience to align their politics with their faith. When it works, as it did with the abolitionist movement, the global AIDS initiative, refugee resettlement, and protecting religious liberty around the world, it has advanced justice and healing.

But something is amiss. Today the evangelical movement is an essential part of a much larger, and largely destructive, political and cultural movement. Evangelicalism has in many instances become more tribal, unforgiving, and cruel. The world is noticing.

"As a general rule," the Episcopal priest Barbara Brown Taylor has said, "I would say that human beings never behave more badly toward one another than when they believe they are protecting God."

Hitching the evangelical wagon to Donald Trump has meant unhitching it from the life and teachings of Jesus. It's a bad trade.
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Who Will Stop the Militias Now?

By granting blanket clemency to the January 6 insurrectionists, the president has unleashed violent, and loyal, paramilitaries.

by Franklin Foer




Ask a Democrat about Merrick Garland, and they will likely mutter something impolite. But, for a brief moment, Joe Biden's attorney general could trumpet a monumental achievement. In the course of prosecuting the perpetrators of January 6, he dismantled the nation's two most potent right-wing paramilitary groups, the Proud Boys and the Oath Keepers. The groups fell into disarray, their finances collapsed, and local chapters folded. By convicting the leadership of these groups and dozens of their rank and file, Garland extricated a seditious menace from American politics.

That accomplishment lasted until the second day of Donald Trump's presidency. With his signature, Trump freed Stewart Rhodes, the founder of the Oath Keepers, and Enrique Tarrio, the head of the Proud Boys, from prison. Using his most expansive presidential powers, Trump resurrected these moribund organizations. Perhaps some members of these groups will never return, having been chastened by their brush with the raw end of federal power. But by excusing their most egregious offense, Trump has effectively legalized their presence--and validated the most ominous worries about his symbiotic relationship with them.

Back in 2020, Trump famously intimated an alliance with the Proud Boys in his instruction to them, delivered when he was asked during a debate with Biden whether he would condemn nationalist and paramilitary groups: "Proud Boys, stand back and stand by," he replied. That phrase implied that he, in fact, was the group's ultimate commander. And a few months later, on January 6, that phrase felt like more than just a clumsy answer to a moderator's question. The Proud Boys, clad in orange beanies, led the assault on the Capitol that day. And in the months that followed, as investigators pieced together a narrative of the insurrection, they often presented circumstantial evidence raising the possibility that the group had coordinated its assault with the Trump White House.

Those suggestions of a shared plot were never substantiated. But the Oath Keepers, at least, believed that they were working at the president's behest. On January 6, as a member of the group admitted to prosecutors, the Oath Keepers kept a cache of arms across the Potomac in a Virginia hotel room, to be deployed in the event that Trump signaled for help.

Read: Trump's pardons are sending a crystal-clear message

The president didn't give that signal, and he may never issue an official instruction to these paramilitaries. But he might not need to, because his pardons have earned him their undying allegiance. "Trump literally gave me my life back," Tarrio told Alex Jones. Trump's devotion to the paramilitaries--and to the destruction of their common enemies--binds them tightly together. It's a swerve in the arc of the history of these groups: The Oath Keepers began as a militia committed to subverting government, but now the group might become something closer to an arm of it.

This relationship raises questions: What happens the next time Trump explicitly announces that one of his enemies deserves to die? What if Trump describes a group as a threat to his own security or to the American way of life? How will these militias respond? In the not-so-distant past, Latin American organizations with similar pedigrees furtively fulfilled the darkest wishes of right-wing leaders. (Two years ago, the deputy chief of a Colombian militia confessed to a litany of assassinations that he had committed on the state's behalf during that country's long civil war, as well as torture, sexual assault, and the massacre of unarmed civilians.)

With their powerful patron and newfound freedom, the Oath Keepers and Proud Boys stand poised to assert themselves as they never have before. Because they have no immediate reason to fear the Justice Department or the FBI, they have the latitude to move out from the shadows. Some examples from the past suggest their future: During the Black Lives Matter protests of 2020, they frequently made unwelcome appearances at marches carrying assault rifles, with the clear intent of intimidation. Intimidation is, after all, a tactic they share with the Trump administration, and it might be used to squelch the sources of resistance that hindered his first term.

Donald Trump didn't just grant clemency to individuals; he exonerated their method, which substitutes fists and guns for persuasion and argument. These groups seek to impose their will on society through force. That is the very nature of paramilitary organizations, which mimic trappings of the police and army in order to become unaccountable, private versions of them, forces loyal not to a constitution but to a strongman. They are antidemocratic entities in service of antidemocratic ends. Now those entities and their approach have the blessing, and perhaps even the patronage, of the president of the United States.
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There Is No Resistance

The response to the January 6 pardons shows that the president faces no effective constraints from within his party.

by Jonathan Chait




To see how far the lines of normal have moved since President Donald Trump freed the January 6ers, briefly return to the closing days of the 2024 presidential campaign. At the time, a hot issue was whether Trump harbored fascist tendencies, as some of his former aides alleged. The very notion struck most conservatives, including some who have criticized him from time to time, as ludicrous. "Trump says crude and unworthy things and behaved abysmally after the 2020 election," National Review's editor in chief, Rich Lowry, conceded, "but the idea that he bears any meaningful resemblance to these cracked movements is a stupid smear."

Looking to dismiss the case, Lowry then reached for the wildest example of fascist behavior he could think of: "Obviously, Trump isn't deploying a paramilitary wing of the GOP to clash with his enemies on the streets."

Obviously? Immediately upon assuming office, Trump issued sweeping pardons and commutations for the approximately 1,500 people prosecuted for participating in the January 6 attacks, including convicted violent offenders. He might not have literally deployed any mobs yet, but he has freed members of paramilitary groups that are loyal to him, and who may see their pardons and commutations as license to act on his behalf again.

Read: January 6ers got out of prison--and came to my neighborhood

Stewart Rhodes, the leader of the Oath Keepers militia, led military-style maneuvers on January 6 and had an armed strike force nearby. This week, while strolling the Capitol in a kind of victory tour, Rhodes told CNN, "I don't regret calling out the election as what it was." The Proud Boys leader Enrique Tarrio, who had to direct the attacks from a distance (a judge had barred him from the city for vandalizing a Black church), expressed vindication and a desire for revenge. "We went through hell--and I'm gonna tell you, it was worth it," he exulted on The Alex Jones Show. "The people who did this [to us], they need to feel the heat. They need to be put behind bars." And the "Stop the Steal" organizer Ali Alexander said in a livestream, "I would storm the Capitol again for Donald Trump. I would start a militia for Donald Trump."

The J6 pardons have chagrined many Republicans. But it is not going to make many of them rethink their support for Trump. If you want to understand why, look again at the sentence that Lowry wrote just before laughing off the hysterical fear of Trumpist paramilitaries. Trump "says crude and unworthy things." He "behaved abysmally."

Even when Republicans in good MAGA standing can bring themselves to scold Trump, their criticism is limited to discrete acts. Trump can say or do something bad, but he cannot be something bad. To acknowledge that his bad acts follow from his character and beliefs, and therefore offer a guide to his future actions, would throw into question the morality and wisdom of supporting him.

Before the fact, vanishingly few prominent Republican politicians or conservative intellectuals actively endorsed the notion of freeing the J6 criminals en masse. The party line before the inauguration held that Trump was in his rights to grant clemency to some of the nonviolent offenders, but not to the ones who'd beat up cops or planned the operation. The week before he was sworn in as vice president, J. D. Vance said, "If you committed violence on that day, obviously you shouldn't be pardoned." Even Representative Jim Jordan, one of the most flamboyant Trump devotees in Congress, wouldn't endorse a full suite of pardons.

After Trump went ahead, his allies mostly stopped short of defending the pardons. Instead, they turned to a familiar menu of evasive maneuvers. Some expressed an implausible degree of unfamiliarity with Trump's actions. ("I don't know whether there were pardons given to individuals who assaulted police officers," Senator Susan Collins said.) Others fell back on whataboutism. ("I assume you're asking me about the Biden pardons of his family," Senator Chuck Grassley sneered in response to a reporter's question about January 6. "I'm just talking about the Biden pardons, because that is so selfish.") Most expressed a desire to ignore the issue altogether. ("We're not looking backwards; we're looking forwards," Senate Majority Leader John Thune said.) Awkwardly, almost immediately after bleating about their desire to move forward, House Republicans announced a new committee to "investigate" January 6, which presumably will advance Trump's alt-history of the event as an FBI setup, a Democratic security failure, a day of love, or, somehow, all three.

Listen: Even some J6ers don't agree with Trump's blanket pardon

The most revealing statement on the pardons came from House Speaker Mike Johnson. "The president's made his decision," he said. "I don't second-guess those." Here, Johnson was stating overtly what most of his colleagues had only revealed tacitly: that he does not believe that his job permits him to criticize, let alone oppose, Trump's actions.

This admission has profound implications. It shows that Trump faces no effective constraints from within his party. Given the Republican trifecta, this means he faces no effective opposition from within the elected branches of the federal government. Even if his allies personally believe that a line exists that the president cannot or will not cross, what matters is that if he does cross it, nothing will happen to him. This realization ought to shake their confidence that the next imagined red line will hold. Instead, they have declined to revise any of their deeper beliefs about Trump.

The refusal to draw any broader conclusions from the January 6 pardons is evident not just on Capitol Hill but also in the handful of reproachful articles published in conservative media. The pardons are "a poor start for an administration that has pledged to end the partisanship of law enforcement and restore public order," National Review editorialized. "This is a rotten message from a President about political violence done on his behalf," The Wall Street Journal's editorial board wrote. "For those who have supported Trump, this is a moment to recognize when he doesn't measure up, morally or constitutionally," the editors of The Free Press observed. The implication of these dutiful reprimands is that Trump has failed to live up to his values, rather than having fulfilled them.

In the midst of the Soviet show trials in 1936, Workers Age, an American communist newspaper, gently rebuked Stalin for his heavy-handedness. Sure, the defendants were guilty of sabotage at the behest of Trotsky, but execution was an excessive punishment. "Furthermore," the editorial declared, "we do not hesitate to say that the bureaucratic regime of Stalin in the CPSU makes it extremely difficult for healthy, constructive critical opposition forces developing in the Party ranks"--as if inhibiting criticism of Stalin was some kind of unintended consequence of executing his rivals.

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

The conservatives distressed over Trump's mass pardons have a similar lack of curiosity about his motives. Why Trump would take such unfortunate actions, they do not ask. Could it be because he believes fundamentally that opposition to him is per se criminal, action on his behalf is per se legal, and any outcome in which he loses is illegitimate?

One might hope that Trump's congressional allies, temporarily disappointed by his regrettable lapse in judgment regarding the January 6 pardons, might rethink their approach to the ongoing confirmation fights, which revolve around fears that the president will abuse his power. Given Trump's reported desire to use the military to shoot peaceful protesters, maybe find a defense secretary who hasn't written a series of hair-on-fire books depicting American liberals as tantamount to hostile enemy combatants. And given Trump's obsession with criminalizing his critics, they might pick an FBI director who does not have an enemies list and who hasn't produced a recording of a Trump anthem performed by violent insurrectionists.

Alas, the "moment," as The Free Press revealingly put it, for expressing disappointment with the president has already passed. They are back to the workaday routine of supporting Trump's efforts to keep his administration free of any official who might be stricken with conscience. There may be more moments of concern in the future. Indeed, the party's acquiescence to Trump's appetite for revenge and corruption all but guarantees it. But those moments, too, shall pass.
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January 6ers Got Out of Prison--And Came to My Neighborhood

The strange new reality after Trump's pardons

by Hanna Rosin




On Monday, Stewart Rhodes, the eye-patched founder of the far-right militia known as the Oath Keepers, was in prison, which is where he has been since he was convicted of seditious conspiracy for his role in the January 6 attack on the U.S. Capitol. By Tuesday afternoon, he was taking a nap at my neighbors' house.

I learned this when I recently walked past that house, which I've gotten to know well. A couple of years ago, my partner and I discovered that it was a kind of refuge for January 6ers. The mother of Ashli Babbitt, who was shot and killed during the riot, lives there, along with Nicole Reffitt, the wife of a Texas man who brought a gun to the Capitol grounds. Occasionally, a young January 6 defendant named Brandon Fellows stays at the house too. We got used to seeing them around the neighborhood, which, like most of Washington, D.C., is heavily Democratic. Before the election, the house was decorated with Christmas lights and the lawn with Trump signs, and no one complained. But on day one of Donald Trump's new presidency, something came loose.

Strangers in MAGA hats and scarves started showing up with suitcases. Someone egged the house, twice. Fellows's motorcycle was stolen. Although it was freezing on Tuesday, lots of people were on the porch, people I didn't recognize. I spotted Fellows outside, wearing an Immigration and Customs Enforcement jacket, his version of a sartorial troll. "We were at breakfast with Stewart," he said. "He's taking a nap real quick."

Listen: Even some J6ers don't agree with Trump's blanket pardon

Rhodes is among the most infamous J6ers for a reason. For years, he recruited and cultivated a militant group to resist government tyranny. His estranged ex-wife recently said she fears that she and some of her kids are on his "kill list" (lawyers for Rhodes denied this). In 2023, he was sentenced to 18 years for plotting to thwart the peaceful transfer of power on January 6.

When I ran into Fellows, Rhodes had just been released from prison, after Trump had pardoned more than 1,500 January 6 defendants in his first hours back in office. Trump had repeatedly promised that the pardons were coming, but the fact that he included those charged with the most serious crimes came as a surprise. In effect, he chose not to distinguish between the mildly and the severely dangerous--people who demonstrated terrible judgment on one day, getting swept up in a mob, versus those who had planned to carry out violence, for example. (Rhodes, however, was one of 14 individuals granted a commutation, meaning his sentence was erased, but he did not have all his rights restored.)

In the past year, I spoke with many January 6ers and their families as my partner, Lauren Ober, and I made a podcast about our neighbors' house. I know how their lives have been upended by the prosecutions, and so I understand that, for many of them, day one was some kind of setting things right. Many of them absorbed Trump's framing: They thought of their loved ones as actual hostages, held by the government. "Today, we are a free country," I heard one tearful father of a January 6er say outside the D.C. jail on Monday night as he waited for his son to be released.

In an instant, thousands of families were living a day they'd feared would never come. But in Donald Trump's America, one person's order restored is another person's lawless abandon.

In our podcast, my partner and I followed the story of Marie Johnatakis, whose husband, Taylor, had been serving a seven-year sentence in a federal prison in Springfield, Missouri. Three weeks ago, when her world was still in chaos, Marie bought a one-way ticket home for Taylor, back to Seattle. Her daughter kept cautioning her that politicians don't keep their promises--that Trump wouldn't follow through on the pardons he campaigned on--but Marie is an optimist. On Tuesday night, she sent me a picture of her and Taylor an hour after she had picked him up from prison. They sat side by side, smiling, like in a Christmas-card photo. I asked her if it would be hard to adjust to him being home but she said no; it would be seamless. Taylor has written each of their five children one letter a week from prison, and read them books over the phone. Family harmony will be restored, Marie believes, and so will the rightness of all things.

"I mean, this started with January 6, four years ago, and we were the scum of the Earth. We were 'domestic terrorists.' We were, you know, like, we were people that you were supposed to be afraid of. And then the January 6 committee and all of that, and every time Trump had anything with criminal charges," she told me. "He's not a savior," she said of Trump. "But for a lot of us, this is a miracle. A lot of us feel like it was one miracle after another."

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

Before taking office for a second time, Trump sometimes said he would pardon defendants on a case-by-case basis. I spoke with Republican lawyers who mentioned the idea of a review board, a Justice Department committee that might evaluate cases such as Taylor's. His was a middling case; he was not among the several hundred people convicted solely of misdemeanors, such as trespassing and disorderly conduct, but nor was he among the small group convicted of seditious conspiracy. His charges involved using a megaphone to yell "One, two, three, go!" and lead a crowd to push a barricade into a row of police officers. In an alternative version of reality in which Trump had smashed history with slightly more finesse, lawyers might have debated in a room about which degrees of "assault" qualified which people for pardons, and you can imagine how Taylor might have won his freedom. But instead Trump chose a blanket pardon. Now the QAnon Shaman is posting about how excited he is to "BUY SOME MOTHA FU*KIN GUNS!!!"

When I walked by my neighbors' house on Tuesday afternoon, Nicole Reffitt, the wife of the man who was sentenced for bringing a gun to the Capitol, was outside too, being interviewed by a Dutch news crew. Her husband, Guy, was about to get out of jail, and the family would move back to Texas. But unlike Marie Johnatakis, Nicole seemed unsettled. Not all January 6ers are happy about the pardons. One woman, known as "MAGA Granny," has said she doesn't deserve a pardon and plans to complete her probation.

Nicole can think of a few defendants she believes don't deserve one. " I'm a law-and-order gal, really," she told me. "And so not all charges should be gone there. People did really bad things that day." In many people's minds, her husband was one of them, even though he didn't enter the Capitol or use his gun. She told me she was thinking of someone like Jacob Lang, who was captured on video swinging a baseball bat at police officers and thrusting a riot shield in their direction, according to an affidavit. At that moment, Lang, whose case never went to trial, was at the D.C. jail still waiting for his release, growing impatient. "These tyrannical animals will not stop and we need President Trump to get these men released ASAP!!!!!" someone posted on Monday from Lang's X account. He was released Tuesday night.

Outside the D.C. jail on Monday and Tuesday, the former inmates were not quite running the asylum, but they were enchanting the crowd outside. So far, the 22 January 6ers held at the D.C. jail have been released slowly, a handful each day, but it has become a gathering place for the recently released from all over the country. On Tuesday night, Robert Morss, known as "Lego Man" because authorities found a Lego replica of the Capitol at his house, was a crowd favorite. Camera crews from Sweden, Japan, and Norway broadcast from outside the jail. Whenever Bob Marley's "Redemption Song" came on the speakers, the crowd belted it out.

On Tuesday night, I caught a glimpse of Rhodes at the edge of the crowd, giving an interview to a right-wing YouTuber. "It's a day of celebration," he said. "When President Trump was inaugurated, it was awesome. You know, like he said himself, God saved him to save America, and I believe that's true. And then he turned around and saved us last night." Rhodes's only complaint was that he'd been given a commutation; he told the interviewer he was applying for a pardon. " I think everyone deserves a pardon, without any, without any exception," he said. "It's impossible to get a fair trial here if you're a Trump supporter ... 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." (Rhodes declined to talk with me.)

That's the view of January 6 that follows naturally from the pardons: They were sham trials. It was actually a day of peace. Trump and his allies are likely to push this revised version of history for the next four years. House Speaker Mike Johnson has already announced that he will form a select subcommittee on January 6, "to continue our efforts to uncover the full truth that is owed to the American people."

Read: Trump's pardons are sending a crystal-clear message

Here is the truth. Prosecuting January 6ers did not require delicate forensics. Tens of thousands of hours of video show rioters beating up police with whatever tools are at hand. Five people died during the insurrection and in its immediate aftermath, and four police officers later died by suicide. Some 140 officers were assaulted, and many could never work again. This week, a retired officer, Michael Fanone, told Rhodes to go fuck himself live on CNN, and said he was worried for his safety and that of his family. Fanone is surely not alone. I think of the hundreds of D.C. citizens who served as jurors in January 6 cases that are now overturned, and the judges who presided over them.

When he sentenced Taylor Johnatakis, Judge Royce Lamberth wrote: "Political violence rots republics. Therefore, January 6 must not become a precedent for further violence against political opponents or governmental institutions." Lamberth, who is 81 and whose wife died a few months ago, had a couple of new January 6 cases due to start this week, a father and son, but they have disappeared from the docket. In his sentencing letter for Johnatakis's case, he wrote, "This is not normal." I wanted to ask him about the pardons but did not get a response from his office.

In our conversation, Marie Johnatakis referred to Lamberth as one of the "sweet judges," and she meant it earnestly. I've known her for more than a year, and she is a gentle person. But her critique of him, although kindly delivered, is a radical one. She compared Lamberth to Javert, the prosecutor in Les Miserables. In her view, the judge is so rigidly attached to the law that he can't see the deeper truth, which is that a good man like her husband should not have gone to jail.

She and Taylor fly home today. The kids, she told me, will be making them dinner.
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Trump's First Shot in His War on the 'Deep State'

The president is punishing a group of former officials for expressing an opinion he didn't like.

by Shane Harris




Shortly after taking the oath of office, President Donald Trump signed an executive order revoking the security clearances of about four dozen former national-security officials. Their offense was that in 2020, they had signed an open letter suggesting that the publication of emails found on a laptop purportedly belonging to Joe Biden's son Hunter might be the result of a Russian-government operation designed to "influence how Americans vote in this election."

You may remember the letter, but if not, you should reacquaint yourself with this episode, which remains a fixation of the president and many of his supporters. The Hunter Biden laptop letter inspired the executive order that is Trump's first shot in a war he has long promised against the "deep state"--that collection of CIA officers, FBI agents, and other career bureaucrats who he believes have conspired against him for nearly a decade. The order accuses 51 former officials, by name, of "election interference," potentially a serious crime.

Here's why this is so disturbing: If those people can be targeted simply for exercising their free-speech rights, then conceivably so can you if you stake a political sign in your front yard, slap a bumper sticker on your car, or try to persuade people on social media to vote for your candidate of choice.

The emails first came to public attention in an article published in the New York Post in October 2020, a few weeks before the presidential election. The story implicated Joe Biden in his son's business dealings in Ukraine, a subject of intense interest among Trump's allies, including the president's personal lawyer, former New York Mayor Rudy Giuliani. The ex-mayor gave the Post a copy of a laptop hard drive that he had obtained through a repair-shop owner, the newspaper reported, and that purportedly contained Hunter Biden's emails.

Read: Trump's 'secretary of retribution'

In response, the 51 former officials signed a letter asserting that "the arrival on the US political scene of emails purportedly belonging to Vice President Biden's son Hunter ... has all the classic earmarks of a Russian information operation." Mind you, the signatories offered no evidence of a hidden Russian hand in all of this. They supplied no digital trails leading to Russian spies, no confidential sources claiming a connection. And they were up-front about this: "We want to emphasize that we do not know if the emails ... are genuine or not and that we do not have evidence of Russian involvement--just that our experience makes us deeply suspicious that the Russian government played a significant role in this case."

That's it. They were suspicious. Maybe with good reason. At the time, current officials, with access to classified information, believed that Russian intelligence operatives were trying to feed misinformation about the Bidens to Giuliani, as my colleagues at The Washington Post and I reported at the time. The signatories argued that, based on their long experience doing battle with Russia in the arena of international espionage, people should take their suspicions seriously.

If this all sounds like what op-ed writers or self-professed experts on social media or talking heads on TV routinely do, that's because it is. Indeed, several of the signatories were regular "Never Trump" commentators on cable talk shows, political podcasts, and Twitter. The letter contains no classified information; the CIA made sure of that when it reviewed the text, as the agency routinely does when former officials write books or articles or make speeches. The letter represented nothing more or less than the collective opinion of people with more knowledge about Russia than the average person, alerting the public to what they considered a legitimate cause for concern.

But they were wrong. Embarrassingly wrong. The emails really did turn out to belong to Hunter Biden, and they raised legitimate concerns that he was trying to profit from his father's political position. No evidence ever surfaced that Russia had played a role in bringing the emails to light. Intelligence experts sometimes make bad calls. This was one of those times.

Trump's order, which uses turns of phrase he deployed on the campaign trail, says that the signatories tried to "suppress information essential to the American people," in what he called "an egregious breach of trust reminiscent of a third world country." Although the signatories clearly wanted to counter the claims that Trump's allies were making about Biden and his son, no evidence suggests that they were trying to suppress anything. They appear to have sincerely believed that Russia might be behind the story.

Some of the signatories still defend their work by noting, correctly, that they said the emails might be part of some Russian trick, not that they definitely were. That too-cute defense does not absolve them of bad judgment.

But the Constitution protects their right to be wrong. The signatories are free to advertise themselves as experts, and when their analysis turns out to be off base, they have to suffer the reputational consequences. TV producers might not ask them to appear on their shows. The public might not take them seriously the next time they yell "Russia!" But they should not expect to end up called out in a presidential order accusing them of potentially criminal acts.

"It would be contrary to decades of national security norms to suspend the security clearances of individuals who did nothing other than, as private citizens, exercise their protected First Amendment rights," Mark S. Zaid, a lawyer representing some of the signatories, told me in a written statement. "It is also quite ironic that at the same time this Executive Order is issued, the White House claims it supports the restoration of freedom of speech and seeks to end federal censorship."

Read: Trump's 'deep state' revenge

This is where I have to disclose some pertinent facts. I read this letter before it was published, because the people involved in writing it offered it to me exclusively in the course of my reporting on Russian intelligence activities for The Washington Post. I later learned, thanks to a congressional investigation, that the Biden campaign had wanted me to have this letter before any other journalist, for reasons that I still don't completely understand but probably have to do with my long history of reporting on intelligence matters. I decided not to write about the letter, because I didn't find it newsworthy. The authors had no evidence to back up their claims. It was merely their opinion that Russia might be up to some shenanigans. And in 2020, that opinion was not exactly novel. The people coordinating the letter ultimately found another publication that wanted to write about it.

I also know many of the signatories. I have quoted several of them in news articles over my two-decade career. But I never saw the letter before these people signed it, and none of them asked me to write about it or pressured me to do so. Some of them would prefer that I forget the whole episode and not renew attention to it.

The punitive measure Trump has directed isn't trivial. An active security clearance is a requisite for employment in some companies or organizations, and rescinding it could materially affect some of the signatories' livelihoods. The order also damages their reputations, beyond any hit they may have taken after they released the letter. And it imperils their safety. Since Trump issued the order on Tuesday, one of the signatories told me that he has received online threats. And a retired Green Beret who bills himself as Trump's "secretary of retribution," posted on X calling for "Live-Streamed Swatting Raids" against the signatories, referring to the illegal practice of falsely reporting an emergency in order to summon armed law enforcement to someone's home. You don't have to feel sorry for these people to appreciate the broader implications of Trump's order and what he might inspire his followers to do.

Maybe you could chalk up all of this to bare-knuckle politics. Trump's order is a predictable form of payback. The claim that the former officials "coordinated with the Biden campaign" to write the letter, in order to discredit the New York Post's reporting, has some truth to it. The congressional investigation into the letter established, based on emails, text messages, and interviews with the people who orchestrated its writing and release, that the idea got rolling after Antony Blinken, then a Biden campaign adviser, asked Michael Morell, a former senior CIA official who was on the shortlist to run the spy agency in a Biden administration, about the Post report. Morell testified to congressional investigators that the letter was intended to give Biden a "talking point" if Trump tried to use the laptop story to attack the vice president. The signatories certainly knew that, or should have, because this was spelled out in emails asking them to put their names on the document.

But how is that "election interference"? The executive order doesn't say. You can argue that former intelligence officials should stay out of politics, because they spent their careers in a profession that prides itself on being apolitical. But nothing about writing a letter is illegal, or even all that inappropriate. And being motivated by a desire to help one's preferred candidate win doesn't preclude a genuine suspicion that a hostile government might be trying to stop him.

Nicholas Florko: There really is a deep state

Well before Trump issued his order, some of the signatories privately told me that they wished they'd never participated in the first place. They stand by what the document narrowly says, but they recognize that it has done more harm than good and handed Trump an easy cudgel to use against opponents, real or imagined.

The order doesn't just target the signers. It instructs the director of national intelligence, in consultation with the director of the CIA, to report to the president "any additional inappropriate activity that occurred within the Intelligence Community, by anyone contracted by the Intelligence Community or by anyone who held a security clearance" in the writing and publication of the letter.

That's potentially a lot more people, and a longer story. But for now, just know that Trump remembers who dared to speak out, even mildly, against him.
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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 rein 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 of 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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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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Half a century ago, the Vietnam War came to an end with the fall of Saigon, the blockbuster movie Jaws was released, and U.S. President Gerald Ford escaped two assassination attempts. Also in 1975, the Soviet Union and the United States teamed up for a historic cooperative space mission, the ...
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        Winners of the 2024 Close-Up Photographer of the Year
        Alan Taylor

        
        
        
            
            
            
                
                
                    (c) Svetlana Ivanenko / cupoty.com
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        You'd be forgiven for thinking that America's continental shelf couldn't get any bigger. It is, after all, mostly rock, the submerged landmass linking shore and abyss. But in late 2023, after a long and expensive mapping project, the State Department announced that the continental shelf had grown by 1 million square kilometers--more than two Californias.The United States had ample motive to decide that the continental shelf extends farther than it had previously realized. A larger shelf means lega...
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A fragile cease-fire in Gaza, a lantern festival in China, a rare snowstorm along the American Gulf Coast, camel racing in Qatar, a comet in the sky above Uruguay, additional wildfires in California, and much more.
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Strong-Arming Latin America Will Work Until It Doesn't

Trump's mass-deportation plans could come back to hurt the U.S.

by Will Freeman




For a moment on Sunday, the government of Colombia's Gustavo Petro looked like it might be the first in Latin America to take a meaningful stand against President Donald Trump's mass-deportation plans. Instead, Petro gave Trump the perfect opportunity to show how far he would go to enforce compliance. Latin American leaders came out worse off.

On Sunday afternoon, Petro, a leftist who has held office since 2022, announced on X that he would not allow two U.S. military aircraft carrying Colombian deportees to land. He forced them to turn back mid-flight and demanded that Trump establish a protocol for treating deportees with dignity.

Colombia had quietly accepted military deportation flights before Trump's inauguration, according to the Financial Times. But the Trump administration began flaunting these flights publicly, and some deportees sent to Brazil claimed that they were shackled, denied water, and beaten. Petro saw all of this as a step too far, and reacted. He clarified that he would still accept deportations carried out via "civilian aircraft," without treating migrants "like criminals" (more than 120 such flights landed in Colombia last year).

Trump responded by threatening to impose 25 percent tariffs on all Colombian goods (to be raised to 50 percent within a week), impose emergency banking sanctions, and bar entry to all Colombian-government officials and even their "allies." The message was clear: To get his way on deportations, he would stop at nothing, even if this meant blowing up relations with one of the United States' closest Latin American partners.

Quico Toro: Trump's Colombia spat is a gift to China

Petro almost immediately backed down. He seemed to have taken the stand on a whim, possibly in part to distract from a flare-up in violence among armed criminal groups inside his country. The White House announced that Colombia had agreed to accept deportation flights, including on military aircraft. Petro gave a tepid repost, then deleted it.

For Trump, the incident was a perfect PR stunt, allowing him to showcase the maximum-pressure strategy he might use against any Latin American government that openly challenges his mass-deportation plans and offering a test case for whether tariffs can work to coerce cooperation from U.S. allies. For Latin America, the ordeal could not have come at a worse time.

Across the region, leaders are bracing for the impact of deportations--not only of their own citizens, but of "third-country nationals" such as Venezuelans, Nicaraguans, and Cubans, whose governments often refuse to take them back. They are rightfully worried about what a sudden influx of newcomers and a decline in remittance payments from the United States will mean for their generally slow-growing economies, weak formal labor markets, and strained social services, not to mention public safety, given the tendency of criminal gangs to kidnap and forcibly recruit vulnerable recent deportees.

If Latin American governments are trying to negotiate the scope or scale of deportation behind closed doors, they do not appear to be having much success. Several leaders seem to be losing their nerve. Mexico's president, Claudia Sheinbaum, went from expressing hope for an agreement with the Trump administration to receive only Mexicans to accepting the continued deportation of noncitizens--perhaps because Trump threatened to place 25 percent tariffs on all Mexican goods as soon as February 1. Honduras threatened to expel a U.S. Air Force base on January 3 if the United States carried on with its deportation plans. By January 27, Honduras folded, saying that it would accept military deportation flights but requesting that deportees not be shackled. Guatemala is trying to draw the line at taking in only fellow Central Americans.

Most Latin American leaders will bend to Trump's wishes on mass deportation rather than invite the strong-arm tactics he threatened to use on Colombia. One reason is that tariffs can really hurt the countries whose cooperation Trump needs most on deportations. Unlike most of South America, Mexico, Colombia, Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador still trade more with the United States than with China. Only with Mexico, the United States' largest trade partner, does the leverage go both ways, but even there it is sharply asymmetrical (more than 80 percent of Mexican exports go to the U.S., accounting for nearly a fifth of the country's GDP).

Latin American countries could improve their bargaining position by taking a unified stand and negotiating with Trump as a bloc. But the chances that they will do so are slim and getting slimmer. Today, Honduran President Xiomara Castro called off a planned meeting of the Community of Latin American and Caribbean States, a left-leaning regional bloc, to discuss migration, faulting a "lack of consensus."

Juliette Kayyem: The border got quieter, so Trump had to act

Latin American presidents have relatively weak incentives to fight Trump on migration. The region is home to more than 20 million displaced people, millions of whom reside as migrants or refugees in Mexico, Colombia, Peru, and elsewhere--and yet, migration is simply not that big of a political issue in most countries. That could change if deportations reach a scale sufficient to rattle economies, but Latin American leaders are focused on the short term, much as Trump is. Presidential approval ratings tend to rise and fall based on crime and the economy more than immigration, and at least for now, anti-U.S. nationalism is not the political force it has been in the past.

So Trump will likely get his way in more cases than not. But he shouldn't celebrate just yet, because the short-term payoff of strong-arming Latin America will come at the long-term cost of accelerating the region's shift toward China and increasing its instability. The latter tends, sooner or later, to boomerang back into the United States.

"Every South American leader, even pro-American ones, will look at Trump's strategy vis-a-vis Panama, Colombia, and Mexico and understand the risks of being overly dependent on the U.S. right now. The majority will seek to diversify their partnerships to limit their exposure to Trump," Oliver Stuenkel, a Brazilian international-relations analyst, posted on X in the middle of the Colombia standoff. He's right. Latin American leaders, even several conservative ones, moved closer to China during Trump's first term, which is not what Trump wants. Reducing China's presence in Latin America seems to be his No. 2 priority in the region (see his threats to Panama over the Hong Kong company operating near its canal). Chinese investments in dual-use infrastructure and 5G technology pose long-term national-security risks to the United States. But Trump's tariff threats and coercion could rattle Latin America and help China make its sales pitch to the region: We're the reliable ones. The long-standing lament that Latin American conservatives, centrists, and leftists share is that whereas the United States comes to the region to punish and lecture, China comes to trade. Trump's current approach gives that complaint extra credence.

From the September 2024 issue: Seventy miles in hell

Trump's deportation plans threaten to destabilize parts of Latin America, which will have repercussions for the United States. The arrival of hundreds of thousands of people to countries without the economic or logistical capacity to absorb them could leave the region reeling. Consider that the Trump administration is negotiating an asylum agreement with El Salvador--a country with one of the weakest and smallest economies, and highest rates of labor informality, in all of Central America. If Venezuelans, Nicaraguans, and Cubans are sent there, they are almost guaranteed not to find jobs. People deported to Honduras and Guatemala will also likely struggle to find work and face recruitment by gangs. And because remittances make up about a fifth of GDP in Guatemala and about a quarter in El Salvador, Honduras, and Nicaragua, large-scale deportations threaten to deliver a brutal shock to their economies. Mexico's economy is bigger and sturdier, but economists have shown that large influxes of deportees there, too, tend to depress formal-sector wages and increase crime. The inflow of workers might still benefit economies like Mexico's in the long run. But in the short to medium term, Trump's mass-deportation plans are a recipe for instability.

The lesson of the past several decades--Trump's first term included--is that Latin American instability never remains contained within the region. It inevitably comes boomeranging back to the United States. Mexican cartels didn't gain far-reaching influence just in their country. They fueled a fentanyl epidemic that has killed more than a quarter million Americans since 2018. Venezuela's economic collapse under authoritarian rule didn't bring misery only upon that country; it produced one of the world's biggest refugee crises, with more than half a million Venezuelans fleeing to the United States. Instability nowhere else in the world affects the United States more directly, or profoundly, than that in Latin America.

In the 1980s and '90s, internal armed conflicts raged in Colombia and Central America, and Mexico confronted serial economic crises. Since then, the United States' immediate neighbors have become relatively more stable, democratic, and prosperous. But slow growth, fiscal imbalances, and, above all, the growing power of organized crime have tested that stability in recent years. Trump is adding to the pressure with mass deportations--then hoping to contain whatever erupts by simply hardening the southern border. That's quite the gamble.
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            Half a century ago, the Vietnam War came to an end with the fall of Saigon, the blockbuster movie Jaws was released, and U.S. President Gerald Ford escaped two assassination attempts. Also in 1975, the Soviet Union and the United States teamed up for a historic cooperative space mission, the first wedding ceremony ever performed in a hot tub took place in California, and much more.
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                [image: Bruce Springsteen sings and plays guitar onstage in 1975.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Bruce Springsteen performs with the E Street Band at Alex Cooley's Electric Ballroom on August 21, 1975, during their Born to Run tour in Atlanta, Georgia.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Tom Hill / WireImage / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A line of people climb a steep staircase on a building's roof to board a helicopter that has landed on a very small rooftop space.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A CIA employee helps Vietnamese evacuees onto an Air America helicopter from the top of 22 Gia Long Street, a half mile from the U.S. embassy, on April 29, 1975, shortly before Saigon fell to the advancing North Vietnamese army.
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                [image: Joe Perry poses alongside his Corvette Stingray convertible, in an alley.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Aerosmith guitarist Joe Perry poses for a portrait with his Corvette Stingray on August 10, 1975, in Waltham, Massachusetts.
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                [image: Betty Ford performs dance movements alongside 8 or 9 other dancers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                First lady Betty Ford, on a visit with her husband to China in 1975, joins members of a dance troupe for an impromptu series of movements. Mrs. Ford herself was a serious dancer earlier in her life.
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                [image: People line up outside a movie theater beneath a marquee that reads "Jaws, Now a terrifying motion picture"]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Crowds line up outside the Rivoli Theatre to see the motion picture Jaws in New York City in August of 1975. The blockbuster film, released in June of 1975, grossed more than $100 million within two months, and soon became the highest-grossing film in the North American box office at the time.
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                [image: People work inside a large wind tunnel, using a crane to move a huge scale model of the space shuttle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A one-third-scale model of NASA's Space Shuttle orbiter is placed in the test section of the Ames Research Center's 40-by-80-foot wind tunnel in 1975. The shuttle's first orbital launch would take place in April of 1981.
                #
            

            
                
                
                NASA
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Several people stand outside a large aircraft, as one (carrying a weapon) boards through a rear staircase.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Six terrorists took over the OPEC headquarters in Vienna, Austria, on December 21, 1975, and held dozens of people hostage, including several OPEC oil ministers. Here, the attackers are seen boarding a DC-9 aircraft they had demanded to fly them to Algeria. Mediators from the Interior Ministry stand at center as an armed terrorist boards the plane. Three people were killed in the initial attack, but after negotiations, all remaining hostages and terrorists walked away just days later.
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                [image: A young woman stands, waiting, wearing large glasses and a t-shirt with an image of a peeled banana on it, and the text "Banana's."]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption from September of 1975: "A young woman watches as her car goes through testing at an auto emission inspection station in downtown Cincinnati, Ohio. All light duty, spark ignition powered motor vehicles are tested annually for carbon monoxide and hydrocarbon emissions, and given a safety check."
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                Lyntha Scott Eiler / U.S. National Archives
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A police officer on horseback rides in shallow water toward several people.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A mounted police officer pursues white demonstrators who attempted to invade an area being used by Black swimmers at Carson Beach in South Boston on August 10, 1975. Black and white swimmers threw rocks and bricks at one another at times. About 500 Black protesters were at the beach in predominantly white South Boston in response to a request by Black leaders who said they wanted to "reassert the rights of all Boston residents to use all public facilities."
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                [image: Mr. Rogers holds up puppets Henrietta Pussycat and X the Owl.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fred Rogers of Mister Rogers' Neighborhood holds puppets Henrietta Pussycat and X the Owl during an interview.
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                [image: Evel Knievel, seen in mid-air, on a motorcycle, during a jump over several rental vans.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                American stuntman Evel Knievel practices jumping over three vans in the parking lot of Wembley Stadium on May 23, 1975. Several days later, Knievel's attempt to jump over 13 buses in front of a crowd inside Wembley Stadium ended in a crash that left him with a broken pelvis.
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                [image: Tina Turner and Ike Turner perform on stage with backup singers and band members.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Singer Tina Turner performs live on stage with Ike Turner (background) and the Ikettes in London, England, in October of 1975.
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                [image: Two men stand beside an experimental race car with two normal rear tires, and four small front tires.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Team owner Ken Tyrrell (left) stands beside Derek Gardner, designer of the Tyrrell P34 (Project 34) Formula One race car while Patrick Depailler, of France, sits inside the radical six-wheeled race car in the pit lane at the Silverstone Circuit following the car's trial shakedown run on October 9, 1975, in Towcester, England.
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                [image: A skateboarder rides through a large concrete storm drain.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A skateboarder rides through a concrete storm drain in this 1975 photo illustrating the emerging teen sport of skateboarding, in Claremont, California.
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                [image: Members of the Monty Python comedy troupe in 1975. From left, John Cleese, Terry Gilliam, Michael Palin, Terry Jones, Eric Idle, and Graham Chapman]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Monty Python comedy troupe, from left, John Cleese, Terry Gilliam, Michael Palin, Terry Jones, Eric Idle, and Graham Chapman, pose for a photo in Los Angeles, California, on May 16, 1975. The group's second motion picture, Monty Python and the Holy Grail had just premiered in the United States several weeks earlier.
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                [image: A football fan wears a helmet and a gas mask as another fan blows cigarette smoke toward them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "Jim Ondrus of Mount Clemens, Michigan, wears a gas mask during the opening minutes of the Detroit-St. Louis NFL game in Pontiac, Michigan, on December 21, 1975, as another spectator teases him with billowing cigarette smoke. Smoking and the banning of it in the stadium has been the subject of a recent court action in Michigan."
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                [image: A television presenter sits inside a life-sized open model of a spacecraft inside a TV studio.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption, from July, 1975: "James Burke, television popularizer of science, sits inside the life-size model of a spacecraft at the BBC TV studio. The BBC and Burke planned model coverage of the Apollo-Soyuz historic linkup in space. The BBC TV Space team created specially-built life-size models of the manned sections of the Apollo and Soyuz craft." Apollo-Soyuz was a cooperative space mission between the United States and the Soviet Union, where two crewed spacecraft met in orbit, docking for two days in July of 1975.
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                [image: A large audience in a park watch a guitarist playing on a large stage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Thousands attend a free concert in San Francisco's Golden Gate Park featuring the Grateful Dead and Jefferson Starship, on September 28, 1975. Here, the Jefferson Starship guitarist Craig Chaquico performs at the front of the stage.
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                [image: Ronald Reagan and his wife Nancy Reagan stand side-by-side near a podium, waving to photographers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "Washington, D.C.: With wife Nancy by his side, Ronald Reagan announces on November 20, that he is a candidate for the Republican presidential nomination." Reagan lost the nomination to incumbent President Gerald Ford that year, but went on to win the presidency in 1980.
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                [image: A man wearing a top hat and a woman in a bikini are married while sitting in a hot tub.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The first legal wedding ceremony ever performed in a hot tub took place when Leslie Davis and Richard Bustardo got married during the Backyard Living Show in Los Angeles, California, on March 26, 1975. The ceremony was held in a five-foot hot tub, with the bride wearing a bikini and the groom attired in swimming trunks and top hat.
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                [image: Five members of a pop band perform in a television studio.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Scottish pop group the Bay City Rollers perform on an episode of Saturday Night Live with Howard Cosell, broadcast live from the Ed Sullivan Theater in New York City.
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                [image: Two men kneel down inside an electronics shop crowded with 1970s-era portable electronics.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Potential customers try one of hundreds of radio-tape recorders at an electronics shop in Tokyo's Akihabara district in Japan, on November 18, 1975.
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                [image: Actors Penny Marshall and Cindy Williams stand in costume in a fictional beer bottling plant.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                From left: Actors Penny Marshall and Cindy Williams, seen during the filming of the opening title sequence for the television show Laverne & Shirley, in December of 1975. The show, a spin-off of the popular series Happy Days, debuted in January of 1976, becoming a popular series lasting for eight seasons.
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                [image: A man wearing protective gear and holding a helmet stands beside a very long specialized and streamlined motorcycle on a broad flat plain.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "California motorcyclist Don Vesco, after completing a 293.792 m.p.h. run on the Bonneville Salt Flats. He broke his own record with a 299.490 average run the next day In doing so he set both U.S. and world speed records for two wheeled vehicles."
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                [image: Freddie Mercury performs on stage in front of his drummer.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Freddie Mercury of the rock band Queen performs onstage circa 1975 in London, England.
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                [image: A masked person plays a piano, with a rifle resting nearby, atop the piano.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "A masked Phalange gunman plays the piano, with his assault rifle momentarily set aside, in the downstairs musical bar of the Holiday Inn on November 3, 1975, in Beirut, Lebanon. The Holiday Inn is occupied by Phalangists battling leftist Muslim fighters in Beirut's 'Hotel War.'" The conflict took place during the broader Lebanese Civil War that lasted until 1990.
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                [image: A heavily bomb-damaged office restroom]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The interior of the third-floor restroom area at the State Department in Washington is shown after a bomb exploded in the early morning of January 29, 1975. The bombing was undertaken by members of the militant organization called the Weather Underground, who claimed it was in retaliation for escalations of American involvement in the Vietnam War. There were no injuries in the blast.
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                [image: A man and woman, wearing Star Trek costumes, pose inside their memorabilia store.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "Chuck Weiss and his wife Sandy Sarris dress as Spock and another character from the science fiction television series Star Trek. Weiss and Sarris owned the first Star Trek memorabilia store in the country. Berkeley, 1975."
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                [image: A person sleeps in a hammock with an American flag blanket.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption, circa 1975: "American dreams at Little Duck Key. Commercial camping sites and travel trailer courts have sprung up throughout the Keys. Even on the smaller keys like Little Duck, where no facilities have yet been constructed, camping is permitted by local authorities."
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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Trump's Colombia Spat Is a Gift to China

Latin American leaders don't like submitting to the United States in imperial mode. They also have an alternative.

by Quico Toro




A second Trump administration was sure to come down hard on whichever Latin American country first defied it--few in the region expected otherwise. But Colombia was perhaps the United States' most steadfast friend in South America, and the speed with which a 100-year relationship seemed to crumble last night was frightening.

Or perhaps exhilarating, if you were a Chinese diplomat in Latin America observing the presidential spat.

First, Colombia's president, Gustavo Petro, refused to allow U.S.-military deportation flights that were already airborne to land in his country. Petro balked at reports of migrants arriving handcuffed and said that Colombia would allow such flights only if deportees were treated with "dignity and respect." President Donald Trump's response--grossly disproportionate--was to threaten tariffs, visa restrictions, and even banking sanctions against a strategic U.S. ally. The two countries worked out a late-night deal that seems to have averted a crisis, but the speed of escalation left much of Latin American unnerved.

From the September 2024 issue: Seventy miles in hell

If Americans are under the impression that Trump's penchant for reckless, heat-of-the-moment policy making is unique, they don't have the measure of Gustavo Petro. Colombia's radical left-wing president has appalled friends and foes alike with X tiffs and stunts such as repeatedly tagging a parody account for his defense minister and amplifying false rumors that Colombian kids lost in the Amazon jungle had been found. Some of his posts come across as just plain bonkers--such as the one he wrote to Trump in the middle of yesterday's crisis.

At 4:15 p.m. on Sunday, diplomats were working furiously behind the scenes to smooth over the rift between the two presidents when Petro hit back with a long, incoherent rant. Starting with a curt dismissal of tourism in the U.S. as "boring," the missive went everywhere: Petro slammed American racism, asserted his refusal to "shake hands with white slavers," and celebrated Walt Whitman. He also recalled the U.S. involvement in the 1973 coup against Chile's leftist president Salvador Allende, celebrated Colombia's putative roots in the caliphate of Cordoba, and protested the execution of Sacco and Vanzetti, a Coolidge-era U.S. scandal involving the supposed racial profiling of two Italian American anarchists. In other words, at a moment of peril for his country, Colombia's president posted a word salad--and then pinned it to the top of his X account.

The moment called for careful diplomacy, not a fit of pique. In Brazil, where the mistreatment of deportees on U.S. military flights had already caused controversy, Colombia's spat narrowed the Brazilian government's room for maneuver still further. And throughout the region, governments struggling to figure out what to do with large numbers of deportees found themselves staring into the abyss: Most Latin American governments do not like how the U.S. government is behaving but cannot afford a trade war with Uncle Sam.

Or can they? Zoom out a bit and one might wonder. The era of uncontested U.S. leadership in the region is fading fast in the rearview mirror. These days, China provides an obvious alternative to the United States in the realms of trade, finance, and technology. In fact, most of South America--including big countries such as Brazil, Argentina, Chile, and Peru--now trades more with China than with the United States. If you exclude Mexico, Chinese trade now dwarfs American trade in the region.

Juliette Kayyem: The border got quieter, so Trump had to act

After Trump was reelected, discussion in the region centered on how to balance growing Chinese influence with existing ties with the United States. Most countries were of a mind to try to stay neutral between the two powers and maintain good relations with both Washington and Beijing. Countless university seminars agonized over what a war in the Taiwan Strait would mean for Latin America: No country in the region would want to take sides, though many recognized that they might not have a choice. All along, the assumption tended to be that a crisis that started outside Latin America would have repercussions within it. What few at the time foresaw was that the region could be delivered to China through Trump's sheer impetuosity, or his inability to think before posting.

For now, Trumpian aggression has won the day: U.S. and Colombian diplomats--who know each other well and are used to collaborating closely--had little trouble finding a compromise to de-escalate the crisis. That de-escalation can be expected to last about as long as the two countries' intemperate presidents manage to stay off X.

But for excellent historical reasons, Latin Americans hate being dictated to by gringos and won't support leaders who meekly allow it. Trump's hyper-aggressive approach to Latin America risks tying up the region with a bow and leaving it on Beijing's doorstep. Most Latin American leaders will resist a decisive break with Washington--the U.S. is still too important a trade and diplomatic partner to antagonize just for kicks. But Latin American leaders will not wish to be seen submitting passively to the United States in full imperialist mode. Not when the Chinese embassy is just one phone call away.
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        Winners of the 2024 Close-Up Photographer of the Year

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	January 27, 2025

            	21 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Judging for the sixth year of the Close-Up Photographer of the Year competition recently ended, and the winning images have been announced. The contest "celebrates close-up, macro, and micro photography," among 11 separate categories. More than 11,000 entries were received from photographers in 61 countries this year. The contest organizers were once more kind enough to share some of the winners and finalists with us here.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of two large beetles fighting with each other]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Clash of the Titans. First Place, Insects and Overall Winner. Two stag beetles battle for dominance in the Voronezh region of Russia.
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                [image: A small mouse climbs among stalks of wheat.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Can I Help You? Top 10, Young. A harvest mouse peeks through wheat in England, in April 2024.
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                [image: A small colorful bird catches an insect in its beak in flight.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Spring. First Place, Young. A European Bee-eater in mid-flight with an insect in its beak in southern Spain at the end of spring 2023.
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                [image: A close view of a seed surrounded by smooth flows of resin, looking like abstract art]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Gold Rush. Top 10, Studio Art. An ultra-macro shot of a very small seed surrounded by flowing resin.
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                [image: Two small flying insects perch on a stalk at sunrise.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                On Fire. Top 10, Young. Two banded demoiselles, seen in the first morning light in a river meadow in Germany on May 21, 2024.
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                [image: A close view of a mushroom covered in grains of sand]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sandy Mushroom. Third Place, Fungi & Slime Molds. A mushroom covered in sand on Holywell Bay Beach, in Cornwall, U.K.
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                [image: A dead toad, underwater, is swarmed by tadpoles.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cannibalism. Top 10, Underwater. Tadpoles devour the corpse of an adult female toad in Cantabria, Spain.
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                [image: A close-up of a pair of mating millipedes]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Loving Embrace. Top 10, Animals. A pair of millipedes mate on a palm tree in Perth, Western Australia.
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                [image: A close view of the  seed heads of wildflowers in a field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sunset Pulsatille. Top 10, Plants. The seed heads of pasque flowers, seen in a limestone area of France at sunset.
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                [image: A long-exposure image of a flying insect, creating a blurred trail through the air]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Graceful Flight. Top 10, Insects. An ant lion flies in the summer night over the Hungarian steppe.
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                [image: Two purple crocuses covered in water droplets]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Morning Crocuses. Top 10, Studio Art. Two purple crocuses with water droplets, photographed indoors.
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                [image: A black bear walks through a dense rainforest scene.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                God in the Shadows. First Place, Animals. An Andean bear stands amid the dense foliage of a highland rainforest. November 6, 2023, Ecopalacio Nature Reserve, La Calera, Colombia
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                [image: A newt curls around an acorn with a tiny pseudoscorpion on it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Newt and the Pseudoscorpion. Top 10, Young. A smooth newt curls around an acorn with a pseudoscorpion on top.
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                [image: A very close view of a single grain of semi-transparent sand]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Drifting Sandgrain. Top 10, Studio Art. A single sand grain drifts in sodium silicate on a microscope slide.
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                [image: A sea dragon with many frilly appendages floats near a school of fish]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Search for the Dragon. Second Place, Underwater. A leafy sea dragon swims with a school of rough bullseye fish in Rapid Bay, South Australia.
                #
            

            
                
                
                    (c)
                
                
                
                Jenny Stock / cupoty.com
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two stalk-like eyes of a crab peek out from a small sand tunnel.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ghost Crab Peering out of Its Sand Tunnel. Top 10, Invertebrate Portrait. A ghost crab cautiously emerges from its sand tunnel in the Andaman Islands, India, May 11, 2024.
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                [image: A close view of a spider perched in the middle of a web]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Light Weaver. Top 10, Arachnids. A spider patiently waits for its prey in a rosemary bush in Clinceni, Romania.
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                [image: A close view of a cluster of mushrooms]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mushroom Village. Top 10, Fungi & Slime Molds. A group of mushrooms grow in a garden in Ohio.
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                [image: An insect rests on a fungus amid a swirl of spores.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                My Own Galaxy. Third Place, Insects. A leafhopper rests on a bracket fungus amid a swirl of spores in Goa, India.
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                [image: Two ants stand on a stalk beside a clutch of of woolly aphids.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tending to the Herd. Top 10, Insects. Two ants watch over a group of woolly aphids in Wadsworth, Illinois.
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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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Europe's Elon Musk Problem

He and other tech oligarchs are making it impossible to conduct free and fair elections anywhere.

by Anne Applebaum




During an American election, a rich man can hand out $1 million checks to prospective voters. Companies and people can use secretly funded "dark money" nonprofits to donate unlimited money, anonymously, to super PACs, which can then spend it on advertising campaigns. Podcasters, partisans, or anyone, really, can tell outrageous, incendiary lies about a candidate. They can boost those falsehoods through targeted online advertising. No special courts or election rules can stop the disinformation from spreading before voters see it. The court of public opinion, which over the past decade has seen and heard everything, no longer cares. U.S. elections are now a political Las Vegas: Anything goes.

But that's not the way elections are run in other countries. In Britain, political parties are, at least during the run-up to an election, limited to spending no more than PS54,010 per candidate. In Germany, as in many other European countries, the state funds political parties, proportionate to their number of elected parliamentarians, so that politicians do not have to depend on, and become corrupted by, wealthy donors. In Poland, courts fast-track election-related libel cases in the weeks before a vote in order to discourage people from lying.

Nor is this unique to Europe. Many democracies have state or public media that are obligated, at least in principle, to give equal time to all sides. Many require political donations to be transparent, with the names of donors listed in an online registry. Many have limits on political advertising. Some countries also have rules about hate speech and indict people who break them.

Countries apply these laws to create conditions for fair debate, to build trust in the system, and to inspire confidence in the winning candidates. Some democracies believe that transparency matters--that voters should know who is funding their candidates, as well as who is paying for political messages on social media or anywhere else. In some places, these rules have a loftier goal: to prevent the rise of antidemocratic extremism of the kind that has engulfed democracies--and especially European democracies--in the past.

But for how much longer can democracies pursue these goals? We live in a world in which algorithms controlled by American and Chinese oligarchs choose the messages and images seen by millions of people; in which money can move through secret bank accounts with the help of crypto schemes; and in which this dark money can then boost anonymous social-media accounts with the aim of shaping public opinion. In such a world, how can any election rules be enforced? If you are Albania, or even the United Kingdom, do you still get to set the parameters of your public debate? Or are you now forced to be Las Vegas too?

Although it's easy to get distracted by the schoolyard nicknames and irresponsible pedophilia accusations that Elon Musk flings around, these are the real questions posed by his open, aggressive use of X to spread false information and promote extremist and anti-European politicians in the U.K., Germany, and elsewhere. The integrity of elections--and the possibility of debate untainted by misinformation injected from abroad--is equally challenged by TikTok, the Chinese platform, and by Mark Zuckerberg's Meta, whose subsidiaries include Facebook, Instagram, WhatsApp, and Threads. TikTok says the company does not accept any paid political advertising. Meta, which announced in January that it is abandoning fact-checking on its sites in the U.S., also says it will continue to comply with European laws. But even before Zuckerberg's radical policy change, these promises were empty. Meta's vaunted content curation and moderation have never been transparent. Nobody knew, and nobody knows, what exactly Facebook's algorithm was promoting and why. Even an occasional user of these platforms encounters spammers, scammers, and opaque accounts running foreign influence operations. No guide to the algorithm, and no real choices about it, are available on Meta products, X, or TikTok.

Musk's personal X account has more than 212 million followers, giving him enormous power to set the news agenda around the world.

In truth, no one knows if any platforms really comply with political-funding rules either, because nobody outside the companies can fully monitor what happens online during an intense election campaign--and after the voting has ended, it's too late. According to declassified Romanian-intelligence documents, someone allegedly spent more than $1 million on TikTok content in the 18 months before an election in support of a Romanian presidential candidate who declared that he himself had spent nothing at all. In a belated attempt to address this and other alleged discrepancies, a Romanian court canceled the first round of that election, a decision that itself damaged Romanian democracy.

Not all of this is new. Surreptitious political-party funding was a feature of the Cold War, and the Russian government has continued this practice, sometimes by offering deals to foreign businesspeople close to pro-Russian politicians. Press moguls with international political ambitions are hardly a novelty. Rupert Murdoch, an Australian who has U.S. citizenship, has long played an outsize role in U.K. politics through his media companies. John Major, the former British prime minister and Conservative Party leader, has said that in 1997, Murdoch threatened to pull his newspapers' support unless the prime minister pursued a more anti-European policy. Major refused. Murdoch has said, "I have never asked a prime minister for anything," but one of his Conservative-leaning tabloids, The Sun, did endorse the Labour Party in the next election. Major lost.

That incident now seems almost quaint. Even at the height of its influence, the print edition of The Sun sold 4 million copies a day. More to the point, it operated, and still does, within the constraints of U.K. rules and regulations, as do all broadcast and print media. Murdoch's newspapers take British libel and hate-speech laws into consideration when they run stories. His business strategy is necessarily shaped by rules limiting what a single company can own. After his journalists were accused of hacking phones and bribing police in the early 2000s, Murdoch himself had to testify before an investigative commission, and he closed down one of his tabloids for good.

McKay Coppins: Europe braces for Trump

Social media not only has far greater reach--Musk's personal X account has more than 212 million followers, giving him enormous power to set the news agenda around the world--it also exists outside the legal system. Under the American law known as Section 230, passed nearly three decades ago, internet platforms are not treated as publishers in the U.S. In practice, neither Facebook nor X has the same legal responsibility for what appears on their platforms as do, say, The Wall Street Journal and CNN. And this, too, has consequences: Americans have created the information climate that other countries must accept, and this allows deceptive election practices to thrive. If countries don't have their own laws, and until recently most did not, Section 230 effectively requires them to treat social-media companies as if they exist outside their legal systems too.

Brazil broke with this pattern last year, when a judge demanded that Musk comply with Brazilian laws against spreading misinformation and political extremism, and forced X offline until he did. Several European countries, including the U.K., Germany, and France, have also passed laws designed to bring the platforms into compliance with their own legal systems, mandating fines for companies that violate hate-speech laws or host other illegal content. But these laws are controversial and hard to enforce. Besides, "illegal speech" is not necessarily the central problem. No laws prevented Musk from interviewing Alice Weidel, a leader of the far-right Alternative for Germany (AfD) party, on X, thereby providing her with a huge platform, available to no other political candidate, in the month before a national election. The interview, which included several glaringly false statements (among others, that Weidel was the "leading" candidate), was viewed 45 million times in 24 hours, a number far beyond the reach of any German public or private media.

Only one institution on the planet is large enough and powerful enough to write and enforce laws that could make the tech companies change their policies. Partly for that reason, the European Union may soon become one of the Trump administration's most prominent targets. In theory, the EU's Digital Services Act, which took full effect last year, can be used to regulate, fine, and, in extreme circumstances, ban internet companies whose practices clash with European laws. Yet a primary intent of the act is not punitive, but rather to open up the platforms: to allow vetted researchers access to platform data, and to give citizens more transparency about what they hear and see. Freedom of speech also means the right to receive information, and at the moment social-media companies operate behind a curtain. We don't know if they are promoting or suppressing certain points of view, curbing or encouraging orchestrated political campaigns, discouraging or provoking violent riots. Above all, we don't know who is paying for misinformation to be spread online.

In the past, the EU has not hesitated to try to apply European law to tech companies. Over the past decade, for example, Google has faced three fines totaling more than $8 billion for breaking antitrust law (though one of these fines was overturned by the EU's General Court in 2024).


A group of American oligarchs want to undermine European institutions because they don't want to be regulated.


In November, the European Commission fined Meta more than $800 million for unfair trade practices. But for how much longer will the EU have this authority? In the fall, J. D. Vance issued an extraordinarily unsubtle threat, one that is frequently repeated in Europe. "If NATO wants us to continue supporting them and NATO wants us to continue to be a good participant in this military alliance," Vance told an interviewer, "why don't you respect American values and respect free speech?" Mark Zuckerberg, echoing Vance's misuse of the expression free speech to mean "freedom to conceal company practices from the public," put it even more crudely. In a conversation with Joe Rogan in January, Zuckerberg said he feels "optimistic" that President Donald Trump will intervene to stop the EU from enforcing its own antitrust laws: "I think he just wants America to win."

Does America "winning" mean that European democracies, and maybe other democracies, lose? Some European politicians think it might. Robert Habeck, the German vice chancellor and a leader of that country's Green Party, believes that Musk's frenzies of political activity on X aren't the random blurts of an addled mind, but rather are "logical and systematic." In his New Year's address, Habeck said that Musk is deliberately "strengthening those who are weakening Europe," including the explicitly anti-European AfD. This, he believes, is because "a weak Europe is in the interest of those for whom regulation is an inappropriate limitation of their power."

Until recently, Russia was the most important state seeking to undermine European institutions. Vladimir Putin has long disliked the EU because it restricts Russian companies' ability to intimidate and bribe European political leaders and companies, and because the EU is larger and more powerful than Russia, whereas European countries on their own are not. Now a group of American oligarchs also want to undermine European institutions, because they don't want to be regulated--and they may have the American president on their side. Quite soon, the European Union, along with Great Britain and other democracies around the world, might find that they have to choose between their alliance with the United States and their ability to run their own elections and select their own leaders without the pressure of aggressive outside manipulation. Ironically, countries, such as Brazil, that don't have the same deep military, economic, and cultural ties to the U.S. may find it easier to maintain the sovereignty of their political systems and the transparency of their information ecosystems than Europeans.

A crunch point is imminent, when the European Commission finally concludes a year-long investigation into X. Tellingly, two people who have advised the commission on this investigation would talk with me only off the record, because the potential for reprisals against them and their organizations--whether it be online trolling and harassment or lawsuits--is too great. Still, both advisers said that the commission has the power to protect Europe's sovereignty, and to force the platforms to be more transparent. "The commission should look at the raft of laws and rules it has available and see how they can be applied," one of them told me, "always remembering that this is not about taking action against a person's voice. This is the commission saying that everyone's voice should be equal."

At least in theory, no country is obligated to become an electoral Las Vegas, as America has. Global democracies could demand greater transparency around the use of algorithms, both on social media and in the online-advertising market more broadly. They could offer consumers more control over what they see, and more information about what they don't see. They could enforce their own campaign-funding laws. These changes could make the internet more open and fair, and therefore a better, safer place for the exercise of free speech. If the chances of success seem narrow, it's not because of the lack of a viable legal framework--rather it's because, at the moment, cowardice is as viral as one of Musk's tweets.



This article appears in the March 2025 print edition with the headline "Can Europe Stop Elon Musk?"
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Why <em>Reading Lolita in Tehran</em> Holds Up

A new film vindicates Azar Nafisi's humane literary ethos.

by Arash Azizi




The past few years may well be remembered as the nadir of Iranian-Israeli relations, and the first occasion when the two countries attacked each other directly. But they were also a golden period for Iranian-Israeli collaboration in cinema. In 2023, Tatami was the first-ever film to be co-directed by an Israeli (Guy Nattiv) and an Iranian (Zar Amir). And in 2024 came Reading Lolita in Tehran, directed by Eran Riklis, who is Israeli, and adapted from a book by an Iranian author, with an almost entirely Iranian cast. The film premiered at the Rome Film Fest last year and is now starting to tour the United States.

Anyone old enough to remember cultural life at the beginning of this century will know the book. Azar Nafisi's memoir came out in 2003, spent 36 weeks on the New York Times best-seller list, and quickly developed a cult following. A reviewer for The Nation confessed to missing a dental appointment, a business lunch, and a deadline just because she couldn't put the book aside.

Literary scholars--Nafisi is an English professor--are not known for their page-turning thrillers. But Nafisi's story and prose are captivating. She'd gone to Iran shortly after the 1979 revolution in the hope of putting her American education to use by teaching English at a university. Instead, she was hounded out of the classroom by authorities hostile to Western literature. She wound up holding clandestine seminars for young women in her living room, delving into the masterpieces that the Islamic Republic forbade: the Vladimir Nabokov novel that gives the memoir its name, alongside the works of Henry James and Jane Austen, as well as one of Nafisi's favorites, F. Scott Fitzgerald's The Great Gatsby. Nafisi brings these classics into dialogue with the real-life stories of young Iranians in the heady decades following the 1979 revolution. Her book isn't just about reading and teaching literature under a repressive regime, but about how literature in and of itself could serve as an antidote to all that the regime stood for.

Read: The problem with boycotting Israel

Despite its global fame and translation into 32 languages, Reading Lolita in Tehran was never turned into a film before now, mostly because Nafisi didn't like the proposals she'd received. Then, seven years ago, Riklis came around, as he recounted to a New York audience on January 13, after a special screening of the film. The Israeli director managed to convince Nafisi of his vision--and then to secure the funding, assemble a suitable Iranian cast, and settle on Rome as the shooting location, given that Tehran was not an option.

When the book was initially released in 2003, the American zeitgeist, shaped by 9/11 and the Bush administration's global War on Terror, was rife with debates about the representations of Muslim women and life in the Middle East. Nafisi's was one of several popular memoirs by Iranian women published during this period, including Firoozeh Dumas's Funny in Farsi (2003) and Marjane Satrapi's Persepolis series (2000-03). And perhaps inevitably, given its success, Nafisi's book became the subject of political scrutiny, much of it bearing little relation to the book's content. Although Nafisi opposed the Iraq War, some critics lumped her in with neoconservatives because she portrayed the travails of Iranians under an anti-American regime. One scholar even proclaimed that he saw no difference between her and American soldiers convicted of abusing prisoners in Iraq.

More than 20 years later, Riklis's loyal adaptation has opponents just as the book did, and even more so because of the nationality of its director. In Tehran, the regime media have denounced the film as furnishing a "pretext for attacking Iran" and called its Iranian actors "traitors working with Zionists." One outlet claimed that the film peddled a "violent, anti-culture, anti-art, and anti-human view of Iran and Iranians."

The idea that Reading Lolita in Tehran is anti-Iranian because of its portrayal of the Islamic Republic, and of the life of women under its rule, was always patently ridiculous. The claim bears up particularly poorly in 2024, two years after women-centered protests rocked Iran under the slogan "Women, Life, Freedom." What Nafisi does best, and the reason her work has endured, is precisely to refuse cartoonish portrayals and basic morality plays.

In Riklis, known for his empathetic depiction of Israelis and Palestinians in films such as Lemon Tree and Dancing Arabs, her book finds an able interpreter who has stayed true to its ethos. The film isn't neutral. It vividly tells the story of how puritanical Islamist goons attacked universities in the early years after 1979, imposed mandatory veiling on women, and banned books they didn't like. But neither is it a simple story of scary Islamists versus heroic women resisters.

The film captures the atmosphere of Iran in the 1980s and '90s remarkably well for having been shot in Italy and directed by an Israeli who has never set foot in the country. The dialogue is mostly in Persian, a language Riklis doesn't speak; he was able to pull this off with the help of a carefully chosen cast of diasporic Iranians. Golshifteh Farahani, perhaps the best-known Iranian actor outside the country, is at her height as Nafisi, whom she plays as confident but humane, by turns brazen and vulnerable.

The young women of the clandestine class include Sanaz (Zar Amir), who has survived imprisonment and torture; Mahshid (Bahar Beihaghi, in one of the film's most delightful performances), who, unlike most of her classmates, wore the Islamic veil even before the revolution and defends an ideal of modesty as virtue; and Azin (Lara Wolf), whose multiple divorces make her an object of fascination to the less experienced students, but who turns out to be suffering from domestic abuse.

In Nafisi's apartment, the students are far from the prying eyes of the regime and also of men (even the professor's husband is barred from their meetings). They construct for themselves, in that all-female room, a little literary republic that survives the years of war and revolution. In one memorable scene, Nafisi has the students practice a Jane Austen-era dance as part of their study of Pride and Prejudice, drawing parallels between the stifling rules of courtship in Victorian England and those of some contemporary families in Iran.

The film also ventures beyond that cloistered space. Bahri (Reza Diako), a devout 1979 revolutionary, is nevertheless an avid student in Nafisi's class at the university before it is shut down. Despite their diametrically opposed politics, Nafisi and Bahri form a bond. Early in the story, she tells him his essay on Huckleberry Finn is the best she's ever received from a student, even in America. The two reconnect when Bahri returns from the Iran-Iraq War of 1980-88, having lost an arm. He has used his family connections to the regime to obtain a surprise gift for his old professor: two tickets to The Sacrifice, by Andrei Tarkovsky, showing at the Tehran film festival. The connection between Nafisi and Bahri is presented with complexity and without sentimentality, neither papering over political differences nor caricaturing Bahri as a generic revolutionary.

In this way, both film and book avoid didacticism. And in doing so, they demonstrate exactly the point Nafisi explores with her students, which is the power of literature to stir empathy across seemingly unbridgeable divides. When the group discusses The Great Gatsby, Nafisi insists on understanding the forbidden love that Daisy Buchanan, the married socialite, has for Jay Gatsby as a true human feeling, not a symbol of Western perfidy, as some of her more revolutionary students claim it to be. The latter advocate banning the book. Nafisi organizes a mock trial for the novel in her class, with students divided into teams for and against.

Mona Simpson: Book group in chadors

Nafisi calls on students on both sides of the political divide to treat each other with humanity. When she catches some in her class expressing glee at the wartime deaths of pro-regime peers, she enjoins them not to become like their oppressors. And she is no dogmatic opponent of Islam, only of religiously inspired repressive government: At one point Nafisi tells Bahri, "My grandmother was the most devout Muslim I knew. She never missed a prayer. But she wore her scarf because she was devout, not because she was a symbol." (I am not the only critic with a Muslim background who found this line powerful.)

The point here isn't just to repeat the liberal platitude that "the problem isn't with Islam but with its repressive enforcement." Rather, Nafisi is rejecting the revolutionaries' tendency to treat all that surrounds them as a field of symbols. People are worth more than that, she tells them and us, as though echoing the Kantian dictum to treat one another "as an end, never merely as a means."

This message about the humane power of literature makes Reading Lolita in Tehran a work of art rather than an exercise in sloganeering. And the fact that now, more than two decades after the book's release, and at a time of regional tension, an Israeli filmmaker has worked with Iranians to adapt Nafisi's book to the screen gives the film a special power.

The audience at the screening I attended, at a Jewish community center on the Upper West Side, included American Jews, Israelis, and Iranians. What we had in common was the experience of being gripped by a story about the capacity of literature to reveal us to one another as ends rather than as means. The setup might sound mawkish. But I recommend avoiding the temptation of cynicism and embracing the film as truly one for these times.
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Biden's Middle East Legacy

Donald Trump inherits a Middle East that looks dramatically different from the one his administration left in 2021.

by Andrew Exum




Joe Biden has now left office, but the fight over the meaning of his Middle East policies is only just beginning.

Biden's defenders argue that he left the incoming Trump administration with the strongest American position in the region in decades--and that his decision to back Israel to the hilt following the Hamas attacks was hard but ultimately strategically correct. Biden's detractors within the Democratic Party argue that he caused irreparable harm to America's interests and undermined international norms by what they see as his unquestioning support for Israel regardless of a steadily mounting civilian death toll.

Both sides' arguments have their merits--and which of them ends up winning the debate matters, because the Trump administration and administrations to come will set their policies based in some part on how Biden's foreign policy is remembered.

Undeniably, the Trump administration inherits a region that looks dramatically different--in a way that favors U.S. interests--from the one that Donald Trump left in 2021. America's principal adversaries in the region--Iran, Russia, Hezbollah, and Hamas--are all in retreat.

Iran in particular has suffered humiliating losses over the past six months, mainly but not exclusively at the hands of the U.S.-backed Israel Defense Forces. For more than four decades, Iran had worked to construct a "Shia crescent" of aligned forces that stretched from its territory through Iraq and into Lebanon to squeeze Israel and its majority Sunni Muslim neighbors.

This would-be Iranian empire has collapsed. The regime of the Syrian strongman Bashar al-Assad, and his father before him, is gone after half a century in power. Israel has eliminated much of Hezbollah's senior leadership and has otherwise battered the group beyond recognition. Aides to President Biden swept into Lebanon while bombs were still falling to negotiate a cease-fire and shepherd a political process. In a rare diplomatic triumph for the administration, those efforts helped Lebanon usher in a new president and prime minister, both of whom Hezbollah would surely have blocked were that group still powerful enough to do so. Biden's aides also deserve credit for working closely with Trump's team to win a cease-fire in Gaza during the administration's waning days.

Iran's regional power has long rested on three pillars: support to militant groups such as Hamas and Hezbollah; conventional missiles and other weapons; and an incipient nuclear program. Other than Yemen's Houthis, Iran's proxies have been humbled. So, too, has its conventional military posture, as Israel and its partners, including the United States, swatted Iran's missiles aside not once but twice in 2024. Only Iran's nuclear program remains (more on that in a bit).

Read: How Israel could be changing Iran's nuclear calculus

But Iran isn't the only U.S. rival on the retreat in the Middle East. Russia, bled dry by the war in Ukraine and unwilling (and likely unable) to intervene again on Assad's behalf, finds its treasured warm-water port in Syria now at risk, because the new government in Damascus is anxious to expel foreign militaries from its territory.

Some of Biden's aides have been telling their colleagues and journalists that the position in which they are leaving the region vindicates the president's decision--backed by his closest aides but disputed by many other advisers--to support Israel to the fullest extent since the horrific October 7 attacks by Hamas and other Palestinian militant groups. Sources in the administration have told me that, as they see it, no U.S. president will have inherited such favorable terrain in the globally strategic region since Bill Clinton came into office in 1993.

These claims infuriate the president's many critics in the Democratic Party. They argue that Biden and his team, through their policies in the Middle East, have done incalculable damage to America and its image across the globe, and that any strategic gains will ultimately be proved ephemeral as Hamas and Hezbollah rearm and reassert themselves in Gaza and Lebanon, respectively. Pointing to tens of thousands of dead Palestinian and Lebanese civilians--and the use of American weapons in killing them--they claim that Biden undermined international norms to a greater extent than Trump did in his first term. These critics are largely unpersuaded by and impatient with American and Israeli arguments that Hamas alone necessitated this level of carnage by using human shields, or that a high civilian death toll was inevitable in densely urban terrain. The Department of State under Antony Blinken, they complain, had no evident problem assessing war crimes in other jurisdictions yet never seemed to have enough evidence to do so in the Palestinian territories.

Some of Biden's Democratic critics are particularly despondent that Trump--never a huge fan of Israel's wars, which don't play very well on television--was able to seize the mantle of peacemaker, forcefully directing Israel to arrive at a cease-fire agreement before even taking office. Many Americans have embraced isolationism after the conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan, and some progressives worry that the Democratic Party anachronistically remains "the party of war." Other critics--and I include myself here--argue that largely ceding all major questions of policy and strategy to Israel in 2023 and 2024 was an unforgivable choice for the world's only superpower to have made.

The Biden administration will not be remembered for injecting much fresh thinking into American foreign policy. Almost all of Biden's senior aides were also senior aides to President Barack Obama, and many of the most senior stayed the full four years rather than making room for younger talents. Whether the next Democratic administration similarly staffs itself with alumni from the Biden administration will largely depend on which assessment of the president's policies prevails within the party.

My biggest worry about the next four years is that a weakened Iran will seek solace and protection in the acquisition of nuclear weapons. A new nuclear era in the Middle East could erase many of the past year's strategic gains. The Trump administration can try to degrade or slow Iran's nuclear development through military action, but the only way to stave it off altogether is through a process of diplomatic engagement, similar to the much-hated Iran deal of 2015. Trump, ever the pragmatist, might confound his more hawkish aides by reaching out to Iran in its moment of weakness and his moment of strength. He would be wise to do so.



*Sources: Samuel Corum/Getty; Ilia Yefimovich / picture alliance / Getty; Ashraf Amra / Anadolu Agency / Getty.
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How the U.S. Gamed the Law of the Sea

It made itself bigger.

by Jack Truesdale




You'd be forgiven for thinking that America's continental shelf couldn't get any bigger. It is, after all, mostly rock, the submerged landmass linking shore and abyss. But in late 2023, after a long and expensive mapping project, the State Department announced that the continental shelf had grown by 1 million square kilometers--more than two Californias.

The United States had ample motive to decide that the continental shelf extends farther than it had previously realized. A larger shelf means legal access to more of the ocean floor's riches: animals, hydrocarbons, and, perhaps most important, minerals to power electric-vehicle batteries. America has no immediate plans to excavate its new seabed, which includes chunks of the Arctic Ocean, Bering Sea, and Atlantic, as well as several small pockets of the Gulf of Mexico and the Pacific. But, according to the State Department, the combined area could be worth trillions of dollars.

The announcement shows just how shrewdly the U.S. has gamed the international system. Since 1982, a United Nations agreement called the Law of the Sea has served as the cornerstone of the global maritime order. In its expansion project, the U.S. abided by the treaty's rules dictating how nations can extend their shelves--but, notably, it never ratified the agreement, which means that unlike the 169 nations that did, it doesn't have to pay royalties on the resources it extracts. Apparently America can have its cake and eat it, too: a brand-new shelf, acquired in seemingly good order, that it can mine for free. This gold rush in the making can be seen as the culmination of a long national bet that even though America helped create the global maritime order, it's better off not joining.

America's undersea enlargement would not have been possible without Larry Mayer. An oceanographer at the University of New Hampshire, Mayer began the U.S. government's largest-ever offshore-mapping effort in 2003. Over the next 20 years, he led a team of scientists that dragged sensors across America's neighboring oceans, scanning more than 1 million square miles of seabed. "When you do that at nine miles an hour, it takes time," Mayer told me. The project logged more than three years afloat, "a lot of it in the Arctic, which takes even more time because we've got to break ice."

From the January/February 2020 issue: History's largest mining operation is about to begin

Forty voyages and more than $100 million later, Mayer returned with four terabytes of data, which State Department officials plugged into formulas laid out by the treaty. "Not all countries have the ability to hire Larry Mayer and the scientific wherewithal to go out for 20 years and spend tens of millions" to grow their shelf, says James Kraska, a law professor at the U.S. Naval War College who also teaches a course at Harvard Law School on international maritime code. "Ghana hasn't done this."

America first claimed jurisdiction over its continental shelf in 1945, a few weeks after Japan's surrender in World War II. For several years, the U.S. government had been concerned about Japanese ships catching salmon off Alaska, as well as other nations drilling for oil off American shores. With the war over, President Harry Truman proclaimed that an underwater area of some 750,000 square miles--about 4.5 Californias--now belonged to America.

No internationally agreed-upon definition of continental shelves existed until 1958, when 86 countries gathered at the first UN Convention on the Law of the Sea. The group decided, somewhat unhelpfully, that a shelf could extend as far and as deep as a nation could drill. By the following decade, technology had advanced so quickly that a country could claim virtually an entire ocean. Sure enough, one member of Congress from Florida proposed that the U.S. occupy what amounted to two-thirds of the North Atlantic.

President Lyndon B. Johnson warned against such expansionism. In a 1966 speech, he denounced the "new form of colonial competition" that threatened to emerge among maritime nations. "We must ensure that the deep seas and the ocean bottoms are, and remain, the legacy of all human beings," he said. The following year, Arvid Pardo, an ambassador from Malta, called on the UN to deem the ocean floor "the common heritage of mankind." In 1970, the U.S. voted alongside 107 other nations to do precisely that.

The UN reconvened in 1973 to legislate a shared vision of the seas. Over the next nine years, more than 150 nations and as many as 5,000 people gathered for off-and-on negotiating sessions in New York City and Geneva. They discussed a wide range of topics--freedom of navigation, fishing, scientific research, pollution, the seabed--and ultimately produced the Law of the Sea.

The U.S. had helped pave the way. Three years before the convention, the Nixon administration had presented a draft treaty that proposed a forerunner to the International Seabed Authority: an agency established by the Law of the Sea that would collect royalties from underwater resources and distribute them to the developing world. But the nation's posture changed after Ronald Reagan's election in 1980. American delegates began showing up to negotiating sessions wearing ties that bore the image of Adam Smith, the father of free markets. It was an early sign of the administration's reluctance to regulate the maritime economy.

In 1982, the U.S. voted against adopting the Law of the Sea--one of only four countries to do so--and said it would refuse to ratify the finalized treaty. Reagan's reason: the regulations on mining, which he thought would hamper America's ability to exploit undersea mineral resources. He seemed particularly worried about the royalty scheme that would govern the international seafloor, a vast virgin deep that lies beyond the jurisdiction of any one state and makes up about half of the world's ocean floor.

That June, Reagan reportedly told his National Security Council, "We're policed and patrolled on land and there is so much regulation that I kind of thought that when you go out on the high seas you can do what you want." The president was concerned about "free oceans closing where we were getting along fine before," minutes from the meeting show. He dispatched onetime Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld to persuade other nations to reject the treaty, but the mission failed.

Just 16 years earlier, the U.S. under Johnson had set out to prevent nations from making unilateral claims to the high seas. Then America made its own. Months after the Law of the Sea was finalized, Reagan said the U.S. would abide by its rules on "traditional uses of the oceans," such as navigation, but not by the "unnecessary political and economic restraints" that the treaty imposed on mining. Instead, Reagan claimed jurisdiction over all the natural and mineral resources within 200 nautical miles of the nation's shores (230 regular miles), an allowance that the Law of the Sea granted only signatories. That is, he cited "international law" for permission, even though he had refused to ratify that law. Reagan showed that the U.S. could take what it wanted from the treaty without submitting to the UN. Judging by the newly extended shelf, it still can.

The State Department's Extended Continental Shelf Project works out of a National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration building in Boulder, Colorado, some 800 miles from the nearest ocean. Its office is down the hall from the Space Weather Prediction Center. When I visited last year, maps of the Arctic adorned the walls, and a whiteboard showed an elementary red drawing of the U.S. and Canada protruding into the Atlantic. Inside sat Brian Van Pay, the director of the project, and Kevin Baumert, its lawyer.

Van Pay and Baumert are picky about words. When I asked whether America had just gotten bigger, Van Pay replied: "It depends on how you define it. If you're talking about sovereignty"--he emphasized the last syllable--then no. "But if you're talking about sovereign rights"--maybe. "But it's not territory."

From the April 1969 issue: The deep-sea bed

According to the Law of the Sea, a continental shelf stretches 200 nautical miles from a nation's shores. Any country can mine this area without worrying about royalties. But the treaty lays out two formulas for tacking on "extended" shelf; calculating this is what kept Van Pay and Baumert busy. If you mine there, you need to pay royalties to the International Seabed Authority--unless you're America and haven't ratified the treaty.

The first formula requires finding the "foot of the continental slope," where the seabed starts to flatten out. For the next 60 nautical miles beyond that point, you've got continental shelf. The second formula involves the sediment on the ocean floor. (This goes by the technical name "ooze." It's plankton skeletons, mainly.) Shelves extend as long as the sediment covering them is thick enough that oil and gas could plausibly be stashed underneath. A team of scientists, led by the geologist Debbie Hutchinson, scanned the ocean floor with seismic sensors to find this boundary. Two regulatory limits circumscribed Van Pay and Baumert's calculations: No shelf can spread more than 350 nautical miles from shore, or more than 100 nautical miles beyond 2,500 meters of depth. The formulas yielded 1,279 coordinate points delineating the new shelf.

The rules are objective, but the results depend on other nations' recognition. Parts of America's new shelf overlap with those of the Bahamas, Canada, and Japan, prompting ongoing negotiations. And in March, Russia's foreign ministry said that it wouldn't recognize America's shelf, because the U.S. hadn't sent its data to the Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf, the agency created by the Law of the Sea to review such submissions.

Russia's claim relates to a broader concern that the U.S. has essentially ignored unfriendly provisions in the treaty--such as oversight requirements--while exploiting advantageous ones, such as formulas for shelf expansion. Van Pay and Baumert disagree with that characterization. Baumert told me that America's expansion is not unprecedented; more than three dozen countries have extended their shelves without ratifying the Law of the Sea. (Only four of those still haven't ratified, though: Syria, the United Arab Emirates, Venezuela, and the United States.)

Furthermore, Van Pay and Baumert told me that they hadn't sent in their new coordinate points because the Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf had never considered submissions from a nation that wasn't a party to the Law of the Sea. I asked the commission, If America submitted its shelf boundaries, would you review them? "This question has never been raised," Aldino Campos, the chair of the commission, told me. He said it wouldn't discuss whether to consider such a submission unless it actually receives one. But ultimately the commission only makes recommendations; actually asserting the new limits of a continental shelf falls to the United States.

Even though America hasn't ratified the treaty, Kraska, the law professor, told me it has an obligation to comply with it. He argued that it has taken on the force of "customary international law"--that is, a set of norms and practices that are so widely followed that they become binding to all nations, whether or not they're signatories. All told, he said, the U.S. has made a "credible, good-faith effort" to extend its continental shelf in accordance with the Law of the Sea.

Most mainstream U.S. government officials want America to ratify the treaty. Five presidents and at least five secretaries of state have urged Congress to join, arguing that it would help bolster the international rule of law. Becoming a party to the Law of the Sea would also allow the U.S. to further legitimize its expanded shelf.

Ever since Reagan, though, Republican lawmakers have staved off ratification, which requires two-thirds of the Senate. Along with conservative groups such as the Heritage Foundation, they worry that the royalty schemes would impose an undue financial burden and that joining the treaty could result in a "dangerous loss of American sovereignty."

Their calculus may soon change. As early as this year, the International Seabed Authority could finalize regulations that would open up mining on the international seafloor. Because America hasn't ratified the Law of the Sea, it won't have the right to participate. (Some conservatives argue, however, that the U.S. can simply do as it pleases on the international seafloor.) Pressure is mounting on lawmakers: In March, more than 300 former political and military leaders called on the Senate to ratify, reflecting concerns that America might not be able to keep up with China if it relies solely on its own shelf.

America may not mine its new seabed for decades anyhow. The role of the State Department, Van Pay and Baumert insist, is to set the fence posts, not referee what happens within them. In the meantime, America's shelf could keep growing. "We always want to leave open that possibility," Van Pay told me. More data could be collected, he said. "There are more invisible lines to draw."
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        Photos of the Week: Firefighters, Ice Marathon, Inauguration Day

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	January 24, 2025

            	28 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            A fragile cease-fire in Gaza, a lantern festival in China, a rare snowstorm along the American Gulf Coast, camel racing in Qatar, a comet in the sky above Uruguay, additional wildfires in California, and much more.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two people embrace, smiling at each other, holding a bouquet of flowers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Thai actors Apiwat "Porsch" Apiwatsayree (left) and Sappanyoo "Arm" Panatkool pose for pictures after registering their same-sex marriage at the Phra Nakhon district office in Bangkok, Thailand, on January 23, 2025. The high-profile gay couple were married on January 23, among the first of hundreds who joined them on the day the kingdom's landmark same-sex-marriage law went into effect.
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                [image: Ice clings to a cherub sculpture in a fountain on a chilly day.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ice clings to the cherub sculpture in the historic fountain at Forsyth Park after a rare snowstorm in Savannah, Georgia, on January 22, 2025.
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                [image: A person walks down a New Orleans street during a snowstorm.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The iconic St. Louis Cathedral in the French Quarter is barely visible in heavy snow on January 21, 2025, in New Orleans, Louisiana. A winter storm brought rare snowfall to the city, shutting down schools and businesses and drawing out locals, many of whom had never seen snow before.
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                [image: The sky is filled with dark smoke from a nearby wildfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Hughes Fire burns near Castaic, California, north of Los Angeles, on January 22, 2025. The fire prompted mandatory evacuations just over two weeks after the Eaton and Palisades Fires.
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                [image: Three emergency vehicles sit on the side of the road as flames from a wildfire race up a hill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Emergency vehicles sit on the side of the road as flames from the Hughes Fire race up a hill in Castaic, a northwestern neighborhood of Los Angeles, California, on January 22, 2025.
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                [image: Two firefighters use a hose to spray water amid a swirl of wind-blown embers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Firefighter Joshua Cari sprays water while battling the Lilac Fire near the Bonsall community of San Diego County, California, on January 21, 2025.
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                [image: About a dozen people are gathered beneath multiple kites in the air above.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People watch as participants fly kites during the Qatar Kite Festival, in Doha, on January 18, 2025.
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                [image: A comet in the night sky, beyond the silhouette of a tree]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Comet C/2024 G3 (ATLAS) is seen in the sky at dusk near Capilla del Sauce, Florida Department, Uruguay, on January 22, 2025. The comet reached its closest point to the sun on January 13, 2025.
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                [image: A large flock of cranes gathers in a field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Migrating cranes flock at sunrise in the Hula Lake conservation area, north of the Sea of Galilee, Israel, on January 23, 2025.
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                [image: A diver watches a costumed woman free dive in a water tank.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A diver watches a woman free dive in a tank at a water sports and boat show in Dusseldorf, Germany, on January 17, 2025.
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                [image: President Donald Trump, first lady Melania Trump, and others dance on a circular stage covered with the seal of the president of the United States.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                President Donald Trump and first lady Melania Trump and Vice President J. D. Vance and second lady Usha Vance dance  at the Starlight Ball, part of the 60th presidential inauguration, on January 21, 2025, in Washington, D.C.
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                [image: From left: Mark Zuckerberg, Lauren Sanchez, Jeff Bezos, Sundar Pichai, and Elon Musk]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Presidential inauguration guests, including Mark Zuckerberg, Jeff Bezos, Sundar Pichai, and Elon Musk, arrive in the Rotunda of the U.S. Capitol, in Washington, D.C., on January 20, 2025.
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                [image: A child wearing a suit leans on a ledge above a large frame displaying the seal of the president of the United States.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Vivek, son of U.S. Vice President J. D. Vance, attends the inaugural parade inside Capital One Arena on the Inauguration Day of U.S. President Donald Trump's second presidential term, in Washington, D.C., on January 20, 2025.
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                [image: A large crowd of protesters carry signs with various messages, including "The inferiority of women is man-made" and "Real men serve their country, not themselves."]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Demonstrators participate in the People's March on Washington on January 18, 2025, in Washington, D.C. Two days before the presidential inauguration, activists rallied in opposition to the incoming Trump administration's policy objectives.
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                [image: Hundreds of people wearing traditional costumes fill a city street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Parachicos dancers perform in the street during the Saint Sebastian celebration on January 20, 2025, in Chiapa de Corzo, Mexico.
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                [image: Camels ridden by small robot jockeys run in a race.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Camels equipped with robot jockeys race during an event organised by the Qatar Camel Racing Organizing Committee in Al-Shahaniya, about 40 kilometers west of Doha, on January 22, 2025.
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                [image: An aerial view of runners competing in a marathon on a frozen lake]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of runners competing on a frozen lake during the 2025 Shenyang*Kangping Wolong Lake Ice and Snow Marathon, on January 19, 2025, in Shenyang, Liaoning province, China
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                [image: Spoked structures amid cracked ice on a lake]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The waters of Lake Michigan are frozen in Montrose Harbor in below-zero temperatures across the Great Lakes region, on January 21, 2025, in Chicago.
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                [image: People laugh as they sled on a snow-covered hill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Abbie Schuh and her 8-year-old daughter, Louise Delisio, get covered in snow as they sled down a hill at Hermann Park in Houston, Texas, on January 21, 2025.
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                [image: A man carries a small dog during a snow storm.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                John Ridgway holds Bentley, a Yorkie, as they walk during a winter storm in Houston, Texas, on January 21, 2025.
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                [image: A man cleans the nose of a large sleeping Buddha statue.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man cleans a sleeping Buddha statue ahead of the Chinese Lunar New Year celebration at the Buddha Dharma and 8 Po Sat temple in Bogor, West Java province, Indonesia, on January 19, 2025.
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                [image: A huge colorful lantern shaped like the bust of a mythical monkey king]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of a Monkey King lantern display ahead of the opening of the 2025 Greater Bay Area Lantern Festival on January 19, 2025, in Guangzhou, Guangdong province, China
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                [image: Audience members hold up hands and phones during a concert performance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Audience members hold up hands and phones as JPEGMafia performs at Alcatraz in Milan, Italy, on January 22, 2024.
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                [image: A crowded section of an outdoor stadium during a snowstorm, with almost everyone wearing hats and hoods]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Football fans are covered by snow during the fourth quarter of a game between the Philadelphia Eagles and the Los Angeles Rams in the NFC Divisional Playoff at Lincoln Financial Field on January 19, 2025, in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.
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                [image: An aerial view of more than a dozen homes that burned in a fire in California]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                On January 21, 2025, an aerial view of homes in Altadena, California, that burned in the Eaton Fire, alongside one home that survived intact
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                [image: A line of firefighters use hand tools to clear dry brush along a hillside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Firefighters work to create a containment fire line to control the Hughes Fire in Castaic, a neighborhood of Los Angeles, California, on January 23, 2025.
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                [image: An aerial view of a fog-filled valley]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A drone view shows the Sil Canyon surrounded by fog in the Ribeira Sacra region near Parada de Sil, Galicia, Spain, on January 17, 2025.
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                [image: People walk in small groups down a road surrounded by many immense piles of rubble and debris.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of displaced Palestinians returning to the war-devastated Jabalia refugee camp in the northern Gaza Strip on January 19, 2025, shortly before a cease-fire deal in the war between Israel and the Palestinian militant group Hamas was implemented.
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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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Is This How Reddit Ends?

The site has become a reservoir of humanity on the web. Now it, too, is turning to AI.

by Matteo Wong




The internet is growing more hostile to humans. Google results are stuffed with search-optimized spam, unhelpful advertisements, and AI slop. Amazon has become littered with undifferentiated junk. The state of social media, meanwhile--fractured, disorienting, and prone to boosting all manner of misinformation--can be succinctly described as a cesspool.



It's with some irony, then, that Reddit has become a reservoir of humanity. The platform has itself been called a cesspool, rife with hateful rhetoric and falsehoods. But it is also known for quirky discussions and impassioned debates on any topic among its users. Does charging your brother rent, telling your mom she's an unwanted guest, or giving your wife a performance review make you an asshole? (Redditors voted no, yes, and "everyone sucks," respectively.) The site is where fans hash out the best rap album ever and plumbers weigh in on how to unclog a drain. As Google has begun to offer more and more vacuous SEO sites and ads in response to queries, many people have started adding reddit to their searches to find thoughtful, human-written answers: find mosquito in bedroom reddit; fix musty sponge reddit.



But now even Reddit is becoming more artificial. The platform has quietly started beta-testing Reddit Answers, what it calls an "AI-powered conversational interface." In function and design, the feature--which is so far available only for some users in the U.S.--is basically an AI chatbot. On a new search screen accessible from the homepage, Reddit Answers takes anyone's queries, trawls the site for relevant discussions and debates, and composes them into a response. In other words, a site that sells itself as a home for "authentic human connection" is now giving humans the option to interact with an algorithm instead.



The company announced the feature last month as an improved "search experience" that pulls "information ... from real conversations and communities across all of Reddit." Reddit Answers includes links to those conversations, which users are free to click, read, and comment on. Even so, using Reddit Answers is a demoralizing experience. It's streamlined, yes: The AI responds to questions in bulleted lists, with bold headings followed by summaries of and brief quotes from actual Reddit discussions. But these answers lose the messy, endearing excess of any good Reddit thread. They appear like takeaways instead of teasers, final answers instead of entry points for further discovery; you are unlikely to fall down a rabbit hole of posts from here. Nor are you encouraged to unfurl a thread of people debating, reviewing, and building upon legitimately useful advice. Instead of a Redditor, you feel like you're just here to peck meat off of some bones.



Consider, for example, requesting tips for traveling with a baby on an airplane. Reddit Answers generates a list of ideas--perhaps "Pack Essentials" or "Board Early"--decontextualized from the parents who gathered this wisdom, the horrifying and hilarious anecdotes in their original posts, and the heartwarming support and tips in additional responses. Perhaps the greatest value of a good Reddit thread is the informed disagreement on best purchases and practices--what really were the best earbuds of 2024, and for what reasons. The chatbot's bulleted summaries steamroll that back-and-forth. The AI answer isn't even clearly more efficient or useful than reading answers yourself. Aside from the specificity, caveats, and elaboration unique to human conversations, many Redditors already format their responses in digestible lists. (In one thread asking for tips for flying with a baby, the top comment is a list in which every other bullet reads "snacks.")



For less pragmatic matters, it's hard to imagine any advantage to using Reddit's AI. Asking the chatbot for music recommendations will return a boring, unwieldy list. The Reddit thread "What's a dead giveaway someone grew up as an only child?" has some fantastic responses--doesn't immediately know which half of a sliced cake is bigger, can't roughhouse, leaves rooms without announcing where they are going--while the AI answers are bland: "Difficulty Sharing," "Difficulty in Relationships." Why would I ask an AI about the odds that the New York Mets re-sign Pete Alonso, what makes focaccia in Liguria special, or the annoying thing about transplants to New York City? Reddit, for its part, seems to understand the limitations: When I reached out to ask about this product, a spokesperson told me over email that in part, "Answers simply summarizes redditors' existing posts and conversations without presenting an opinion or perspective of its own" and directs users to relevant discussions.



The site exists as it always has outside of Reddit Answers, but the embrace of generative AI feels foreboding. This is a trend across much of the digital and now even physical worlds, as tech companies stuff the technology into apps, smartphones, and glasses. AI can legitimately make life easier--helping more quickly summarize complex topics, write computer code, or edit photos, for instance. But many applications of AI remain limited and frequently superfluous. Google, instead of organizing humanmade information, is blending the web through frequently flawed "AI Overviews." Apple is touting an Apple Intelligence service that has sent fake-news alerts (a problem that the company solved by temporarily turning off this part of the feature altogether) and that strip-mines texts into "lifeless summaries," as my colleague Lila Shroff noted. Mikey Shulman, the CEO of Suno, an AI music start-up, recently said that making music is "not really enjoyable"--his product can do that work instead. Algorithms, instead of helping bring you to humans, are being pitched as the web's start, middle, and end point.

Read: Apple lost the plot on texting



All of these generative-AI applications, of course, are only as good as the content they draw from. (Reddit has long been prized as a trove of high-quality AI-training data.) Without human answers, there is no Reddit Answers--and so, should the feature really take off and Redditors stop engaging with one another, the chatbot will be drained of biological intelligence, and soul as well. It's the same with any AI tool seeking to synthesize, summarize, and boil portions of the web to their essence: Eventually, the pot will burn dry.
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The Libs Are Having Their Paranoia Moment

A rightward turn in the tech world has some users on edge.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany




The #Democrat and #Democrats hashtags, on Instagram, are affixed to a lot of low-quality content: a crying Statue of Liberty; Elon Musk with a Hitler mustache; other, worse memes that aren't even decipherable. But for a short time last week, these posts were blocked from view. Donald Trump's second presidency had only just begun, and suddenly--suspiciously--any platform search for #Democrat or #Democrats returned an error message: "We've hidden these results," it said. "Results from the term you searched may contain sensitive content."

TikTok, too, was soon accused of censoring anti-Trump dissent, and of changing up its algorithmically generated feeds to favor right-wing content. Back on Instagram, and also on Facebook, many people said that their accounts had auto-followed Donald Trump and J. D. Vance, while posts from abortion-pill providers were getting blurred out or removed from search results. To some, this pattern was as unmistakable as it was malicious: Social media was turning against Democrats.

For years, such worries went the other way. Right-wing figures groused that their views were being hidden, or moderated more heavily than their rivals'. It seems like only yesterday that Donald Trump Jr. was reposting copypasta on Instagram in an effort to suss out whether he'd been shadowbanned. That was around the same time as the former Twitter regime's botched management of a radioactive news story about Hunter Biden, which gave rise to an enduring symbol of anti-Republican censorship. Now the roles are reversed, and Democrats are feeling paranoid.

Then and now, the particulars have never really matched people's sense of persecution. Despite some high-profile incidents that suggested bias, Republicans do not appear to have been intentionally and broadly censored by the major social-media platforms. Last week's incidents have been similarly overinterpreted. For starters, the funny business with the #Democrat hashtag was almost certainly a technical glitch (as Meta told reporters). (If Instagram really meant to launch a crackdown on left-leaning speech, would it choose to block just two generic hashtags?) And TikTok users should not have been surprised to see "Free Palestine" videos suppressed in their TikTok feeds: That platform has often erred on the side of minimizing the visibility of even lightly controversial political issues. (TikTok denies having changed any policies or algorithms since the inauguration.) As for the auto-following of Trump and Vance, that was just a product of the transfer of official president and vice-president accounts to the new administration. Meta acknowledged that some of the blocked abortion-pill content had resulted from "over-enforcement." A spokesperson told several news outlets, including The Atlantic: "We've been quite clear in recent weeks that we want to allow more speech and reduce enforcement mistakes."

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

This doesn't mean people are wrong to say that something feels different. Much has been written about the tech world's recent warming to President Trump. It was on full display at the inauguration, where Mark Zuckerberg, Jeff Bezos, Elon Musk, Sundar Pichai, and other famous tech-world figures stood together with the Trump family. This visual--accompanied by sizable donations and kind words--stands in contrast to the reception that the industry gave Trump when he was first elected, in 2016, or when he tried to stay in power after losing in 2020.

Official policies are changing too. Zuckerberg has made a number of significant management decisions in the past several months: He got rid of Meta's DEI team; he ended fact-checking on Facebook and Instagram, explaining that the checkers had become too politically biased in favor of liberals and the left; and he overhauled his company's hate-speech rules to "get rid of a bunch of restrictions on topics like immigration and gender" that were, as he put it, "out of touch with mainstream discourse." On Joe Rogan's podcast, Zuckerberg described the "journey" he'd been on for the past eight years, from disillusionment with the media during the first Trump administration to a loss of faith in the federal government during the Biden administration. Both, he claimed, had tried to force his hand and make his platforms more censorial.

Zuckerberg hasn't indicated any desire to interfere with Instagram moderation at a granular level, or do any other editing of political speech. Still, users are right to wonder whether his personal political views may influence the operations of the multiple enormous platforms over which he has nearly unfettered control. The same reasonable doubts apply to TikTok. This was never a free-speech-oriented platform, but its users could hardly avoid being made aware of the company's new coziness with Trump. "As a result of President Trump's efforts, TikTok is back in the U.S.!," they were told by the app on January 19, after it had been very briefly banned. (The same evening, the company sponsored a glitzy party for social-media influencers who had aided the Trump campaign.) And X, of course, is run by one of Trump's most enthusiastic backers. An ongoing user exodus from that platform saw another burst last week amid the controversy over whether Musk did or did not intend to give a Nazi salute at the inauguration.

How the CEO of a social-media company thinks and acts may be taken as a clue to how their platform operates. (Until recently, Zuckerberg was known as a Millennial liberal, and an ally to mainstream Democrats. Jack Dorsey, the former CEO of Twitter, had a similar reputation.) But these signals only go so far: The actual maintenance of a social network unfolds behind the scenes; what rules exist aren't nearly as important as how they get enforced, which has always been opaque.

Social-media users today are just as in the dark as ever. We know only what we've been told, and even then, we don't know whether we should believe it. A kind of folklore has emerged around what's really going on, flavored by anxiety and dread, and shifting with the news. The specific stories may be changing, but their overarching paranoia has some basis in the truth. There is no great conspiracy to bottle up a hashtag--but the people in charge of social media can do whatever they want.
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China's DeepSeek Surprise

What to make of China's suddenly popular new AI model

by Matteo Wong




One week ago, a new and formidable challenger for OpenAI's throne emerged. A Chinese AI start-up, DeepSeek, launched a model that appeared to match the most powerful version of ChatGPT but, at least according to its creator, was a fraction of the cost to build. The program, called DeepSeek-R1, has incited plenty of concern: Ultrapowerful Chinese AI models are exactly what many leaders of American AI companies feared when they, and more recently President Donald Trump, have sounded alarms about a technological race between the United States and the People's Republic of China. This is a "wake up call for America," Alexandr Wang, the CEO of Scale AI, commented on social media.



But at the same time, many Americans--including much of the tech industry--appear to be lauding this Chinese AI. As of this morning, DeepSeek had overtaken ChatGPT as the top free application on Apple's mobile-app store in the United States. Researchers, executives, and investors have been heaping on praise. The new DeepSeek model "is one of the most amazing and impressive breakthroughs I've ever seen," the venture capitalist Marc Andreessen, an outspoken supporter of Trump, wrote on X. The program shows "the power of open research," Yann LeCun, Meta's chief AI scientist, wrote online.



Indeed, the most notable feature of DeepSeek may be not that it is Chinese, but that it is relatively open. Unlike top American AI labs--OpenAI, Anthropic, and Google DeepMind--which keep their research almost entirely under wraps, DeepSeek has made the program's final code, as well as an in-depth technical explanation of the program, free to view, download, and modify. In other words, anybody from any country, including the U.S., can use, adapt, and even improve upon the program. That openness makes DeepSeek a boon for American start-ups and researchers--and an even bigger threat to the top U.S. companies, as well as the government's national-security interests.



To understand what's so impressive about DeepSeek, one has to look back to last month, when OpenAI launched its own technical breakthrough: the full release of o1, a new kind of AI model that, unlike all the "GPT"-style programs before it, appears able to "reason" through challenging problems. o1 displayed leaps in performance on some of the most challenging math, coding, and other tests available, and sent the rest of the AI industry scrambling to replicate the new reasoning model--which OpenAI disclosed very few technical details about. The start-up, and thus the American AI industry, were on top. (The Atlantic recently entered into a corporate partnership with OpenAI.)



DeepSeek, less than two months later, not only exhibits those same "reasoning" capabilities apparently at much lower costs but has also spilled to the rest of the world at least one way to match OpenAI's more covert methods. The program is not entirely open-source--its training data, for instance, and the fine details of its creation are not public--but unlike with ChatGPT, Claude, or Gemini, researchers and start-ups can still study the DeepSearch research paper and directly work with its code. OpenAI has enormous amounts of capital, computer chips, and other resources, and has been working on AI for a decade. In comparison, DeepSeek is a smaller team formed two years ago with far less access to essential AI hardware, because of U.S. export controls on advanced AI chips, but it has relied on various software and efficiency improvements to catch up. DeepSeek has reported that the final training run of a previous iteration of the model that R1 is built from, released last month, cost less than $6 million. Meanwhile, Dario Amodei, the CEO of Anthropic, has said that U.S. companies are already spending on the order of $1 billion to train future models. Exactly how much the latest DeepSeek cost to build is uncertain--some researchers and executives, including Wang, have cast doubt on just how cheap it could have been--but the price for software developers to incorporate DeepSeek-R1 into their own products is roughly 95 percent cheaper than incorporating OpenAI's o1, as measured by the price of every "token"--basically, every word--the model generates.



DeepSeek's success has abruptly forced a wedge between Americans most directly invested in outcompeting China and those who benefit from any access to the best, most reliable AI models. (It's a divide that echoes Americans' attitudes about TikTok--China hawks versus content creators--and other Chinese apps and platforms.) For the start-up and research community, DeepSeek is an enormous win. "A non-US company is keeping the original mission of OpenAI alive," Jim Fan, a top AI researcher at the chipmaker Nvidia and a former OpenAI employee, wrote on X. "Truly open, frontier research that empowers all."



But for America's top AI companies and the nation's government, what DeepSeek represents is unclear. The stocks of many major tech firms--including Nvidia, Alphabet, and Microsoft--dropped this morning amid the excitement around the Chinese model. And Meta, which has branded itself as a champion of open-source models in contrast to OpenAI, now seems a step behind. (The company is reportedly panicking.) To some investors, all of those massive data centers, billions of dollars of investment, or even the half-a-trillion-dollar AI-infrastructure joint venture from OpenAI, Oracle, and SoftBank, which Trump recently announced from the White House, could seem far less essential. Maybe bigger AI isn't better. For those who fear that AI will strengthen "the Chinese Communist Party's global influence," as OpenAI wrote in a recent lobbying document, this is legitimately concerning: The DeepSeek app refuses to answer questions about, for instance, the Tiananmen Square protests and massacre of 1989 (although the censorship may be relatively easy to circumvent).



None of that is to say the AI boom is over, or will take a radically different form going forward. The next iteration of OpenAI's reasoning models, o3, appears far more powerful than o1 and will soon be available to the public. There are some signs that DeepSeek trained on ChatGPT outputs (outputting "I'm ChatGPT" when asked what model it is), although perhaps not intentionally--if that's the case, it's possible that DeepSeek could only get a head start thanks to other high-quality chatbots. America's AI innovation is accelerating, and its major forms are beginning to take on a technical research focus other than reasoning: "agents," or AI systems that can use computers on behalf of humans. American tech giants could, in the end, even benefit. Satya Nadella, the CEO of Microsoft, framed DeepSeek as a win: More efficient AI means that use of AI across the board will "skyrocket, turning it into a commodity we just can't get enough of," he wrote on X today--which, if true, would help Microsoft's profits as well.



Still, the pressure is on OpenAI, Google, and their competitors to maintain their edge. With the release of DeepSeek, the nature of any U.S.-China AI "arms race" has shifted. Preventing AI computer chips and code from spreading to China evidently has not tamped the ability of researchers and companies located there to innovate. And the relatively transparent, publicly available version of DeepSeek could mean that Chinese programs and approaches, rather than leading American programs, become global technological standards for AI--akin to how the open-source Linux operating system is now standard for major web servers and supercomputers. Being democratic--in the sense of vesting power in software developers and users--is precisely what has made DeepSeek a success. If Chinese AI maintains its transparency and accessibility, despite emerging from an authoritarian regime whose citizens can't even freely use the web, it is moving in exactly the opposite direction of where America's tech industry is heading.
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Europe's Elon Musk Problem

He and other tech oligarchs are making it impossible to conduct free and fair elections anywhere.

by Anne Applebaum




During an American election, a rich man can hand out $1 million checks to prospective voters. Companies and people can use secretly funded "dark money" nonprofits to donate unlimited money, anonymously, to super PACs, which can then spend it on advertising campaigns. Podcasters, partisans, or anyone, really, can tell outrageous, incendiary lies about a candidate. They can boost those falsehoods through targeted online advertising. No special courts or election rules can stop the disinformation from spreading before voters see it. The court of public opinion, which over the past decade has seen and heard everything, no longer cares. U.S. elections are now a political Las Vegas: Anything goes.

But that's not the way elections are run in other countries. In Britain, political parties are, at least during the run-up to an election, limited to spending no more than PS54,010 per candidate. In Germany, as in many other European countries, the state funds political parties, proportionate to their number of elected parliamentarians, so that politicians do not have to depend on, and become corrupted by, wealthy donors. In Poland, courts fast-track election-related libel cases in the weeks before a vote in order to discourage people from lying.

Nor is this unique to Europe. Many democracies have state or public media that are obligated, at least in principle, to give equal time to all sides. Many require political donations to be transparent, with the names of donors listed in an online registry. Many have limits on political advertising. Some countries also have rules about hate speech and indict people who break them.

Countries apply these laws to create conditions for fair debate, to build trust in the system, and to inspire confidence in the winning candidates. Some democracies believe that transparency matters--that voters should know who is funding their candidates, as well as who is paying for political messages on social media or anywhere else. In some places, these rules have a loftier goal: to prevent the rise of antidemocratic extremism of the kind that has engulfed democracies--and especially European democracies--in the past.

But for how much longer can democracies pursue these goals? We live in a world in which algorithms controlled by American and Chinese oligarchs choose the messages and images seen by millions of people; in which money can move through secret bank accounts with the help of crypto schemes; and in which this dark money can then boost anonymous social-media accounts with the aim of shaping public opinion. In such a world, how can any election rules be enforced? If you are Albania, or even the United Kingdom, do you still get to set the parameters of your public debate? Or are you now forced to be Las Vegas too?

Although it's easy to get distracted by the schoolyard nicknames and irresponsible pedophilia accusations that Elon Musk flings around, these are the real questions posed by his open, aggressive use of X to spread false information and promote extremist and anti-European politicians in the U.K., Germany, and elsewhere. The integrity of elections--and the possibility of debate untainted by misinformation injected from abroad--is equally challenged by TikTok, the Chinese platform, and by Mark Zuckerberg's Meta, whose subsidiaries include Facebook, Instagram, WhatsApp, and Threads. TikTok says the company does not accept any paid political advertising. Meta, which announced in January that it is abandoning fact-checking on its sites in the U.S., also says it will continue to comply with European laws. But even before Zuckerberg's radical policy change, these promises were empty. Meta's vaunted content curation and moderation have never been transparent. Nobody knew, and nobody knows, what exactly Facebook's algorithm was promoting and why. Even an occasional user of these platforms encounters spammers, scammers, and opaque accounts running foreign influence operations. No guide to the algorithm, and no real choices about it, are available on Meta products, X, or TikTok.

Musk's personal X account has more than 212 million followers, giving him enormous power to set the news agenda around the world.

In truth, no one knows if any platforms really comply with political-funding rules either, because nobody outside the companies can fully monitor what happens online during an intense election campaign--and after the voting has ended, it's too late. According to declassified Romanian-intelligence documents, someone allegedly spent more than $1 million on TikTok content in the 18 months before an election in support of a Romanian presidential candidate who declared that he himself had spent nothing at all. In a belated attempt to address this and other alleged discrepancies, a Romanian court canceled the first round of that election, a decision that itself damaged Romanian democracy.

Not all of this is new. Surreptitious political-party funding was a feature of the Cold War, and the Russian government has continued this practice, sometimes by offering deals to foreign businesspeople close to pro-Russian politicians. Press moguls with international political ambitions are hardly a novelty. Rupert Murdoch, an Australian who has U.S. citizenship, has long played an outsize role in U.K. politics through his media companies. John Major, the former British prime minister and Conservative Party leader, has said that in 1997, Murdoch threatened to pull his newspapers' support unless the prime minister pursued a more anti-European policy. Major refused. Murdoch has said, "I have never asked a prime minister for anything," but one of his Conservative-leaning tabloids, The Sun, did endorse the Labour Party in the next election. Major lost.

That incident now seems almost quaint. Even at the height of its influence, the print edition of The Sun sold 4 million copies a day. More to the point, it operated, and still does, within the constraints of U.K. rules and regulations, as do all broadcast and print media. Murdoch's newspapers take British libel and hate-speech laws into consideration when they run stories. His business strategy is necessarily shaped by rules limiting what a single company can own. After his journalists were accused of hacking phones and bribing police in the early 2000s, Murdoch himself had to testify before an investigative commission, and he closed down one of his tabloids for good.

McKay Coppins: Europe braces for Trump

Social media not only has far greater reach--Musk's personal X account has more than 212 million followers, giving him enormous power to set the news agenda around the world--it also exists outside the legal system. Under the American law known as Section 230, passed nearly three decades ago, internet platforms are not treated as publishers in the U.S. In practice, neither Facebook nor X has the same legal responsibility for what appears on their platforms as do, say, The Wall Street Journal and CNN. And this, too, has consequences: Americans have created the information climate that other countries must accept, and this allows deceptive election practices to thrive. If countries don't have their own laws, and until recently most did not, Section 230 effectively requires them to treat social-media companies as if they exist outside their legal systems too.

Brazil broke with this pattern last year, when a judge demanded that Musk comply with Brazilian laws against spreading misinformation and political extremism, and forced X offline until he did. Several European countries, including the U.K., Germany, and France, have also passed laws designed to bring the platforms into compliance with their own legal systems, mandating fines for companies that violate hate-speech laws or host other illegal content. But these laws are controversial and hard to enforce. Besides, "illegal speech" is not necessarily the central problem. No laws prevented Musk from interviewing Alice Weidel, a leader of the far-right Alternative for Germany (AfD) party, on X, thereby providing her with a huge platform, available to no other political candidate, in the month before a national election. The interview, which included several glaringly false statements (among others, that Weidel was the "leading" candidate), was viewed 45 million times in 24 hours, a number far beyond the reach of any German public or private media.

Only one institution on the planet is large enough and powerful enough to write and enforce laws that could make the tech companies change their policies. Partly for that reason, the European Union may soon become one of the Trump administration's most prominent targets. In theory, the EU's Digital Services Act, which took full effect last year, can be used to regulate, fine, and, in extreme circumstances, ban internet companies whose practices clash with European laws. Yet a primary intent of the act is not punitive, but rather to open up the platforms: to allow vetted researchers access to platform data, and to give citizens more transparency about what they hear and see. Freedom of speech also means the right to receive information, and at the moment social-media companies operate behind a curtain. We don't know if they are promoting or suppressing certain points of view, curbing or encouraging orchestrated political campaigns, discouraging or provoking violent riots. Above all, we don't know who is paying for misinformation to be spread online.

In the past, the EU has not hesitated to try to apply European law to tech companies. Over the past decade, for example, Google has faced three fines totaling more than $8 billion for breaking antitrust law (though one of these fines was overturned by the EU's General Court in 2024).


A group of American oligarchs want to undermine European institutions because they don't want to be regulated.


In November, the European Commission fined Meta more than $800 million for unfair trade practices. But for how much longer will the EU have this authority? In the fall, J. D. Vance issued an extraordinarily unsubtle threat, one that is frequently repeated in Europe. "If NATO wants us to continue supporting them and NATO wants us to continue to be a good participant in this military alliance," Vance told an interviewer, "why don't you respect American values and respect free speech?" Mark Zuckerberg, echoing Vance's misuse of the expression free speech to mean "freedom to conceal company practices from the public," put it even more crudely. In a conversation with Joe Rogan in January, Zuckerberg said he feels "optimistic" that President Donald Trump will intervene to stop the EU from enforcing its own antitrust laws: "I think he just wants America to win."

Does America "winning" mean that European democracies, and maybe other democracies, lose? Some European politicians think it might. Robert Habeck, the German vice chancellor and a leader of that country's Green Party, believes that Musk's frenzies of political activity on X aren't the random blurts of an addled mind, but rather are "logical and systematic." In his New Year's address, Habeck said that Musk is deliberately "strengthening those who are weakening Europe," including the explicitly anti-European AfD. This, he believes, is because "a weak Europe is in the interest of those for whom regulation is an inappropriate limitation of their power."

Until recently, Russia was the most important state seeking to undermine European institutions. Vladimir Putin has long disliked the EU because it restricts Russian companies' ability to intimidate and bribe European political leaders and companies, and because the EU is larger and more powerful than Russia, whereas European countries on their own are not. Now a group of American oligarchs also want to undermine European institutions, because they don't want to be regulated--and they may have the American president on their side. Quite soon, the European Union, along with Great Britain and other democracies around the world, might find that they have to choose between their alliance with the United States and their ability to run their own elections and select their own leaders without the pressure of aggressive outside manipulation. Ironically, countries, such as Brazil, that don't have the same deep military, economic, and cultural ties to the U.S. may find it easier to maintain the sovereignty of their political systems and the transparency of their information ecosystems than Europeans.

A crunch point is imminent, when the European Commission finally concludes a year-long investigation into X. Tellingly, two people who have advised the commission on this investigation would talk with me only off the record, because the potential for reprisals against them and their organizations--whether it be online trolling and harassment or lawsuits--is too great. Still, both advisers said that the commission has the power to protect Europe's sovereignty, and to force the platforms to be more transparent. "The commission should look at the raft of laws and rules it has available and see how they can be applied," one of them told me, "always remembering that this is not about taking action against a person's voice. This is the commission saying that everyone's voice should be equal."

At least in theory, no country is obligated to become an electoral Las Vegas, as America has. Global democracies could demand greater transparency around the use of algorithms, both on social media and in the online-advertising market more broadly. They could offer consumers more control over what they see, and more information about what they don't see. They could enforce their own campaign-funding laws. These changes could make the internet more open and fair, and therefore a better, safer place for the exercise of free speech. If the chances of success seem narrow, it's not because of the lack of a viable legal framework--rather it's because, at the moment, cowardice is as viral as one of Musk's tweets.



This article appears in the March 2025 print edition with the headline "Can Europe Stop Elon Musk?"
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MAGA Is Starting to Crack

Now that Trump is president again, the right's moment of unity is over.

by Ali Breland




On Sunday night, in the basement ballroom of the Salamander Hotel in Washington, D.C., Charlie Kirk was happier than I'd ever seen him. "I truly believe that this is God's grace on our country, giving us another chance to fight and to flourish," Kirk, the head of Turning Point USA, a conservative youth-outreach organization, said to cheers from the hundreds of MAGA loyalists who had come out for his pre-inaugural ball. "What we are about to experience is a new golden era, an American renaissance."



The celebrations have continued now that Donald Trump is back in the White House, as he has signed a flurry of executive orders to make good on his campaign promises. But this might be the best mood that MAGA world will be in for a while. The president's coalition is split between two distinct but overlapping factions that are destined for infighting. On one side are the far-right nationalists and reactionaries who have stood by Trump since he went down his golden escalator. Among them are Stephen Miller, who is seen as a chief architect of Trump's anti-immigration agenda, and Steve Bannon, Trump's former chief strategist and the former executive chair of Breitbart News. On the other side is the tech right: Elon Musk and other Silicon Valley elites, including Peter Thiel and Marc Andreessen, who have become ardent supporters of the president. Already, these groups are butting heads on key aspects of Trump's immigration crackdown. In Trump's second term, not everyone can win.



During the campaign, it was easy for these two groups to be aligned in the goal of electing Trump. Members of the nationalist wing took glee in how Musk boosted their ideology on X, the social platform he owns. With his more than 200 million followers, Musk has helped spread far-right conspiracy theories, such as the false claim that Haitian immigrants in Ohio are eating people's pets. Meanwhile, the tech right has relished attacks on DEI efforts in the workplace--attacks that have allowed them to more easily walk back hiring practices, against the wishes of their more liberal employees.



But the two groups also want different things. The nationalist right wants an economy that prioritizes and assists American-born families (specifically, traditional nuclear ones), sometimes at the expense of business interests; the tech right wants a deregulated economy that bolsters its bottom line. The nationalist right wants to stop almost all immigration; the tech right wants to bring in immigrant workers as it pleases. The nationalist right wants to return America to a pre-internet era that it perceives as stable and prosperous; the tech right wants to usher in a bold, globally focused new economy.



Already, the cracks have started to show. Last month, Trump's pick of the Silicon Valley venture capitalist Sriram Krishnan as an AI adviser led to a bitter and very public spat between the two camps over visas for highly skilled immigrants. ("FUCK YOURSELF in the face," Musk at one point told his critics on the right.) At the time, I argued that the MAGA honeymoon is over. The disagreements have only intensified. Last week, after former President Joe Biden used his farewell speech to warn about the influence of Silicon Valley oligarchs and the "tech industrial complex," the white-nationalist influencer Nick Fuentes posted on X that "Biden is right." Bannon, in particular, has not relented: Earlier this month, he told an Italian newspaper that Musk is a "truly evil person" and that he would get the billionaire "kicked out" of Trump's orbit by Inauguration Day. (Considering that Musk is reportedly getting an office in the West Wing, Bannon does not seem to have been successful in that quest.) In an interview with my colleagues Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer, Bannon described the tech titans as "nerds" whom Trump was humiliating. Seeing them on Inauguration Day was "like walking into Teddy Roosevelt's lodge and seeing the mounted heads of all the big game he shot," Bannon said.



In a sense, he is right. During the inauguration ceremony, tech billionaires--including Musk, Meta CEO Mark Zuckerberg, the Amazon founder Jeff Bezos, Google CEO Sundar Pichai, and Apple CEO Tim Cook--sat directly behind Trump's family on the dais. They are not all as forcefully pro-Trump as Musk, but they have cozied up to the president by dining with him at Mar-a-Lago and making million-dollar donations to his inaugural fund (in some cases from their personal bank accounts, and in others from the corporations they head).



In doing so, they've gotten his ear and can now influence the president in ways that might not line up with the priorities of the nationalist right. On Monday, during his first press conference from the White House this term, Trump defended the H-1B visa program: "We want competent people coming into our country," he said. Later, Bannon responded on his podcast, lamenting the "techno-feudalists" to whom Trump is apparently listening.



Both factions still have overlapping interests. They are both fed up with a country that they see as having grown weak and overly considerate to the needs of the vulnerable, at the expense of the most productive. America lacks a "masculine energy," as Zuckerberg recently put it. Some members in both camps seem interested in trying to reconcile their differences, or at least in not driving the wedge further. On the eve of the inauguration, just before Turning Point USA's ball, the right-wing publishing house Passage Publishing held its own ball in D.C.--an event intended to be a night when "MAGA meets the Tech Right." The head of Passage Publishing, Jonathan Keeperman, has been keen on playing peacemaker. Last month, he went on Kirk's podcast and tried to frame the debate over visas as one where his reactionary, nativist wing of the right could find common cause with the tech right. By limiting immigration and "developing our own native-born" STEM talent, he said, Silicon Valley can "win the AI arms race."



Kirk couldn't keep his frustration toward the tech elite from seeping out. "Big Tech has censored us and smeared us and treated us terribly," he said. "Why would we then accommodate their policy wishes?" It's easy to imagine Musk asking the same question. He and his peers run some of the most powerful companies in the world. They're not going to give that up because a few  people, on the very platforms that they own, told them to. Each side is steadfast in what it wants, and won't easily give in.



We already can guess how this will end. During his first administration, despite making populist promises on the campaign trail, Trump eventually sided with the wealthy. Bannon, Trump's chief strategist during the start of his first term, pushed for tax hikes on the wealthy. Seven months into his presidency, Trump fired him, and then proceeded to pass tax cuts. In his new administration, the nationalist right will certainly make gains--it is thrilled with Trump's moves around birthright citizenship and his pledge to push forward with mass deportations. But if it's ever in conflict with what Trump's rich advisers in the tech world want, good luck.



Remember, it was Zuckerberg, Bezos, and Musk who sat on the dais at Trump's inauguration. Bannon, Keeperman, and Kirk were nowhere in sight.
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OpenAI Goes MAGA

Sam Altman has once again put himself in a position of power--this time by sidling up to President Trump.

by Karen Hao




Things were not looking great for OpenAI at the end of last year. The company had been struggling with major delays on its long-awaited GPT-5 and hemorrhaging key talent--notably, Chief Scientist Ilya Sutskever, Chief Technology Officer Mira Murati, and Alec Radford, the researcher who'd set the company on the path of developing GPTs in the first place. Several people who left either joined OpenAI competitors or launched new ones. The start-up's relationship with Microsoft, its biggest backer and a crucial provider of the computing infrastructure needed to train and deploy its AI models, was being investigated by the Federal Trade Commission.



And then there was Elon Musk. He'd co-founded OpenAI with Sam Altman and others, but the two had become fierce rivals. As "first buddy" to Donald Trump, Musk was suing OpenAI while rapidly building up his own AI venture, xAI, whose chatbot, Grok, has become a central feature on X. Amid all of this drama, Altman was notified by his sister, Annie, that she intended to sue him; she alleges that he sexually abused her when she was a child. (That lawsuit was filed at the start of this month; Altman and members of his family strongly denied the allegations through a statement posted on X.)



It's remarkable, then, that with its latest maneuver, OpenAI has once again reestablished its dominance. On Tuesday, President Donald Trump announced the Stargate Project, a joint venture between SoftBank, Oracle, and OpenAI to pump $500 billion of private-sector investment over four years into building out U.S. AI infrastructure, with the intent of securing America's leadership in AI development against China. Very little is known about how any of this will work in practice, but OpenAI is speaking as though it will reap most of the rewards: In its blog post announcing the partnership, it said that all of the infrastructure will be "for OpenAI." The company's president, Greg Brockman, underscored the point on X: "$500B for AI data centers for OpenAI."



In one fell swoop, the project reduces OpenAI's dependence on Microsoft, grants OpenAI (rather than its competitors) a mind-boggling sum of capital for computer chips--the hottest commodity in the AI race--and ties the company to Trump's "America First" agenda, providing the best possible protective shield against Musk. (Musk blasted the project yesterday, alleging that it doesn't "actually have the money," which Altman then denied.) OpenAI (which entered into a corporate partnership with The Atlantic last year) did not respond to a request for comment.



It's unclear whether Stargate will even be able to spend $500 billion in four years. But consider just how astounding that goal is. In late 2023, as Microsoft started spending roughly $50 billion a year on expanding cloud-computing capacity, one semiconductor analyst had already declared that that was "the largest infrastructure buildout that humanity has ever seen." Rene Haas, the CEO of the semiconductor company Arm Holdings, said that even this pace of expansion across the industry would put global computing on track to consume more energy than India by 2030.

Read: Microsoft's hypocrisy on AI

The move is a masterful display of Altman's power at work. Altman has shown an uncanny ability throughout his career to get himself out of the toughest binds by leaning on his influential network, ingratiating himself with the powerful, and fundraising extraordinary amounts of capital. It was for these reasons that Altman successfully orchestrated his return to OpenAI as CEO in late 2023, after the board briefly ousted him. And it is why so many people have expressed alarm about his leadership in recent years. This week, he was at it again, standing next to Trump during the Stargate announcement in a symbol of solidarity and praising him later on X: "watching @potus more carefully recently has really changed my perspective on him ... i'm not going to agree with him on everything, but i think he will be incredible for the country in many ways!"



Although OpenAI has led the pack, many AI companies have worked over the past two years to influence policy and grow without government interference. Silicon Valley has always operated like this, and many other major tech CEOs took their place next to Trump this week. But the demands of generative AI are meaningfully different from, say, those of a traditional search engine or a social-media platform: Its development requires far more crucial physical infrastructure. Generative-AI models are of a size that necessitate the build-out of data centers at unprecedented scale. This, in turn, will give Silicon Valley outsize influence over the placement of power plants and even water lines across the country. Already, the past few years of dramatic data-center expansion have affected power reliability for millions of Americans and threatened to raise the cost of drinking water.

Read: Billions of people in the palm of Trump's hand

The tech industry expertly laid the groundwork for this outcome: It made big promises about the wondrous potential of its technologies while creating a sense of peril by evoking China's own technological advancement. During the Stargate announcement, Trump said that he would do what he could to strip away any regulatory barriers. "China is a competitor, and others are competitors," he said. "I'm going to help a lot through emergency declarations, because we have an emergency. We have to get this stuff built."



Standing at the same podium, Altman emphasized America's leadership. "I'm thrilled we get to do this in the United States of America," he said. And then, in recognition of his new benefactor: "We wouldn't be able to do this without you, Mr. President."
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Trump's First Week Back

Lawmakers from both parties respond to the president's flurry of executive orders.

by The Editors




Donald Trump has issued a flurry of executive orders, rolling back Biden-era policies and pardoning January 6 rioters. On Washington Week With The Atlantic, panelists joined to discuss the president's first week back in office.

Meanwhile, as lawmakers contend with Trump's initial steps as president, Democrats are attempting to regroup and retrench their party. The "very forceful and energizing resistance that Democrats put up for so long has dissipated, at least in this movement," Ashley Parker said last night.

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: Leigh Ann Caldwell, the chief Washington correspondent at Puck; Eugene Daniels, a chief Playbook and White House correspondent at Politico; Ashley Parker, a staff writer at The Atlantic; Charlie Savage, a Washington correspondent for The New York Times; Laura Barron-Lopez, a White House correspondent for PBS NewsHour.

Watch the full episode here.
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RFK Jr. Has a Lot to Learn About Medicaid

Trump's pick for health secretary showed a poor understanding of a key part of the job.

by Katherine J. Wu




Put on the spot, a lot of Americans might hesitate over the difference between Medicaid and Medicare. People who aren't affected by one of these programs, which together enroll about 150 million people in the U.S., don't generally have a need to be well versed in their intricacies, and the two programs sound quite similar. The names don't really hint that Medicare is a federal program that covers older Americans and Americans with disabilities, and that Medicaid covers low-income people in the United States.
 
 Most Americans, though, are not nominated to become secretary of the Department of Health and Human Services. Robert F. Kennedy Jr. is. And yet today, at his confirmation hearing before the Senate Finance Committee, he made clear that he also does not know very much about Medicare and Medicaid.



As HHS secretary, Kennedy would oversee a suite of government agencies, including the FDA, CDC, and National Institutes of Health, that are focused on improving American health. He also would oversee the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services, which, as the name implies, manages those two programs. HHS services, in other words, touch the lives of every American--and Medicaid and Medicare are, in particular, two of the most common ways for people to directly benefit from the government's services.



During the three-and-a-half-hour hearing, in which the Senate committee pressed Kennedy on a range of issues--his anti-vaccine views, endorsements of conspiracy theories, stance on abortion, potential financial conflicts--senators grilled Kennedy on various aspects of the two government programs. In his new role, Kennedy could be charged with overseeing substantial changes to one of them. Donald Trump has pledged to preserve Medicare. He has made no such promise about Medicaid, which health-policy experts anticipate may be targeted for spending cuts. (On Tuesday, Medicaid reimbursement portals abruptly stopped working after the Trump administration ordered a freeze on federal grants and loans; states have since regained access to the portals.) Some Republicans have argued that an increased focus on public-health insurance in the U.S. won't make Americans healthier, and Kennedy appeared to echo that viewpoint today when he criticized Medicaid, saying "our people are getting sicker every single year," and lamented the program's expansion to people with higher incomes. "The poorest Americans are now being robbed," he said.



But Kennedy also seemed to mix up the two programs when he described them. Part of the issue with Medicaid, he said, is that "the premiums are too high, the deductibles are too high." The majority of people enrolled in Medicaid don't pay premiums or deductibles; federal law actually prohibits premiums for the program's lowest-income enrollees. (He did seem better versed in Medicare Advantage, a program that provides private insurance coverage for older Americans and that he himself is enrolled in.)



To be fair, Kennedy was in a high-pressure situation. But being HHS secretary is a high-pressure job. Kennedy had time to prepare in advance of today's hearing. If confirmed, he won't need to master every minute detail of Medicare and Medicaid, but he will need to be able to navigate both programs--their differences, their weaknesses, and how they might evolve. People who are eligible for both programs, for instance, have created sticking points in the health-care system, in part because coordinating coverage between the two is difficult and can complicate care. When pressed by Senator Bill Cassidy of Louisiana on how to deal with that issue, Kennedy suggested that the programs should be "consolidated" and "integrated"--but when asked how that might happen, said, "I'm not exactly sure."



Kennedy struggled with other policy specifics, too. One of his goals, Kennedy said, is to fulfill Trump's directive to improve the quality of care and lower the price of care for all Americans. But he was vague on any plans to reform Medicaid, explaining that he'd "increase transparency" and "increase accountability." When pushed by Cassidy to clarify, Kennedy said, "Well, I don't have a broad proposal for dismantling the program."



Nor did Kennedy have a clear sense of how he would approach one of the more contentious and legally sensitive health questions of the past few years: whether women whose lives are threatened by pregnancy should be able to receive emergency abortions under EMTALA, the law that requires emergency rooms that receive Medicare funding to provide care to anyone in a life-threatening situation. The Biden administration argued that this federal law supersedes state abortion bans, and in 2024, after the Supreme Court demurred on the issue, the administration made clear to doctors, in a letter co-authored by Health and Human Services Secretary Xavier Becerra, that abortions could qualify as emergency treatment. Kennedy admitted this morning that he didn't know the scope of the authority he'd have to enforce the law in his new job.



Jacinda Abdul-Mutakabbir, a clinical pharmacist at UC San Diego, told me that Kennedy's apparent failure to understand the intricacies of the two programs wasn't just a harmless fumble. If the health secretary is not well versed in the programs he's tasked to run, he might not appreciate the impacts of his decisions. Should health coverage for some of the most vulnerable Americans be altered--perhaps even taken away--then health disparities in this country would likely widen. And if any part of his agenda does include increasing transparency, as Kennedy described in today's hearing, expertise will have to be a prerequisite. "You can't increase transparency on something you don't have clarity on," Abdul-Mutakabbir told me. (Kennedy's press team did not immediately return a request for comment on his performance at today's hearing.)



During the hearing, Kennedy's more radical views on vaccines and infectious disease did come up. He copped to describing Lyme disease as "highly likely a militarily engineered bioweapon." (The bacterium, which has been around for at least tens of thousands of years, is not.) He stood by his assertion that the measles vaccine killed two children in Samoa in 2018. (The vaccine did not; those children died following the administration of an improperly mixed vaccine by two nurses who were ultimately sentenced to five years in prison for the act.) He said that young children are at "basically ... zero risk" from COVID-19. (Young children are at risk, especially babies under six months of age, who have similar hospitalization rates from the disease as adults 65 to 74 years old.) Kennedy's falsehoods about infection and immunity were already well known, though. What the country learned today was that he may lack basic competency in some of the most wide-reaching aspects of his future job--and didn't take the time to prepare answers for Congress, which he'll ultimately have to answer to.
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This Is About More Than RFK Jr.

A day for pseudoscience in Congress

by Nicholas Florko




Shortly after birth, newborns in the United States receive a few quick procedures: an Apgar test to check their vitals, a heel stick to probe for genetic disorders and various other conditions, and in most cases, a hepatitis B vaccine. Without that last one, kids are at risk of getting a brutal, and sometimes deadly, liver condition. Senator Bill Cassidy of Louisiana happens to know quite a lot about that. Before entering Congress in 2009, he was a physician who said he was so affected by an 18-year-old patient with liver failure from the virus that he spearheaded a campaign that vaccinated 36,000 kids against hepatitis B.



Cassidy, a Republican, will now play a major role in determining the fate of Robert F. Kennedy Jr., Donald Trump's pick for health secretary, whose confirmation hearings begin today on Capitol Hill. Kennedy has said that the hepatitis B vaccine is given to children only because the pharmaceutical company Merck colluded with the government to get the shot recommended for kids, after the drug's target market ("prostitutes and male homosexuals," by Kennedy's telling) weren't interested in the shot. Kennedy will testify in front of the Senate Finance Committee, where Cassidy and 26 other senators will get the chance to grill him about his views. Though it might seem impossible for an anti-vaccine conspiracist to gain the support of a doctor who still touts the work he did vaccinating children, Cassidy has not indicated how he will vote. Similar to the Democratic senators who have come out forcefully against Kennedy, Cassidy, in an interview with Fox News earlier this month, said that RFK Jr. is "wrong" about vaccines. But he also said that he did agree with him on some things. (Cassidy's office declined my request to interview the senator.)



That Kennedy even has a chance of winning confirmation is stunning in its own right. A longtime anti-vaxxer with a propensity for far-fetched conspiracy theories, RFK Jr. has insinuated that an attempt to assassinate members of Congress via anthrax-laced mail in 2001 may have been a "false flag" attack orchestrated by "someone in our government" to gin up interest in the government preparing for potential biological weapon threats. He has claimed that COVID was "targeted to attack Caucasians and Black people," and that 5G is being used to "harvest our data and control our behavior." He has suggested that the use of antidepressants might be linked to mass shootings. Each one of these theories is demonstrably false. The Republican Party has often found itself at war with mainstream science in recent years, but confirming RFK Jr. would be a remarkable anti-science advance. If Republican senators are willing to do so, is there any scientific belief they would place above the wishes of Donald Trump?



A number of Republicans have already signaled where they stand. In the lead-up to the confirmation hearings, some GOP senators have sought to sanewash RFK Jr., implying that his views really aren't that extreme. They have reason to like some of what he's selling: After the pandemic, many Republicans have grown so skeptical of the public-health establishment that Kennedy's desire to blow it up can seem enticing. And parts of RFK Jr.'s "Make America healthy again" agenda do in fact adhere to sound scientific evidence. His views on how to tackle America's epidemic of diet-related diseases are fairly well reasoned: Cassidy has said that he agrees with RFK Jr.'s desire to take action against ultra-processed foods. Kennedy appears to have won over the two other Republican doctors on the committee, Senators Roger Marshall of Kansas and John Barrasso of Wyoming. Marshall has been so enthusiastic about Kennedy's focus on diet-related diseases that he has created a MAHA caucus in the Senate. Although Barrasso hasn't formally made an endorsement, he has said that Kennedy would provide a "fresh set of eyes" at the Food and Drug Administration. (Spokespeople for Barrasso and Marshall did not respond to requests for comment.)

Read: Everyone agrees Americans aren't healthy

Meanwhile, Kennedy appears to have gone to great lengths to sand down his extremist views and present himself as a more palatable candidate. "He told me he is not anti-vaccine. He is pro-vaccine safety, which strikes me as a rational position to take," Senator John Cornyn of Texas told Politico. Kennedy has also done more to drum up unnecessary fear about COVID shots than perhaps anyone else in the country. Nearly four years ago, he petitioned the federal government to revoke authorization for the shots, because "the current risks of serious adverse events or deaths outweigh the benefits." (COVID shots are highly safe and effective. A spokesperson for Kennedy did not respond to a request for comment.)



Especially on the right, Kennedy's conspiracy theories have not consumed his candidacy: With concerns about conflicts of interest, his views on abortion, and generally strange behavior (such as dumping a dead bear in Central Park), there is much to debate. If Republican senators skirt around his falsehoods during today's confirmation hearings, it will be evidence of their prevailing capitulation to Trump. And it also may be a function of Kennedy's rhetorical sleights. As Benjamin Mazer recently wrote in The Atlantic, Kennedy is not simply a conspiracy theorist, but an excellent one. He's capable of rattling off vaccine studies with the fluency of a virologist, which boosts his credibility, even though he's freely misrepresenting reality.

Read: RFK Jr. is an excellent conspiracy theorist

During his recent appearance on Joe Rogan's podcast, Kennedy claimed that thimerosal, a preservative containing mercury used to protect vaccines from contamination, was found to cause "severe inflammation" in the brain of monkeys. Kennedy was able to quickly name the lead author and introduce the methods as if he has read the study hundreds of times. But Kennedy's central claim--that the brains of monkeys given thimerosal were severely inflamed--is a "total misrepresentation" of the study, its lead author, Thomas M. Burbacher, told me. The problem is that Kennedy gets away with these claims because very few listeners are going to log on to PubMed to track down the study he is referencing, let alone read through the entire thing.



In theory, senators should be equipped to push back on his schtick. RFK Jr.'s positions are hardly a mystery, and senators have advisers to help them prepare for such hearings. Regardless of Kennedy's pseudoscientific beliefs, some Republicans may support him simply because they are wary of bucking their president. Before Kennedy even makes it to a full vote from the Senate, he has to receive approval from the Senate Finance Committee: Given the tight margins in the committee, Kennedy can't afford to lose a single vote from Republicans sitting on that panel, assuming that no Democrats support his nomination. I reached out to the offices of seven Republican senators on the committee who haven't already backed Kennedy for clarity on where they stand; none of them gave me a straight answer on how they'd vote.



In all likelihood, the first big decision in Kennedy's nomination will fall to Cassidy. He has proved willing to oppose Trump before. Cassidy was one of seven Republicans who voted to convict Trump during his second impeachment proceedings. That led Louisiana's Republican Party to formally censure him, and has drawn him a primary challenger for his 2026 reelection bid. Although Cassidy criticized Trump during the 2024 campaign, he now seems eager to support him. "Today, the American people start winning again," Cassidy wrote in a statement on Inauguration Day.



Perhaps Cassidy will still dissect Kennedy's views with the precision of a surgeon's scalpel. He likes to dive deep into health-care minutiae any chance he gets. (I would know: He once pulled out his iPad and lectured me and other reporters about some arcane drug-pricing policy.) But if today's meeting is full of softball questions, it could put RFK Jr. on his way to confirmation. That would send a message that, science-wise, the Senate is willing to cede all ground. Trump could pursue the most radical parts of the Project 2025 agenda, such as splitting up the CDC, or Kennedy could launch a full-blown assault on vaccines--and the Senate would be in a much less powerful position to stop it even if it wanted to. If senators hand the keys of a nearly $2 trillion health-care agency to a known conspiracy theorist, anything goes.
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What an Undervaccinated America Would Look Like

At first, much the same. But inevitably, dangerous diseases would resurge in a country that isn't prepared for them.

by Katherine J. Wu




Becoming a public-health expert means learning how to envision humanity's worst-case scenarios for infectious disease. For decades, though, no one in the U.S. has had to consider the full danger of some of history's most devastating pathogens. Widespread vaccination has eliminated several diseases--among them, measles, polio, and rubella--from the country, and helped keep more than a dozen others under control. But in the past few years, as childhood-vaccination rates have dipped nationwide, some of infectious disease's ugliest hypotheticals have started to seem once again plausible.
 
 The new Trump administration has only made the outlook more tenuous. Should Robert F. Kennedy Jr., one of the nation's most prominent anti-vaccine activists, be confirmed as the next secretary of Health and Human Services, for instance, his actions could make a future in which diseases resurge in America that much more likely. His new position would grant him substantial power over the FDA and the CDC, and he is reportedly weighing plans--including one to axe a key vaccine advisory committee--that could prompt health-care providers to offer fewer shots to kids, and inspire states to repeal mandates for immunizations in schools. (Kennedy's press team did not respond to a request for comment.)



Kennedy's goal, as he has said, is to offer people more choice, and many Americans likely would still enthusiastically seek out vaccines. Most Americans support childhood vaccination and vaccine requirements for schools; a KFF poll released today found, though, that even in the past year the proportion of parents who say they skipped or delayed shots for their children has risen, to one in six. The more individuals who choose to eschew vaccination, the closer those decisions would bring society's collective defenses to cracking. The most visceral effects might not be obvious right away. For some viruses and bacteria to break through, the country's immunization rates may need to slip quite a bit. But for others, the gap between no outbreak and outbreak is uncomfortably small. The dozen experts I spoke with for this story were confident in their pessimism about how rapidly epidemics might begin.



Read: How America's fire wall against disease starts to fail



Paul Offit, a pediatrician at Children's Hospital of Philadelphia and co-inventor of one of the two rotavirus vaccines available in the U.S., needs only to look at his own family to see the potential consequences. His parents were born into the era of the deadly airway disease diphtheria; he himself had measles, mumps, rubella, and chickenpox, and risked contracting polio. Vaccination meant that his own kids didn't have to deal with any of these diseases. But were immunization rates to fall too far, his children's children very well could. Unlike past outbreaks, those future epidemics would sweep across a country that, having been free of these diseases for so long, is no longer equipped to fight them.



"Yeah," Offit said when I asked him to paint a portrait of a less vaccinated United States. "Let's go into the abyss."







Should vaccination rates drop across the board, one of the first diseases to be resurrected would almost certainly be measles. Experts widely regard the viral illness, which spreads through the air, as the most infectious known pathogen. Before the measles vaccine became available in 1963, the virus struck an estimated 3 million to 4 million Americans each year, about 1,000 of whom would suffer serious swelling of the brain and roughly 400 to 500 of whom would die. Many survivors had permanent brain damage. Measles can also suppress the immune system for years, leaving people susceptible to other infections.



Vaccination was key to ridding the U.S. of measles, declared eliminated here in 2000. And very high rates of immunity--about 95 percent vaccine coverage, experts estimate--are necessary to keep the virus out. "Just a slight dip in that is enough to start spurring outbreaks," Boghuma Kabisen Titanji, an infectious-disease physician at Emory University, told me. Which has been exactly the case. Measles outbreaks do still occur in American communities where vaccination rates are particularly low, and as more kids have missed their MMR shots in recent years, the virus has found those openings. The 16 measles outbreaks documented in the U.S. in 2024 made last year one of the country's worst for measles since the turn of the millennium.



But for all measles' speed, "I would place a bet on whooping cough being first," Samuel Scarpino, an infectious-disease modeler at Northeastern University, told me. The bacterial disease can trigger months of coughing fits violent enough to fracture ribs. Its severest consequences include pneumonia, convulsions, and brain damage. Although slower to transmit than measles, it has never been eliminated from the U.S., so it's poised for rampant spread. Chickenpox poses a similar problem. Although corralled by an effective vaccine in the 1990s, the highly contagious virus still percolates at low levels through the country. Plenty of today's parents might still remember the itchy blisters it causes as a rite of passage, but the disease's rarer complications can be as serious as sepsis, uncontrolled bleeding, and bacterial infections known as "flesh-eating disease." And the disease is much more serious in older adults.



Those are only some of the diseases the U.S. could have to deal with. Kids who get all of the vaccines routinely recommended in childhood are protected against 16 diseases--each of which would have some probability of making a substantial comeback, should uptake keep faltering. Perhaps rubella would return, infecting pregnant women, whose children could be born blind or with heart defects. Maybe meningococcal disease, pneumococcal disease, or Haemophilus influenzae disease, each caused by bacteria commonly found in the airway, would skyrocket, and with them rates of meningitis and pneumonia. The typical ailments of childhood--day-care colds, strep throat, winter norovirus waves--would be joined by less familiar and often far more terrifying problems: the painful, swollen necks of mumps; the parching diarrhea of rotavirus; the convulsions of tetanus. For far too many of these illnesses, "the only protection we have," Stanley Plotkin, a vaccine expert and one of the developers of the rubella vaccine, told me, "is a vaccine."







Exactly how and when outbreaks of these various diseases could play out--if they do at all--is impossible to predict. Vaccination rates likely wouldn't fall uniformly across geographies and demographics. They also wouldn't decrease linearly, or even quickly. People might more readily refuse vaccines that were developed more recently and have been politicized (think HPV or COVID shots). And existing immunity could, for a time, still buffer against an infectious deluge, especially from pathogens that remain quite rare globally. Polio, for instance, would be harder than measles to reestablish in the United States: It was declared eliminated from the Americas in the 1990s, and remains endemic to only two countries. This could lead to a false impression that declining vaccination rates have little impact.



A drop in vaccination rates, after all, doesn't guarantee an outbreak--a pathogen must first find a vulnerable population. This type of chance meeting could take years. Then again, infiltrations might not take long in a world interconnected by travel. The population of this country is also more susceptible to disease than it has been in past decades. Americans are, on average, older; obesity rates are at a historical high. The advent of organ transplants and cancer treatments has meant that a substantial sector of the population is immunocompromised; many other Americans are chronically ill. Some of these individuals don't mount protective responses to vaccinations at all, which leaves them reliant on immunity in others to keep dangerous diseases at bay.



If various viruses and bacteria began to recirculate in earnest, the chance of falling ill would increase even for healthy, vaccinated adults. Vaccines don't offer comprehensive or permanent protection, and the more pathogen around, the greater its chance of breaking through any one person's defenses. Immunity against mumps and whooping cough is incomplete, and known to wane in the years after vaccination. And although immunity generated by the measles vaccine is generally thought to be quite durable, experts can't say for certain how durable, Bill Hanage, an infectious-disease epidemiologist at Harvard's School of Public Health, told me: The only true measure would be to watch the virus tear through a population that hasn't dealt with it in decades.





Perhaps the most unsettling feature of a less vaccinated future, though, is how unprepared the U.S. is to confront a resurgence of pathogens. Most health-care providers in the country no longer have the practical knowledge to diagnose and treat diseases such as measles and polio, Kathryn Edwards, a pediatrician at Vanderbilt University, told me: They haven't needed it. Many pediatricians have never even seen chickenpox outside of a textbook.



To catch up, health-care providers would need to familiarize themselves with signs and symptoms they may have seen only in old textbooks or in photographs. Hospitals would need to use diagnostic tests that haven't been routine in years. Some of those tools might be woefully out of date, because pathogens have evolved; antibiotic resistance could also make certain bacterial infections more difficult to expunge than in decades prior. And some protocols may feel counterintuitive, Offit said: The ultra-contagiousness of measles could warrant kids with milder cases being kept out of health-care settings, and kids with Haemophilus influenzae might need to be transported to the hospital without an ambulance, to minimize the chances that the stress and cacophony would trigger a potentially lethal spasm.



Read: Here's how we know RFK Jr. is wrong about vaccines



The learning curve would be steep, Titanji said, stymieing care for the sick. The pediatric workforce, already shrinking, might struggle to meet the onslaught, leaving kids--the most likely victims of future outbreaks--particularly susceptible, Sallie Permar, the chief pediatrician at NewYork-Presbyterian/Weill Cornell Medical Center, told me. If already overstretched health-care workers were further burdened, they'd be more likely to miss infections early on, making those cases more difficult to treat. And if epidemiologists had to keep tabs on more pathogens, they'd have less capacity to track any single infectious disease, making it easier for one to silently spread.



The larger outbreaks grow, the more difficult they are to contain. Eventually, measles could once again become endemic in the U.S. Polio could soon follow suit, imperiling the fight to eradicate the disease globally, Virginia Pitzer, an infectious-disease epidemiologist at Yale, told me. In a dire scenario--the deepest depths of the abyss--average lifespans in the U.S. could decline, as older people more often fall sick, and more children under 5 die. Rebottling many of these diseases would be a monumental task. Measles was brought to heel in the U.S. only by decades of near-comprehensive vaccination; re-eliminating it from the country would require the same. But the job this time would be different, and arguably harder--not merely coaxing people into accepting a new vaccine, but persuading them to take one that they've opted out of.



That future is by no means guaranteed--especially if Americans recall what is at stake. Many people in this country are too young to remember the cost these diseases exacted. But Edwards, who has been a pediatrician for 50 years, is not. As a young girl, she watched a childhood acquaintance be disabled by polio. She still vividly recalls patients she lost to meningitis decades ago. The later stages of her career have involved fewer spinal taps, fewer amputations. Because of vaccines, the job of caring for children, nowadays, simply involves far less death.
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RFK Jr. Is an Excellent Conspiracy Theorist

He has an unusual talent for sounding reasonable.

by Benjamin Mazer




Robert F. Kennedy Jr., President Donald Trump's nominee for secretary of Health and Human Services, is a longtime conspiracy theorist and anti-vaccine activist. He thinks Anthony Fauci and Bill Gates are leaders of a "vaccine cartel" that intentionally prolonged or even started the coronavirus pandemic in order to promote "mischievous inoculations." Kennedy also blames immunizations for autism and obesity (among other chronic diseases) in children. In the meantime, he isn't really sure whether HIV causes AIDS, or whether vaccine-preventable diseases such as measles are actually dangerous.

As a doctor, I have spent years following--and fighting--anti-vaccine falsehoods. Along the way, I've learned an important lesson: Despite RFK Jr.'s fringe beliefs, he often seems to make sense. Kennedy's defenders celebrate his fondness for, and facility with, evidence. His real talent, though, is for the clever manipulation of facts. Kennedy is not just a conspiracy theorist; he's a very good conspiracy theorist. When his confirmation hearing starts on Wednesday, we can expect that he will do what he's always done, which is to apply a veneer of erudition to nonsense. He may even come off as almost ... reasonable.

To witness how this works, read the letter he sent to the prime minister of Samoa on behalf of the anti-vaccine nonprofit Children's Health Defense in November 2019, during that country's deadly measles outbreak. Kennedy offers his condolences for the tragic deaths of "precious Samoan children," and then suggests the need to study the outbreak carefully, so as to "thoroughly understand its etiology." What might have caused thousands of Samoans to get sick? The letter poses two possibilities: "It is critical that the Samoan Health Ministry determine, scientifically, if the outbreak was caused by inadequate vaccine coverage or alternatively, by a defective vaccine."

At first glance, and for nonexperts, this letter may appear well reasoned and well sourced. It weaves in historical elements and biomedical data, and includes a list of peer-reviewed references at the end. The letter's main request--that Samoan officials do nothing more than perform genetic testing on the circulating virus--sounds prudent. Prior research has indicated that vaccinated individuals may shed the virus and infect others, the letter says. Wouldn't it be good to know if that produced the outbreak?

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

In reality, of course, the epidemic was caused not by the vaccines but by the lack of them. (A vaccine-administration accident the year before had produced a scare that led vaccination rates to decline dramatically.) Although the letter's implication that vaccines were to blame seemed wrong on its face, only when I dived into the cited scientific articles could I see the problems with its details. Kennedy incorrectly claims that genetic sequencing of a large measles outbreak in California from about four years prior found that at least one-third of the cases were due to the vaccine. "Alarmed CDC officials documented this emerging phenomenon," he wrote. The referenced articles show this to be a fundamental misrepresentation. Although they do describe how the vaccine may, in rare cases, produce a dangerous case of measles, they specifically note that there is no risk of its being transmitted to another person. The genetic testing that Kennedy referenced is used, in part, to distinguish among people who have experienced mild vaccine reactions such as rash and fever from those who have true measles infections. This is important during active epidemics when public-health officials are widely immunizing people, while at the same time trying to isolate infectious individuals. (Kennedy's press team did not respond to emailed questions about his letter to Samoa, or about other issues with his credibility that are raised in this article.)

A complete refutation of the Samoa letter would run many pages. That may be the point. With his ample, erroneous allusions to scholarship and appeals to authority, Kennedy has perfected the art of the Gish Gallop: a debate strategy in which the speaker simply overwhelms the listener with information, not all of it true. Kennedy's skill at flooding his audiences with specious claims that sound logical or highbrow was on full display during his 2023 interview with the podcaster Joe Rogan. Over the course of three hours, Kennedy regaled the host with stories about vaccine safety, Albert Camus, Wi-Fi radiation, and the sexual health of frogs, among other subjects. He offered up a bounty of scientific arguments: The words study and studies came up 70 times during the conversation. And, as he has done elsewhere, he encouraged the audience to fact-check everything he said. "Nobody should trust my word on this," he declared. "You know, what I say is irrelevant. What is relevant is the science."

Read: The new Rasputins

Most of Rogan's listeners--like most U.S. senators--aren't likely to have the scientific expertise to assess each of his claims, and certainly not in real time. I caught some errors in the Rogan interview only by virtue of my medical training. For example, Kennedy criticized the inclusion of the hepatitis B shot in the childhood vaccine schedule. The virus is primarily a problem for intravenous-drug users, prostitutes, and homosexuals, he suggested. "Why would you give it to a one-day-old baby, you know, or a three-hour-old baby, and then four more times when that baby is not going to be even subject to it for 16 years?" he asked Rogan. Kennedy's story sounds informed: He is facile with epidemiology and vaccine regulations; he can describe historical machinations that supposedly took place between Merck and the CDC. But the truth is that most chronic hepatitis B infections are contracted during early childhood, or through mother-to-child transmission. That's why the World Health Organization recommends immunizing babies, and it's why nearly every country has chosen to do so.

Kennedy does, at times, say true things about vaccines. He was not wrong, for example, when he told the podcaster Lex Fridman that early batches of the polio vaccine were contaminated with a virus called SV40. But he magnifies and distorts such flaws to the point of absurdity. SV40-containing vaccines did not cause an "explosion" of cancers, as he has argued. Kennedy is also right to say the MMR vaccine doesn't always provide lifelong immunity to the mumps virus. However, his more extreme assertions--that the shot is causing mumps outbreaks in the military or that the disease is harmless in children--are wrong. (Before vaccination, service members routinely suffered from infections, and kids were at a heightened risk of developing brain inflammation and hearing loss.) Kennedy relies on scraps of truth to construct an alternative reality in which vaccines don't work, their harms outweigh their benefits, and the diseases themselves aren't so bad.

At his confirmation hearing, senators will ask him to defend that dangerous, alternative reality. He is likely to do so with impressive-sounding falsehoods, delivered with aplomb. Heed his own advice. No one should trust his word on this.
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A Less Brutal Alternative to IVF

Fertility treatment doesn't have to be so painful.

by Kristen V. Brown




After my 20th shot of hormones, I texted my boyfriend, only half kidding, "I'm dying." We had decided to freeze embryos, but after more than a week of drugs that made me feel like an overinflated balloon and forced me to take several secret naps a day, I no longer cared whether we froze anything. I was not doing this again.

In order to maximize the number of eggs that can be harvested from the human body, most women who undergo an egg retrieval spend two weeks, give or take, injecting themselves at home with a cocktail of drugs. The medications send the reproductive system into overdrive, encouraging the maximum number of egg-containing follicles to grow and mature at once. They can also cause itchiness, nausea, fatigue, sadness, headaches, moodiness, and severe bloating as your ovaries swell to the size of juicy lemons. Some people experience ovarian hyperstimulation, which can lead in rare cases to hospitalization. Studies have found the stress of fertility treatment to be a primary reason people stop pursuing it, even if they have insurance coverage.

Many people who continue with IVF feel that, if they want a child, they have no other choice. "Right now our treatment options are pretty binary," Pietro Bortoletto, the director of reproductive surgery and a co-director of oncofertility at Boston IVF, told me. "Either you just put sperm inside the uterus. Or you do IVF, the full-fledged Cadillac of treatment." But a third option is emerging, one that could reduce the cost and time that fertility patients spend at the doctor's office and mitigate the side effects. It's called in vitro maturation, or IVM. Whereas IVF relies on hormone injections to ripen a crop of eggs inside the body, IVM involves collecting immature eggs from the ovaries and maturing them in the lab. The first IVM baby was born in Korea in 1991, and since then, the method has generally yielded lower birth rates than IVF. Decades later, new scientific techniques are raising the possibility that IVM could be a viable alternative to IVF--at least for some patients--and free thousands of aspiring mothers from brutal protocols.
 
 The challenge of IVM is to figure out how to make fragile, finicky human eggs mature in a dish as well as they do within the ovaries. The handful of researchers and companies leading the push to make IVM more mainstream are taking different approaches. One Texas-based company, Gameto, uses stem cells to produce something akin to an ovary in a dish, mimicking the chemical signals an egg would receive in the body. Last month, for the first time, a baby was born who was created using Gameto's stem-cell medium, Fertilo. The fertility clinic at the University of Medicine and Pharmacy at Ho Chi Minh City, in Vietnam, uses a technique that involves first allowing the retrieved eggs to rest, then ripening them. Lavima Fertility, a company that spun out of research at the Free University of Brussels, is working on commercializing that technique.

Read: They were made without eggs or sperm. Are they human?

For now, these new treatments aren't commercially available in the United States. The Food and Drug Administration hasn't historically weighed in on the media that human embryos grow in, but it asked Gameto to seek approval to market Fertilo. Gameto is now preparing for Phase 3 clinical trials. Lavima could face similar hurdles. Older IVM methods are available in the U.S., but not widely used. Meanwhile, more than a dozen women in countries where Fertilo has been cleared for use, which include Australia, Mexico, Peru, and Argentina, are carrying Fertilo-assisted pregnancies, according to the company.

Compared with IVF, IVM is far more gentle. Harvesting immature follicles requires only one or two days of hormonal injections, or skips the process altogether. Reducing the hormone doses necessarily means fewer side effects and cases of ovarian hyperstimulation syndrome. (It may also curtail any possible long-term health effects of repeated exposure to these hormones, which have not been well studied.) Skipping or reducing the drugs can also save women thousands of dollars and many visits to a provider for blood work and monitoring. For women who live far from fertility clinics, or can't commit to so many visits for other reasons, this protocol could make the difference between undergoing treatment and not, Bortoletto said.

Historically, IVM has generated fewer mature eggs and embryos compared with IVF. The stats are improving, but even if IVM maintains an overall lower success rate than IVF, it still could be the better option for several groups of patients. Egg donors, many of whom undergo multiple retrieval cycles, could be good candidates. So could hyper-responders--patients whose ovaries naturally develop more follicles each month, thanks to their young age or conditions such as PCOS. IVM clinicians could gather enough eggs from hyper-responders that even if a smaller number mature in the lab than might have in the ovaries, a patient would still have a good chance of pregnancy. These patients are also at the highest risk for uncomfortable or dangerous IVF side effects. IVM could be a safer choice, and an effective one. In a 2021 committee opinion, the American Society for Reproductive Medicine concluded that IVM reduced the burden of fertility treatment for these groups of patients. Some studies of hyper-responders have found a live birth rate of 40 percent or higher per IVM cycle, a number on par with that of IVF.

Many women seek IVF because they are approaching their 40s and have few eggs left; they will likely never be good IVM candidates. But IVM might work just fine for patients with blocked fallopian tubes, single and LGBTQ people, and young women who want to freeze their eggs. It could also be useful to cancer patients, many of whom don't have time to undergo a lengthy IVF cycle before beginning cancer treatment that threatens their fertility. The University of Medicine and Pharmacy in Vietnam primarily offers IVM to women with PCOS, women who appear to have a significant reserve of eggs, and women with a condition that mutes their response to hormonal stimulation. Lan Vuong, who heads the department of obstetrics and gynecology, told me the live-birth rate with IVM there is about 35 percent.

IVM could go far in helping to reduce the physical and emotional toll that fertility treatment takes on women at a time when more people than ever are seeking it out. In some ways, IVF's burden on women has increased: In an effort to improve birth rates, new drugs, with their attendant side effects, have been added to the standard protocols in the decades since 1978, when the first IVF baby was born. Beyond IVM, some companies are exploring new ways to reduce pain points, for instance by replacing needle injections with oral medications, some of which aim to have gentler side-effect profiles, or by having patients monitor a cycle at home instead of schlepping to the doctor every other day. Dina Radenkovic, the CEO of Gameto, told me that, within the fertility industry, there is a "growing recognition that fertility treatments must be not only effective but also more humane."

Read: Aspiring parents have a new DNA test to obsess over

Knowing all this, I can't help imagining how my own experience could have been different. My doctor eventually told me that part of the reason my cycle was so painful was that I was a hyper-responder, even at the advanced age of 37. If a gentler option had been available, I would have been a prime candidate.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2025/01/ivf-ivm-pain-fertility/681478/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



A Possible Substitute for Mifepristone Is Already on Pharmacy Shelves

A higher dose of an emergency-contraception drug 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 outsized 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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The Chaos in Higher Ed Is Only Getting Started

Grant reviews have been suspended at the NIH. This could be an omen.

by Ian Bogost




"I'd summarize it as: fuck." That's what one senior university administrator told me when I asked about the chaos that erupted at the National Institutes of Health this week. Academics are in panic mode in the face of sudden new restrictions from the Trump administration. The Department of Health and Human Services has told employees of several health agencies, including the NIH, to stop communicating with the public. Even more disruptive for universities, the committee meetings for reviewing NIH grant proposals have also been abruptly put on hold until at least February 1.

"This will halt science and devastate research budgets in universities," Jane Liebschutz, a medical doctor and professor at the University of Pittsburgh, posted on Bluesky, in reference to the grant-review shutdown. The UCLA professor Lindsay Wiley echoed the sentiment, adding on Bluesky that the pause, which affects the distribution of a multibillion-dollar pool of public-research money, "will have long-term effects on medicine & short-term effects on state, higher education & hospital budgets. This affects all of us, not just researchers."

Even if the mayhem ends early next month, it would still represent a large and lasting threat to universities in years to come. The NIH funds a major portion of the research that gets done on campus, and money from its grants also helps pay for universities' general operations. The fact that this support has been switched off so haphazardly, for reasons that remain unclear, and despite the scope of troubles it creates, suggests that higher ed will be profoundly vulnerable during the second Trump era.

It's hard to overstate the role of HHS, and the NIH in particular, in funding universities. In 2023, the department contributed $33 billion in research grants to American institutions of higher education, representing more than half of all federal spending on academic R&D. Indeed, HHS alone accounts for nearly one-third of all funding for university research--most of which is distributed by the NIH.

This situation makes the NIH a golden goose for universities, and also a canary in a coal mine. Researchers know just how much research capital comes from the agency--and they worry about the calamity that might ensue if those funds were to be tied up more than momentarily. NIH money funds everything from basic science research (figuring out what a particular gene does, for example) to the work that makes that knowledge useful (inventing a new gene-editing treatment, say). And its resources are put to use well beyond the field of medicine, with grants for work in biology, chemistry, physics, engineering, social sciences, and social work, among other fields. Take that all away, all at once, and a mess of different kinds of researchers are left uncertain as to whether and how long their labs, personnel, and experiments can be sustained.

Not only is the NIH the most generous provider of government funding for research, but it also gives out money in a way that has secondary benefits for grantees and their institutions. For one thing, it generally doles out funds in larger chunks than other agencies. That's good for individual recipients: Writing grant proposals is a lot of work, so the fewer grants you have to chase, the more time you can spend doing actual science. Some NIH programs allow researchers to ask for standardized, "modular" allocations--say, $250,000 a year--instead of itemizing every element of a budget request. That saves time for science.

NIH grants have their own appeal for university administrators too, in the form of payments for what are called "indirect costs." Most federal grants pay fees to cover overhead for whatever research has been funded. That money helps pay for all of the campus infrastructure that goes into doing the research. This includes the buildings and labs in which the work gets done; the maintenance and management of those facilities; specialized equipment; the badge scanners, payroll services, and other costs associated with the postdoctoral researchers or research scientists who staff the labs; and other operational expenses.

Exactly how much federal grant money gets added to a grant for "indirect costs" is subject to negotiation. Universities work with federal agencies to determine the percentage, which may change from year to year. Some funding sources, such as the Department of Agriculture, tend to pay lower rates, with perhaps a 30 percent premium going to indirect costs. But the NIH goes very high, in general: Its rates will at times exceed 60 percent. Under such an arrangement, for every $1 million the agency gives to a scientist, that scientist's university gets $600,000.

These overhead funds, of which the NIH is such an important source, are mysterious and complicated. Many universities rely on them to balance their budget. The problem is, schools almost always have to spend more money to support research than they take in from grants. They do the work anyway both because research is part of their mission and because it helps them compete for better students, faculty, and rankings. But with grant-funded research already operating at a loss, any long-term interruption of schools' indirect-cost revenue could create a real financial crisis on campus.

Holden Thorp, the editor in chief of Science and a former university chancellor and provost, told me that many schools could weather these disruptions without issue: A university with a big hospital, for example, might use clinical revenue to offset uncompensated research costs. But some schools could be destabilized by even a small-scale interference with the flow of agency grants, and most research institutions would be thrown into at least some disarray.

An extended pause on grant funding isn't happening, or at least not yet. And Thorp said that panic isn't a useful response to whatever is happening at the NIH. It's totally understandable for researchers, students, and administrators to be unnerved, he said, but there are many possible explanations, and "it's best to keep calm and carry on." My own university, Washington University in St. Louis, made the same suggestion in a statement sent to faculty from the vice chancellor for research. It read, in part, "While these disruptions are frustrating, they are occurring government-wide and are not focusing on university research activities or targeting specific scientific disciplines."

But the NIH freak-out may have less to do with the present disruption (however long it lasts) than with what it signifies. If the viability of university research, and of universities themselves, can be so upended by a disarrangement of a single unit of the Department of Health and Human Services, then what might be coming next? Donald Trump's nominee to run the NIH, Jay Bhattacharya, has floated the idea of linking grants to measures of free speech on campus, according to The Wall Street Journal. And Trump's executive orders have already made clear that any federal grantee will have to answer for its own DEI initiatives. The Trump administration has many bones to pick with higher education, and it seems willing to abide--and even encourage--whatever chaos those squabbles may produce. The present situation might be a fluke, or it might be a test.
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'Malicious Compliance' Is Not the Issue With Trump's Executive Orders

The president's decrees are deliberately sweeping and chaotic.

by Tom Nichols




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


Senator Katie Britt, Republican of Alabama, is upset. She believes that someone in the United States Air Force decided to interpret President Donald Trump's recent executive order to terminate "all discriminatory programs, including illegal DEI and 'diversity, equity, inclusion, and accessibility' (DEIA) mandates, policies, programs, preferences, and activities in the Federal Government, under whatever name they appear," just the way it was written.

No one is quite sure what happened, but somehow this order resulted in the excision from a U.S. Air Force training course of some materials about the legendary Tuskegee Airmen, the all-Black World War II fighter pilots known as the Red Tails because of their aircraft's distinctive markings. Air Force officials confirmed on Saturday that a video had been removed from the training curriculum but only because it was "intertwined in courses now under review," and it is now back in the curriculum.

Britt referred to this kind of action as "malicious compliance," meaning a kind of opposition through aggressive and sometimes overly literal implementation of a command or policy. Rather than refuse to obey, the person or group engaging in malicious compliance takes a kind of "monkey's paw" approach, implementing the directives as destructively as possible. (Every teenager who has loaded the dishwasher improperly on purpose, hoping never to be told to clear the table again, knows what malicious compliance means.)

Britt also tagged Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth on social media. Hegseth, who was nominated for his position in part because of his vow to root out wokeness and DEI and to replace them with "lethality," responded enthusiastically: "Amen! We're all over it Senator. This will not stand."

Britt's complaint about malicious compliance is a diversion. Trump's wave of executive orders is designed to be performatively malicious. My colleague Adam Serwer years ago noted that, for the MAGA movement, "the cruelty is the point," and now Trump's orders make clear that the malice is the policy.

The series of presidential decrees is largely intended to delight the Republican base; unfortunately, government workers cannot divine what Trump really meant. The president has not given any cue that his orders should be interpreted in some more generous way. In fact, days before the Air Force kerfuffle, federal workers received an email from their supervisors (based on a template provided by the Office of Personnel Management) that could have come straight from a party apparatchik in the old Soviet Union. This memo not only told staff to be on the lookout for attempts to hide DEI-related ideological contamination, but warned them of their obligation to rat out colleagues who did so or face "adverse" job consequences themselves.

The advisory, which has since been taken off a government website, continued: "We are aware of efforts by some in government to disguise these programs by using coded or imprecise language. If you are aware of a change in any contract description or personnel position description since November 5, 2024"--that is, since Election Day--"to obscure the connection between the contract and DEIA or similar ideologies," employees must report it to OPM within ten days.

This is not exactly language that encourages anyone to use common sense and good judgment to decide what constitutes DEI contraband. This is a command that says, in effect: This could mean anything; if you don't report it, and we find it, you're in trouble. When government employees get a memo like that, they are not inclined to sit around wondering what counts and what doesn't.

Trump's other executive orders are likewise designed to show the GOP base that the new administration is doing all of the things that Trump promised he'd do--even if they're things that, legally, no president can do. Trump had pledged, for example, to eliminate birthright citizenship, so he Sharpied out part of the Fourteenth Amendment and declared victory. He froze federal grants and loans--an order now temporarily blocked by a judge--which could have endangered any number of programs, including school lunches. (And about time, according to Representative Rich McCormick, Republican of Georgia, who told CNN today that those indolent kids need to go get jobs--even, apparently, schoolchildren who aren't old enough to work--instead of "spong[ing] off the government.")

What would non-malicious compliance with such a mandate even look like? Instead of a lunch, are schools supposed to hand poor kids a glass of water and then wish them luck in their job search?

Of course, the Trump administration knows that aid to states and localities will begin to flow again, that children will be getting lunches, and that babies born on U.S. soil are citizens. The goal of all these orders is not to implement policy, but to generate outrage, report the spasms of liberal apoplexy to the MAGA faithful, and then, when necessary, go to court. And why not? The president now has a politically sympathetic Supreme Court majority that worked hard to keep him out of prison while he was a candidate, and has functionally immunized him against almost any challenge now that he's back in office. Trump's people know that they cannot actually shake the Constitution like an Etch A Sketch and make birthright citizenship disappear, but why not give it a shot, especially if a trolling executive order makes the base happy?

Trump and his people may also believe that a sleet storm of executive orders, some of which might stick here and there while others melt on contact with reality, is a way to demonstrate competence. They are likely still stung by the fiasco over the 2017 travel ban that initially got swatted down in court, and this time they want to appear as if they know what they're doing.

But this is merely mimicking competence and energy. The "return to work" order, for example, is a MAGA fan favorite, because it plays to a common stereotype among many Americans that federal employees who work from home are scamming goldbrickers plodding around the house in their bunny slippers and tapping the occasional key on a laptop. Although showing up to an office or worksite in-person is (and should be) a basic requirement of most jobs, remote work in many cases benefits the government and the taxpayer: It reduces congestion in cities, and it offloads a lot of overhead costs (heat, water, lighting, etc.) onto the worker. That's why the government and private industry were trending toward remote arrangements long before the pandemic.

In any case, many federal offices don't have enough space to bring everyone back, but Trump may be attempting to make government service onerous enough that some of them will leave anyway: All federal employees have until February 6 to accept a sizable buyout if they cannot or will not return to in-person work. In the end, the RTO power play isn't really about trying to fill empty offices. Instead, Trump is telling federal employees that all of the arrangements they've made with their departments about schedules, child care, commutes, and staffing are now invalid, because their career and service matter less than making some red-state voter feel that the president finally stuck it to them and their co-workers.

Maybe a non-malicious way to enforce such orders exists. But that's not the point.

Related:

	The cruelty is the point. (From 2018)
 	The strategy behind Trump's policy blitz




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump tries to seize the "power of the purse."
 	What an undervaccinated America would look like
 	China's DeepSeek surprise




Today's News

	A district-court judge temporarily blocked the Trump administration's pause on federal grants and loans.
 	Trump signed an executive order that would exclude gender-transition care from federal insurance programs.
 	The Department of Justice announced yesterday that it has fired more than a dozen officials who worked on the criminal investigations into Trump.
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Just Say No to Terrible White LEDs

By Gilad Edelman

God said, "Let there be light"--everyone knows that. But God did not specify what color light, and this would eventually prove problematic.
 In the age of the LED light bulb, consumers have an unfathomable range of lighting options. This has, perversely, made the task of pleasantly illuminating our homes harder, not easier.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	"Dear James": Oh, how the men drone on
 	The libs are having their paranoia moment.
 	Blind partisanship does not actually help Trump.
 	Biden's Middle East legacy




Culture Break


Jordan Hemingway



Listen. The sensation you get when dancing or making a really good cup of tea? FKA Twigs wants to bottle that in Eusexua, her latest album.

Debate. The Oscars have left the mainstream moviegoer behind, David Sims argues.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.
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Trump: A Man, a Plan, a Canal, Panama

What the president is after with his pledge to take back the waterway

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.


When the Panama Canal was unveiled by the United States in 1914, the roughly 50-mile-long waterway symbolized American power and technological advancement. But the glow of progress soon faded. Building the canal killed roughly 5,600 workers over a decade, and many historians think that the death toll was higher. "Beginning with Lyndon B. Johnson, American presidents of both parties understood the strategic necessity of handing the canal back," my colleague Franklin Foer wrote last week. The 1964 anti-American riots in Panama revealed that "the anger over America's presence would never subside."

The 1977 U.S.-Panama treaties signed by President Jimmy Carter relinquished control of the canal to Panama and established the passageway's neutrality. This move sowed discord in the Republican Party, the rumblings of which are most clearly felt in President Donald Trump's recent pledge to retake the canal. I spoke with Franklin about why Trump is fixated on this waterway, and what his preoccupation reveals about his vision for American expansionism.



Stephanie Bai: In Donald Trump's inauguration speech, and even before he assumed office, he promised to retake the Panama Canal. Is this an issue that Americans care about?

Franklin Foer: Until Trump started talking about it, the Panama Canal hardly ranked on the list of the top 500 strategic threats to America. Best I can tell, there were some toll increases, and the Chinese have started to pay greater interest to the canal over time. But there's zero national-security reason for the United States to deploy its prestige and military might to take back the canal. When it comes to his domestic audience, I think what Trump is betting on is a rising sense of nationalism that he can tap into. And I think by framing the canal as a lost fragment of the American empire and implying that it's rightfully ours, he's betting that it will be a piece of the broader "Make America great again" sentiment that he coasts on.

Stephanie: You wrote in your recent story that "reclaiming the Panama Canal is an old obsession of the American right." Why is it important to that faction of the country?

Franklin: Many countries failed to build a canal connecting the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans, so America's success was seen as a feat of engineering--at least, Americans viewed it that way for much of the 20th century. But its construction exacted an enormous human toll; thousands of workers died. And by the 1960s, most American presidents pretty clearly realized that the canal generated so much resentment toward the United States that keeping it didn't make sense.

But you also had a large sector of the American right that felt like we were abandoning our empire. And so Ronald Reagan, when he ran for president in 1976, made reclaiming the Panama Canal one of his central slogans. The issue was something that the insurgent New Right movement, a rising force in American politics, exploited mercilessly in order to raise money and garner enthusiasm.

Stephanie: Trump's grievances include his claim that the canal's neutrality has been violated because it's under the control of China.

Franklin: China likes to involve itself in the operation of infrastructure, and it has lots of global trading routes that it aims to control and exert influence over. There is a new Chinese presence in the canal, but that doesn't mean that they're about to take it over.

One of the things that's ludicrously self-defeating about Trump's strategy within the hemisphere is that he's deliberately aggravating countries that could conceivably be thrown into the arms of China. So Panama may not want to enter into any sort of alliance with the Chinese, but because Trump is threatening military action against it, the country may decide that aligning more closely with China is in its interest.

Stephanie: In response to Trump's inauguration speech, Panama President Jose Raul Mulino said that "the canal is and will remain Panama's." As you noted, Trump has already floated the idea of using military force to retake the canal. Do you think this could actually come to pass?

Franklin: I think Trump is testing limits to see what he can get. I would be surprised if he was asking the Pentagon to draw up plans right now to retake the Panama Canal. But the problem is: Once he goes down this road of threatening to use military force to take something back, what happens when Panama doesn't give it back? I don't think there's an extremely high chance that we will go to war to take back the canal. But I think there's at least some possibility that we're going down that road.

Stephanie: American expansionism seems to be top of mind for Trump. He talked about his "manifest destiny" vision in his inauguration speech, and he has repeatedly spoken about annexing Greenland and Canada in addition to taking back the Panama Canal.

Franklin: The fact that he's using the term manifest destiny, which is a callback to American expansion in the West in the 1840s and 1850s, shows that this is not a departure from American history but a return to the American history of imperialism.

This is a big shift in the way that America now thinks of its role in the world. I think for Trump, who is a real-estate guy, acquiring real estate is a token of his greatness. He looks at Vladimir Putin and sees the way in which Putin has projected his power to expand his territory with Ukraine and thinks, Well, that's what powerful leaders and powerful nations do. And here he is starting to explore that possibility himself.

Related:

	Emperor Trump's new map
 	The political logic of Trump's international threats






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Europe's Elon Musk problem
 	Trump can't escape the laws of political gravity.
 	Greenland's prime minister wants the nightmare to end.
 	Beware the weepy influencers.




Today's News

	Trump is expected to sign executive orders that would ban transgender people from the military, reinstate troops who were discharged for refusing to get the COVID-19 vaccine, and remove the military's DEI programs.
 	Colombia reached an agreement to accept the flights of deported migrants from the U.S. after Trump made threats that included steep tariffs and a travel ban on Colombian citizens.
 	U.S. markets fell today after the Chinese AI company DeepSeek's latest cutting-edge chatbot app shot up in popularity over the weekend.
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	The Wonder Reader: Dinner is whatever you want it to be, and that fact can be overwhelming or freeing, Isabel Fattal writes.
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The Worst Page on the Internet

By Yair Rosenberg

The worst page on the internet begins innocently enough. A small button beckons the user to "Click me." When they do, the game commences. The player's score, or "stimulation," appears in the middle of the screen, and goes up with every subsequent click. These points can then be used to buy new features for the page--a CNN-style news ticker with questionable headlines ("Child Star Steals Hearts, Faces Prison"), a Gmail inbox, a true-crime podcast that plays in the background, a day-trading platform, and more. Engaging with these items--checking your email, answering a Duolingo trivia question, buying and selling stocks--earns the player more points to unlock even more features.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	RFK Jr. is an excellent conspiracy theorist, Benjamin Mazer writes.
 	The border got quieter, so Trump had to act.
 	Tom Nichols: "America is now counting on you, Pete Hegseth."
 	The chaos in higher ed is only getting started.




Culture Break


Illustration by Ben Denzer



Examine. Starbucks' most beloved offering--free bathrooms--is disappearing, Ellen Cushing writes. And it reflects a tragedy of American life.

Watch. Presence (out now in theaters) is a horror movie that locks its monster--and the viewer--behind the camera, David Sims writes.

Play our daily crossword.



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 Weekend Reading List

Read about the secretive world of extreme fishing, new approaches to aging, and more.

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.


Our editors compiled a list of seven absorbing reads for your weekend. Spend time with stories about the secretive world of extreme fishing, new approaches to aging, and more.



Your Reading List

The Army of God Comes Out of the Shadows

By Stephanie McCrummen

Tens of millions of American Christians are embracing a charismatic movement known as the New Apostolic Reformation, which seeks to destroy the secular state.

America Needs to Radically Rethink What It Means to Be Old

By Jonathan Rauch

As 100-year lifespans become more common, the time has come for a new approach to school, work, and retirement.

Inside the Dangerous, Secretive World of Extreme Fishing

By Tyler Austin Harper

Why I swim out into rough seas 80 nights a year to hunt for striped bass

Americans Need to Party More

By Ellen Cushing

We're not doing it as much as we used to. You can be the change we need.

Read These Six Books--Just Trust Us

By Tajja Isen

Each title richly rewards readers who come in with little prior knowledge.

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.

The Agony of Texting With Men

By Matthew Schnipper

Many guys are bad at messaging their friends back--and it might be making them more lonely.



The Week Ahead

	Season 2 of The Recruit, an action series about a young CIA lawyer who becomes embroiled in an international conflict (streaming on Netflix on Thursday)
 	Dog Man, an animated film in the Captain Underpants universe about a police officer who is fused with his dog in a lifesaving surgery (in theaters Friday)
 	The Sirens' Call, a book by the MSNBC host Chris Hayes about how attention became the world's most endangered resource (out Tuesday)




More in Culture

	"Dear James": My sad, sad friend talks only about herself.
 	The Oscars have left the mainstream moviegoer behind.
 	David Lynch captured the appeal of the unknown.
 	A horrifying true story, told through mundane details
 	Dave Chappelle's sincere plea on Saturday Night Live




Catch Up on The Atlantic 

	MAGA is starting to crack.
 	The attack on birthright citizenship is a big test for the Constitution.
 	"January 6ers got out of prison--and came to my neighborhood."




Photo Album


Vivek, the son of U.S. Vice President J. D. Vance, attends the inaugural parade inside Capital One Arena. (Carlos Barria / Reuters)



Take a look at these photos of the week, featuring the U.S. vice president's son on Inauguration Day, two Thai actors who registered their marriage after Thailand's same-sex-marrige law went into effect, and more.



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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Reimagining the Meal

Dinner is whatever you want it to be, and that fact can be overwhelming or freeing.

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.


"The thing about dinner," Rachel Sugar wrote recently, "is that you have to deal with it every single night." Despite the world's many technological advancements, figuring out how to provide a household with a tasty, healthy meal day after day can feel impossible. "As it stands, dinner is a game of trade-offs," Sugar writes: "You can labor over beautiful and wholesome meals, but it is so much work. You can heat up a Trader Joe's frozen burrito or grab McDonald's ... but you don't have to be a health fanatic to aspire to a more balanced diet. You could get takeout, but it's notoriously expensive and frequently soggy, more a novelty than a regular occurrence."

The magic solution to dinner does not exist, at least not yet. But freeing ourselves from ideas about what a meal should be can help. If you're in a pinch, there's always breakfast for dinner or a PB&J like the one you had yesterday. And some Americans have started to rely on hearty snacks, abandoning the traditional three-meal schedule entirely. Dinner is whatever you want it to be. That fact can feel overwhelming--or it can be freeing.



On Meals

You'll Never Get Off the Dinner Treadmill

By Rachel Sugar

There's no such thing as an easy weeknight meal.

Read the article.

The People Who Eat the Same Meal Every Day

By Joe Pinsker

"Variety doesn't really matter to me. I would be perfectly happy to eat the same Caesar salad or peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwich every day."

Read the article.

How Snacks Took Over American Life

By Ellen Cushing

The rhythms of our days may never be the same.

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	There's no real reason to eat three meals a day: In 2021, Amanda Mull wrote about weird pandemic eating habits.
 	The 12 most unforgettable descriptions of food in literature: Haruki Murakami's stir fry, Maurice Sendak's chicken soup with rice--only the most gifted writers have made meals on the page worth remembering, Adrienne LaFrance wrote in 2022.




Other Diversions

	The myth of a loneliness epidemic
 	"David Lynch, my neighbor"
 	"Please don't make me say my boyfriend's name"
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A High-Octane Mystery Series

Culture and entertainment musts from Shayla Love

by Stephanie Bai




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


Welcome to The Daily's culture edition, in which one Atlantic writer or editor reveals what's keeping them entertained. Today's special guest is Shayla Love, a staff writer who has written about how sobriety became a tool of self-optimization, the ways invisible habits are driving our lives, and how RFK Jr. is seducing America with wellness.

Shayla's recommendations include a 1967 British television series that starts out like The Good Place, a "Page Six-esque thriller" about the Sigmund Freud Archives, and an "eclipse-viewing" experience that takes place entirely indoors.





The Culture Survey: Shayla Love

The television show I'm most enjoying right now: The 1967 British television series The Prisoner starts out remarkably similar to The Good Place: A person wakes up in an idyllic town that caters to their every need and also torments them. But in The Prisoner, Patrick McGoohan, the show's creator and star, isn't dead; he's a retired British intelligence agent called Number 6 who refuses to submit to the will of the "Village." He is put through a series of surreal and futuristic tests by a rotating cast of characters named Number 2 while trying not to be killed by a murderous white bouncing ball. A perfect low-stakes, high-octane episodic mystery. And who is Number 1?

A painting, sculpture, or other piece of visual art that I cherish: The best eclipse I saw last year was not the solar eclipse in April but the Instant Eclipse at Novelty Automation in London. For a few coins, you shut yourself inside a broom-closet-size box, look up, and experience an automated eclipse--no path of totality required. It was made in 1999 by Tim Hunkin, an engineer and artist who created dozens of strange and ingenious arcade machines. When I crammed into the contraption with my boyfriend, we heard audio of a noisy crowd that abruptly silenced when the "sun" vanished. We were surprised by how much wonder we felt as the artificial sky lit up with stars. [Related: The most dazzling eclipse in the universe]

Best novel I've recently read, and the best work of nonfiction: In the Freud Archives is Janet Malcolm at her best. She turns academic drama into a Page Six-esque thriller that you won't be able to put down. And just when you think the ride is over, there's a stunning afterword in the NYRB edition that takes you through the messy aftermath of her reporting.

Three Summers by Margarita Liberaki is my fiction pick. Read this book if you have sisters, if you've ever been crushed by a crush, if you have authority problems, or if you feel overwhelmed by a family's capacity for secrets.

The last museum or gallery show that I loved: To see Pink Mist (Space Division) by James Turrell, you have to wait. You walk into a completely dark room, hands outstretched, blindly searching for a bench. You sit, feeling lost, staring into pitch black. Then, it appears: a pinkish-red rectangle hovering in front of you. The shape doesn't move or change colors, but it's a successful optical trick; it changes you. Once your eyes have adjusted, you can't unsee it. All of the pieces in the Turrell retrospective at the Massachusetts Museum of Contemporary Art toy with both your perception and your patience.

Something I recently revisited: I rewatched the entire Canadian sci-fi series Orphan Black with my boyfriend, who had never seen it before. I realized how much this show is a part of my DNA--biomedical patents, an utopian island, longevity, nature versus nurture. Tatiana Maslany plays a handful of characters you'll be convinced are different people by the end. [Related: The slow creep of uncanny television]

A favorite story I've read in The Atlantic: "The Nitrous Oxide Philosopher," written in 1996 by Dmitri Tymoczko. I've returned to this piece dozens of times. The psychologist William James's interest in altered states of consciousness through nitrous oxide is well known, yet this piece chronicles the lesser-known story of the rogue autodidact philosopher and mystic Benjamin Paul Blood, who inspired James. An Atlantic classic that is still relevant when thinking about drugs and their role in meaning-making or religious belief.

A poem, or line of poetry, that I return to: Robert Hass's translations of three great Japanese haiku poets: Matsuo Basho, Yosa Buson, and Kobayashi Issa. Hass has so few words to work with, and he picks exactly the right ones.

Like his verb choice in this Basho haiku:

         A bee
 staggers out
         of the peony.


Or how he preserves the humor and lightness of Issa:

        Even with insects--
 some can sing,
        some can't.


Two more, the first from Basho, the next from Issa, to celebrate the end and start of a year:

         What fish feel,
 birds feel, I don't know--
         the year ending.




           New Year's Day--
 everything is in blossom!
           I feel about average.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Amanda Knox: "My last trial"
 	Evangelicals made a bad trade.
 	Jonathan Chait: There is no resistance.




Today's News

	During a tour of North Carolina to survey the damage of Hurricane Helene, President Donald Trump described plans to overhaul or eliminate FEMA. He proposed an alternative scenario in which the federal government pays "a percentage to the state" to aid in disaster response.
 	Hundreds of undocumented immigrants, including those who have been convicted of crimes, were flown out of the country last night on military aircraft, according to the White House.
 	The Senate plans to vote later this evening on whether to confirm Pete Hegseth as defense secretary.




Dispatches

	Atlantic Intelligence: Earlier this week, Trump unveiled perhaps the most ambitious infrastructure project in history--and all but dedicated it to Sam Altman, Matteo Wong writes.
 	The Books Briefing: Boris Kachka suggests what to read in the face of disaster.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



January 6ers Got Out of Prison--And Came to My Neighborhood

By Hanna Rosin

On Monday, Stewart Rhodes, the eye-patched founder of the far-right militia known as the Oath Keepers, was in prison, which is where he has been since he was convicted of seditious conspiracy for his role in the January 6 attack on the U.S. Capitol. By Tuesday afternoon, he was taking a nap at my neighbors' house.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Who will stop the militias now?
 	Eric Adams's totally predictable MAGA turn
 	What the fires revealed about Los Angeles culture




Culture Break


Simon Mein / Thin Man Films Ltd / Bleecker Street



Debate. Have we been thinking about loneliness all wrong? Americans may not feel any more desolate than they did in the past, Faith Hill writes.

Watch. Hard Truths (out now in theaters) takes an astonishingly sensitive approach in telling the story of difficult people, Shirley Li writes.

Play our daily crossword.



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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Trump Bets It All on OpenAI

Earlier this week, he unveiled perhaps the most ambitious infrastructure project in history--and all but dedicated it to Sam Altman.

by Matteo Wong




This is Atlantic Intelligence, a newsletter in which our writers help you wrap your mind around artificial intelligence and a new machine age. Sign up here.


Earlier this week, Donald Trump unveiled perhaps the most ambitious infrastructure project in history--one that may rival the costs of the first moon missions--and all but dedicated it to Sam Altman. The project, known as Stargate, is a joint venture between OpenAI, Oracle, SoftBank, and several other corporate partners that aims to invest $500 billion over the next four years in America's AI infrastructure: data centers, energy plants, power lines, and everything else needed to develop superintelligent computer programs. The first data center, already under construction, will soon be dedicated to training OpenAI's next models.

The Stargate Project is a resounding victory for a start-up that was struggling at the end of last year, as Karen Hao wrote for The Atlantic yesterday. OpenAI had lost some of its most talented staff; its relationship with its most important financial backer, Microsoft, was under stress; and it was weathering any number of other public controversies. This week's announcement, meanwhile, "reduces OpenAI's dependence on Microsoft, grants OpenAI (rather than its competitors) a mind-boggling sum of capital for computer chips--the hottest commodity in the AI race--and ties the company to Trump's 'America First' agenda," Hao wrote.

The announcement is the capstone to a steady maneuver by Altman to align himself with the incoming administration, another "masterful display of Altman's power" to ingratiate himself with the powerful and raise huge amounts of capital, Hao noted. Altman, along with executives from Oracle and SoftBank, stood beside Trump in the White House as he made the announcement. "I'm thrilled we get to do this in the United States," Altman said.




Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Getty.



OpenAI Goes MAGA

By Karen Hao

Things were not looking great for OpenAI at the end of last year. The company had been struggling with major delays on its long-awaited GPT-5 and hemorrhaging key talent--notably, Chief Scientist Ilya Sutskever, Chief Technology Officer Mira Murati, and Alec Radford, the researcher who'd set the company on the path of developing GPTs in the first place. Several people who left either joined OpenAI competitors or launched new ones. The start-up's relationship with Microsoft, its biggest backer and a crucial provider of the computing infrastructure needed to train and deploy its AI models, was being investigated by the Federal Trade Commission.
 And then there was Elon Musk. He'd co-founded OpenAI with Sam Altman and others, but the two had become fierce rivals. As "first buddy" to Donald Trump, Musk was suing OpenAI while rapidly building up his own AI venture, xAI, whose chatbot, Grok, has become a central feature on X. Amid all of this drama, Altman was notified by his sister, Annie, that she intended to sue him; she alleges that he sexually abused her when she was a child. (That lawsuit was filed at the start of this month; Altman and members of his family strongly denied the allegations through a statement posted on X.)


Read the full article.



What to Read Next

	Sam Altman doesn't actually need Trump: As I noted on Wednesday, the Stargate Project felt more like a display of weakness from Trump. These companies could have gone elsewhere; AI's rapid development would have continued with or without Stargate, and under Trump or a President Kamala Harris. "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," I wrote.
 	OpenAI takes off its mask: "For the first time, OpenAI's public structure and leadership are simply honest reflections of what the company has been--in effect, the will of a single person," Hao wrote last fall.




P.S.

Of course, Altman wasn't the only one cozying up to Trump this week. At his inauguration, tech titans whose tools collectively touch billions of lives--including Mark Zuckerberg, Jeff Bezos, Tim Cook, and Elon Musk--stood right beside Trump's family. "The tech industry has officially placed itself in the palm of Trump's hand," Atlantic senior editor Damon Beres wrote on Monday.

-- Matteo
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What to Read in the Face of Disaster

Can any writer offer useful wisdom when ash rains over a metropolis?

by Boris Kachka




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


Violence and strife feel unavoidable these days. When we're not encountering them personally, we see them on our phone or in the news. Even the entertainment that offers an escape from daily struggles is full of it: On reality TV, people constantly fight; spicy "romantasy" novels abound in peril and heartbreak; comfort-food police procedurals revolve around horrific crimes. During especially difficult times, where can people turn when they want to ward off the threat of paralyzing despair? I've been thinking about this a lot, especially in light of two recent Atlantic stories: my colleague Gal Beckerman's essay on the philosophy of pessimism and Carolina A. Miranda's reflection on what to read as wildfires burn in her hometown of Los Angeles. Can any writer, Miranda wonders, offer useful wisdom when entire neighborhoods are destroyed in hours and ash rains over a metropolis?

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	There's a new language sheriff in town.
 	"The Millworker's Wife": a poem for Sunday
 	Where Han Kang's nightmares come from


Social-media commentators have tried looking for solace in the work of L.A. essayists such as Joan Didion and Mike Davis. Miranda is an admirer of Davis, whose controversial 1995 essay, "The Case for Letting Malibu Burn," argued that building housing on hillsides prone to natural cycles of fire had set Southern California up for disaster. Davis's observations about suburban sprawl and potential solutions (such as the prescribed burns long practiced by Native tribes) made sense of the terrifying randomness of what was leveled and what remained unscathed. Yet the magnitude of this month's fires--as well as the role of climate change in accelerating them--extend far beyond what Davis could have foreseen three decades ago. To understand the state of fire in 2025, Miranda recommends The Pyrocene, in which the historian Stephen J. Pyne defines wildfires as a truly global phenomenon. "In Southern California, we are currently feeling the burn," Miranda concludes, "but the fire is everywhere."

This is hardly a consoling thought: Spending time really absorbing the scale of calamity that climate change will cause in the coming years can easily lead to despondency. Beckerman's essay addresses exactly this reaction. He writes about a new book, Hopeful Pessimism, in which the philosophy professor Mara van der Lugt "hopes to articulate a philosophical outlook for climate-change activists--a cohort with seemingly every reason to despair." Van der Lugt argues that pessimism might be a better attitude toward environmental collapse than optimism, which leads to a false sense of safety. Pessimism, combined with hope, can spur more people to action. This is not an oxymoronic combination, Beckerman finds--so long as it is "built not on an expectation of what will happen in the future but instead on uncertainty." Things will probably end badly, but they might not. "Just as despair can feel like stumbling through a pitch-black cave without an idea of where it ends," Beckerman writes, "hopeful pessimism has the quality of being stranded on a deserted island yet bolstered by the ocean's infinite blue."

Promise, in this formulation, springs from the fact that the future is not yet written, as well as the enticing mystery of what it might look like. Last week, we learned of the death of David Lynch, one of the most gloriously mysterious filmmakers of his generation. (He died of complications from emphysema not long after one of the L.A. fires forced him to evacuate his home in the Hollywood Hills.) Lynch's stories are full of dark undercurrents: murder, abuse, nuclear devastation, evil that reaches up from the depths of the human subconscious. Yet what makes his work most intriguing and enduring, as Emma Stefansky noted in an Atlantic essay this week, is that he tended to withhold tidy conclusions. In doing so, Stefansky writes, "Lynch seemed to be imploring [viewers] to stop seeking clarity" and instead to embrace "the experience itself ... the uncanny images whose significance were difficult to parse yet impossible to forget." For as long as a puzzle goes unsolved, we get to imagine an ending that has not yet come to pass--perhaps even a positive one. That looks a lot like hope.




Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic. Source: Getty



Be Like Sisyphus

By Gal Beckerman

How to embrace hopeful pessimism in a moment of despair

Read the full article.


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Serge Hoeltschi / 13PHOTO / Redux; Ethan Swope / AP



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

By Carolina A. Miranda

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



What to Read

The Half Life of Valery K, by Natasha Pulley

From its first pages, The Half Life of Valery K gets to the core of what humans facing a seemingly hopeless situation must do to carry on. "The way to not sink into self-pity and despair--the way not to die--was to look forward to things," Valery thinks. "Anything; the tinier the better, because then you were more likely to get it." Incarcerated in a Siberian prison, he must stave off "the terrible docility that came before you gave up." Valery is a Soviet biochemist specializing in radiation who gets transferred to City 40, ostensibly to study the effect of a nuclear accident the government has spun as a planned "experiment" on an ecosystem. Pulley's novel is inspired by real events: In September 1957, an explosion in the Soviet Union spread radioactive material, causing mass evacuations and contamination. The book itself has sharp edges. Pulley's characters are not only physically wounded; they are forever scarred by their trauma. But Valery, despite his lack of power in a despotic system, is able to help others, and finds a way to not just survive his pain but also live with its lasting effects. -- Vanessa Armstrong

From our list: What to read when the odds are against you





Out Next Week

? Too Soon, by Betty Shamieh

? The Loves of My Life: A Sex Memoir, by Edmund White


? The Sirens' Call: How Attention Became the World's Most Endangered Resource, by Chris Hayes




Your Weekend Read


Illustration by Kristina Tzekova



The Myth of a Loneliness Epidemic

By Faith Hill

The greatest difficulty with measuring loneliness--and deciding how much to focus on ending it--may be that we don't really know what loneliness is. Different people, researchers told me, seem to mean different things when they say they're lonely: Some want more time with friends; some yearn to be seen for who they are; some feel disconnected from a collective identity or sense of purpose. What those experiences tell us about society's ills--or whether they tell any coherent story at all--remains unclear. And if nations are going to devote precious resources to solving loneliness, they should know what it is they're trying to fix.

Read the full article.





A previous version of this newsletter included Adam Chandler's 99% Perspiration under "Out Next Week." The book was published on January 7.


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 Paranoid Thriller That Foretold Trump's Foreign Policy

Some of the president's policies are stranger than fiction.

by Tom Nichols




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


The aged president of the United States and the young midwestern senator he'd chosen as his second-term running mate were having a private, late-night discussion. The commander in chief wanted to share his plan to make America greater than it's ever been. He flung an arm toward one end of the room as he explained the most audacious idea in the history of the republic.

"Canada! Canada!"


The senator, a veteran of America's most recent war, was dumbfounded. "A union with Canada?" he asked.

"Right. A union with Canada. ... Canada is the wealthiest nation on earth ... Canada will be the seat of power in the next century and, properly exploited and conserved, her riches can go on for a thousand years."


Not only did the president want to annex Canada, but he then declared the need to bring Scandinavia--with populations ostensibly blessed by genetics--into a new Atlantic union. "Sweden, Denmark, Norway and Finland, to be specific. They will bring us the character and the discipline we so sadly lack. I know these people ... I'm of German extraction, but many generations ago my people were Swedes who emigrated to Germany."

Other NATO members would be frozen out, especially Great Britain, France, and Germany, nations the president believed had faded as world powers. He assured his running mate that eventually they would become part of the new union one way or another--even if that meant using force against former American allies to compel their submission to his plans for greatness. "Force?" the incredulous young senator asked. "You mean military force, Mr. President?"

"Yes, force," the president said. "Only if necessary, and I doubt it ever would be. There are other kinds of pressure," the president continued, "trade duties and barriers, financial measures, economic sanctions if you will." In the short term, however, the president's first move would be to meet with the Russians--and to propose a nuclear alliance against China.

These exchanges are--believe it or not--the plot of a 1965 political thriller, a book titled Night of Camp David.

The author Fletcher Knebel (who also co-wrote the more widely known Seven Days in May) came up with these plans as evidence that a fictional president named Mark Hollenbach has gone insane. In the story, a crisis unfolds as the young senator, Jim MacVeagh, realizes that Hollenbach has told no one else of his scheme. He races to alert other members of the government to the president's madness before the potentially disastrous summit with the Kremlin.

Such ideas--including a messianic president talking about attacking other NATO members--were in 1965 perhaps too unnerving for Hollywood. Unlike Seven Days in May, a book about a military coup in the United States that was made into a well-regarded film starring Burt Lancaster and Kirk Douglas, Night of Camp David was never made into a movie despite decent reviews and more than four months on the New York Times best-seller list. In fairness, the market was glutted with such thrillers in the mid-'60s, but perhaps the idea was too disturbing even for Cold War America.

And now, 60 years later, Donald Trump--an elderly president with a young midwesterner as his vice president--is saying things that make him sound much like Mark Hollenbach. He, too, has proposed annexing Canada; he, too, has suggested that he would use coercion against U.S. friends and allies, including Panama and Denmark. He, too, seems to believe that some groups bring better genes to America than others. Like Hollenbach, he dreams of a giant Atlantic empire and seeks the kind of accommodation with Russia that would facilitate an exit from our traditional alliances, especially NATO.

One of the most important differences between the novel and real life is that until the titular night at Camp David, Hollenbach is a highly intelligent and decent man, a president respected by both parties after a successful first term. His new plans (which, in another moment of life imitating art, also include unleashing the FBI on America's domestic "enemies") are wildly out of character for him, and in the end, MacVeagh finally manages to convince the Cabinet that the president is suffering from a sudden illness, perhaps dementia, a nervous breakdown, or the onset of paranoia.

Trump, however, has always talked like this. He is regularly caught up in narcissistic and childlike flights of grandeur; he routinely lapses into fits of self-pitying grievance; he thinks himself besieged by enemies; and he talks about international affairs as if he is playing a giant game of Risk. (In the novel, MacVeagh at one point muses that the president's "once brilliant mind now was obsessed with fancied tormentors and played like a child's with the toy blocks of destiny.") Whatever one thinks of the 47th president, he is today who he has always been.

I am not a doctor, and I am not diagnosing Trump. I'm also not the first one to notice the similarities between the fictional Hollenbach and Trump: The book was name-checked by Bob Woodward, Michael Beschloss, and Rachel Maddow during Trump's first term, and then reissued in 2018 because of a resurgence of interest in its plot. Rumors that the United 93 director, Paul Greengrass, wanted to make a movie version circulated briefly in 2021, but the project is now likely languishing in development hell.

In any event, rereading Night of Camp David today raises fewer disturbing questions about Trump than it does about America. How did the United States, as a nation, travel the distance from 1965--when the things Trump says would have been considered signs of a mental or emotional disorder--to 2025, where Americans and their elected officials merely shrug at a babbling chief executive who talks repeatedly and openly about annexing Canada? Where is the Jim MacVeagh who would risk everything in his life to oppose such things? (I've read the book, and let me tell you, Vice President J. D. Vance is no Jim MacVeagh.)

The saddest part of revisiting the book now is how quaint it feels to read about the rest of the American government trying hard to do the right thing. When others in Congress and the Cabinet finally realize that Hollenbach is ill, they put their careers on the line to avert disaster. At the book's conclusion, Hollenbach, aware that something's wrong with him, agrees to give up the presidency. He resigns after agreeing to a cover story about having a serious heart condition, and the whole matter is hushed up.

Perhaps such happy endings are why some thrillers are comforting to read: Fear ends up giving way to reassurance. Unfortunately, in the real world, the GOP is not responding to Trump's bizarre foreign-policy rants by rallying to the defense of America's alliances and its national values as the leader of the free world. Instead, Republican members of the United States Senate are seeing how fast they can ram through the nomination of an unqualified talk-show host as secretary of defense.

In 2018, Knebel's son was asked what his father would have thought about the renewed interest in the book. The younger Knebel answered: "He'd say, yeah, this is just what I was afraid of." But at least Mark Hollenbach only dared whisper such ideas in the dark. Donald Trump says them, over and over, in broad daylight.

Related:

	Emperor Trump's new map
 	The political logic of Trump's international threats






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	MAGA is starting to crack.
 	Turns out signing the Hunter Biden letter was a bad idea, Graeme Wood writes.
 	Capitulation is contagious.




Today's News

	A federal judge temporarily blocked Donald Trump's executive order ending birthright citizenship, calling it "blatantly unconstitutional."
 	Trump told the countries attending the World Economic Forum that if they don't make their products in America, they will face a tariff.
 	The Senate voted to confirm John Ratcliffe as the new director of the CIA.
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	Time-Travel Thursdays: Stephanie Bai spoke with Russell Berman about the last president to lose, then win, a reelection bid.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read




America Is Divided. It Makes for Tremendous Content.

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.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Bishop Budde delivered a truly Christian message, Elizabeth Bruenig writes.
 	Radio Atlantic: Even some J6ers don't agree with Trump's blanket pardon.
 	Trump's first shot in his war on the "deep state"
 	OpenAI goes full MAGA.
 	The animal story that RFK Jr. should know
 	A possible substitute for mifepristone is already on pharmacy shelves.




Culture Break


Illustration by Jan Buchczik



Read. Will Bahr writes on growing up three doors down from the late director David Lynch. "David drove me to school a handful of times ... Though he was more dad than director to us, David did carry a certain air."

Contemplate. Here's how philosophy can save your life, according to the happiness expert Arthur C. Brooks.

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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Grover Cleveland's Warning for Trump

A conversation with Russell Berman about the last president to lose, then win, a reelection bid

by Stephanie Bai




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.


Donald Trump is now the second president to return to the White House after losing a bid for reelection. The first was Grover Cleveland, who ran a successful campaign in 1884 and 1892. I spoke with my colleague Russell Berman about his recent story on Cleveland's legacy, the ways Trump's win may reshape it, and how an electoral loss can become a political advantage.



Stephanie Bai: In your recent story, you wrote that some of Grover Cleveland's fans aren't too pleased with the comparisons being made between him and Donald Trump. But one similarity that struck me is how both Trump and Cleveland campaigned on the image of being political outsiders to connect with working-class voters--even though Cleveland co-owned a successful law practice and Trump's return to office has been supported by titans of industry.

Did their initial electoral loss and the subsequent four-year gap between campaigns give any credence to their political-outsider narratives?

Russell Berman: Certainly for Trump, I think that is true. He was able to stand on the sidelines for the past four years and criticize former President Joe Biden for basically everything. Trump blamed him for inflation and made voters think more rosily about his first term than they did while he was in office. And he repeated what he had done successfully in 2015 and 2016, which was to position himself as an outsider--except back then, he really was an outsider to the political system.

Cleveland did that, too, to a lesser extent. By not being in office for four years, he was able to run as an outsider. Similarly to Trump, that's what he had done earlier in his political career. Even in his runs for office for mayor of Buffalo and then for governor of New York, he was seen as the reluctant candidate. There's some debate about whether that was true or if he just wanted voters to think that, but he was able to position himself as this anti-corruption populist. And unlike Trump, he actually followed through on his commitment to clean government once in office.

Stephanie: At his inauguration, Trump said he was "saved by God to make America great again" and serve another term. Do you think that his historic political comeback will affect the direction of his presidency?

Russell: Trump has always had this desire to resist any constraints on him and on the presidency. This is also what separates him from Cleveland, and probably what will end up separating their second terms. Cleveland adhered to the constitutional limits on the presidency. He didn't try to expand the power of the presidency in the way that Trump has already in his second term, with his early executive orders going after birthright citizenship and trying to refuse to spend money appropriated by Congress. Trump is going to see how much he can get away with and what kind of resistance, if any, he'll face within the Republican Party or in the courts.

But Cleveland's comeback turned sour soon after he returned to the White House. His second term was marred by a very deep recession. The economy obviously is pretty strong right now, as we speak, but that can change quickly--especially because some economists are concerned about what Trump's tariffs could do. So there is a warning for Trump in Cleveland's story because Cleveland's second term, similar to a lot of presidential second terms, was much rougher than his first.



Read More

	The president Trump is pushing aside: Grover Cleveland enthusiasts aren't thrilled, Russell Berman reports.
 	The lessons of 1884: When Grover Cleveland clinched the Democratic nomination and faced an allegation of misconduct, he created a new political playbook, Susan Wise Bauer writes.
 	The independence of the executive: In an address to Princeton University published in 1900, Grover Cleveland spoke about the history and political deliberations surrounding his former office.
 	Attempts to undo a presidential legacy: Benjamin Harrison, in the twilight of his presidency, sent a treaty to the Senate to advance the annexation of Hawai'i. Weeks later, Cleveland's first act as president was to withdraw that treaty and order an investigation of the American-led overthrow of the Hawaiian Kingdom.
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            Half a century ago, the Vietnam War came to an end with the fall of Saigon, the blockbuster movie Jaws was released, and U.S. President Gerald Ford escaped two assassination attempts. Also in 1975, the Soviet Union and the United States teamed up for a historic cooperative space mission, the first wedding ceremony ever performed in a hot tub took place in California, and much more.
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                [image: Bruce Springsteen sings and plays guitar onstage in 1975.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Bruce Springsteen performs with the E Street Band at Alex Cooley's Electric Ballroom on August 21, 1975, during their Born to Run tour in Atlanta, Georgia.
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                [image: A line of people climb a steep staircase on a building's roof to board a helicopter that has landed on a very small rooftop space.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A CIA employee helps Vietnamese evacuees onto an Air America helicopter from the top of 22 Gia Long Street, a half mile from the U.S. embassy, on April 29, 1975, shortly before Saigon fell to the advancing North Vietnamese army.
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                [image: Joe Perry poses alongside his Corvette Stingray convertible, in an alley.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Aerosmith guitarist Joe Perry poses for a portrait with his Corvette Stingray on August 10, 1975, in Waltham, Massachusetts.
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                [image: Betty Ford performs dance movements alongside 8 or 9 other dancers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                First lady Betty Ford, on a visit with her husband to China in 1975, joins members of a dance troupe for an impromptu series of movements. Mrs. Ford herself was a serious dancer earlier in her life.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Wally McNamee / Corbis / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: People line up outside a movie theater beneath a marquee that reads "Jaws, Now a terrifying motion picture"]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Crowds line up outside the Rivoli Theatre to see the motion picture Jaws in New York City in August of 1975. The blockbuster film, released in June of 1975, grossed more than $100 million within two months, and soon became the highest-grossing film in the North American box office at the time.
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                [image: People work inside a large wind tunnel, using a crane to move a huge scale model of the space shuttle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A one-third-scale model of NASA's Space Shuttle orbiter is placed in the test section of the Ames Research Center's 40-by-80-foot wind tunnel in 1975. The shuttle's first orbital launch would take place in April of 1981.
                #
            

            
                
                
                NASA
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Several people stand outside a large aircraft, as one (carrying a weapon) boards through a rear staircase.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Six terrorists took over the OPEC headquarters in Vienna, Austria, on December 21, 1975, and held dozens of people hostage, including several OPEC oil ministers. Here, the attackers are seen boarding a DC-9 aircraft they had demanded to fly them to Algeria. Mediators from the Interior Ministry stand at center as an armed terrorist boards the plane. Three people were killed in the initial attack, but after negotiations, all remaining hostages and terrorists walked away just days later.
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                [image: A young woman stands, waiting, wearing large glasses and a t-shirt with an image of a peeled banana on it, and the text "Banana's."]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption from September of 1975: "A young woman watches as her car goes through testing at an auto emission inspection station in downtown Cincinnati, Ohio. All light duty, spark ignition powered motor vehicles are tested annually for carbon monoxide and hydrocarbon emissions, and given a safety check."
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                [image: A police officer on horseback rides in shallow water toward several people.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A mounted police officer pursues white demonstrators who attempted to invade an area being used by Black swimmers at Carson Beach in South Boston on August 10, 1975. Black and white swimmers threw rocks and bricks at one another at times. About 500 Black protesters were at the beach in predominantly white South Boston in response to a request by Black leaders who said they wanted to "reassert the rights of all Boston residents to use all public facilities."
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                [image: Mr. Rogers holds up puppets Henrietta Pussycat and X the Owl.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fred Rogers of Mister Rogers' Neighborhood holds puppets Henrietta Pussycat and X the Owl during an interview.
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                [image: Evel Knievel, seen in mid-air, on a motorcycle, during a jump over several rental vans.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                American stuntman Evel Knievel practices jumping over three vans in the parking lot of Wembley Stadium on May 23, 1975. Several days later, Knievel's attempt to jump over 13 buses in front of a crowd inside Wembley Stadium ended in a crash that left him with a broken pelvis.
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                [image: Tina Turner and Ike Turner perform on stage with backup singers and band members.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Singer Tina Turner performs live on stage with Ike Turner (background) and the Ikettes in London, England, in October of 1975.
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                [image: Two men stand beside an experimental race car with two normal rear tires, and four small front tires.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Team owner Ken Tyrrell (left) stands beside Derek Gardner, designer of the Tyrrell P34 (Project 34) Formula One race car while Patrick Depailler, of France, sits inside the radical six-wheeled race car in the pit lane at the Silverstone Circuit following the car's trial shakedown run on October 9, 1975, in Towcester, England.
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                [image: A skateboarder rides through a large concrete storm drain.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A skateboarder rides through a concrete storm drain in this 1975 photo illustrating the emerging teen sport of skateboarding, in Claremont, California.
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                [image: Members of the Monty Python comedy troupe in 1975. From left, John Cleese, Terry Gilliam, Michael Palin, Terry Jones, Eric Idle, and Graham Chapman]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Monty Python comedy troupe, from left, John Cleese, Terry Gilliam, Michael Palin, Terry Jones, Eric Idle, and Graham Chapman, pose for a photo in Los Angeles, California, on May 16, 1975. The group's second motion picture, Monty Python and the Holy Grail had just premiered in the United States several weeks earlier.
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                [image: A football fan wears a helmet and a gas mask as another fan blows cigarette smoke toward them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "Jim Ondrus of Mount Clemens, Michigan, wears a gas mask during the opening minutes of the Detroit-St. Louis NFL game in Pontiac, Michigan, on December 21, 1975, as another spectator teases him with billowing cigarette smoke. Smoking and the banning of it in the stadium has been the subject of a recent court action in Michigan."
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                [image: A television presenter sits inside a life-sized open model of a spacecraft inside a TV studio.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption, from July, 1975: "James Burke, television popularizer of science, sits inside the life-size model of a spacecraft at the BBC TV studio. The BBC and Burke planned model coverage of the Apollo-Soyuz historic linkup in space. The BBC TV Space team created specially-built life-size models of the manned sections of the Apollo and Soyuz craft." Apollo-Soyuz was a cooperative space mission between the United States and the Soviet Union, where two crewed spacecraft met in orbit, docking for two days in July of 1975.
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                [image: A large audience in a park watch a guitarist playing on a large stage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Thousands attend a free concert in San Francisco's Golden Gate Park featuring the Grateful Dead and Jefferson Starship, on September 28, 1975. Here, the Jefferson Starship guitarist Craig Chaquico performs at the front of the stage.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Terry Schmitt / San Francisco Chronicle / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Ronald Reagan and his wife Nancy Reagan stand side-by-side near a podium, waving to photographers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "Washington, D.C.: With wife Nancy by his side, Ronald Reagan announces on November 20, that he is a candidate for the Republican presidential nomination." Reagan lost the nomination to incumbent President Gerald Ford that year, but went on to win the presidency in 1980.
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                [image: A man wearing a top hat and a woman in a bikini are married while sitting in a hot tub.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The first legal wedding ceremony ever performed in a hot tub took place when Leslie Davis and Richard Bustardo got married during the Backyard Living Show in Los Angeles, California, on March 26, 1975. The ceremony was held in a five-foot hot tub, with the bride wearing a bikini and the groom attired in swimming trunks and top hat.
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                [image: Five members of a pop band perform in a television studio.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Scottish pop group the Bay City Rollers perform on an episode of Saturday Night Live with Howard Cosell, broadcast live from the Ed Sullivan Theater in New York City.
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                [image: Two men kneel down inside an electronics shop crowded with 1970s-era portable electronics.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Potential customers try one of hundreds of radio-tape recorders at an electronics shop in Tokyo's Akihabara district in Japan, on November 18, 1975.
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                [image: Actors Penny Marshall and Cindy Williams stand in costume in a fictional beer bottling plant.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                From left: Actors Penny Marshall and Cindy Williams, seen during the filming of the opening title sequence for the television show Laverne & Shirley, in December of 1975. The show, a spin-off of the popular series Happy Days, debuted in January of 1976, becoming a popular series lasting for eight seasons.
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                [image: A man wearing protective gear and holding a helmet stands beside a very long specialized and streamlined motorcycle on a broad flat plain.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "California motorcyclist Don Vesco, after completing a 293.792 m.p.h. run on the Bonneville Salt Flats. He broke his own record with a 299.490 average run the next day In doing so he set both U.S. and world speed records for two wheeled vehicles."
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                [image: Freddie Mercury performs on stage in front of his drummer.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Freddie Mercury of the rock band Queen performs onstage circa 1975 in London, England.
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                [image: A masked person plays a piano, with a rifle resting nearby, atop the piano.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "A masked Phalange gunman plays the piano, with his assault rifle momentarily set aside, in the downstairs musical bar of the Holiday Inn on November 3, 1975, in Beirut, Lebanon. The Holiday Inn is occupied by Phalangists battling leftist Muslim fighters in Beirut's 'Hotel War.'" The conflict took place during the broader Lebanese Civil War that lasted until 1990.
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                [image: A heavily bomb-damaged office restroom]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The interior of the third-floor restroom area at the State Department in Washington is shown after a bomb exploded in the early morning of January 29, 1975. The bombing was undertaken by members of the militant organization called the Weather Underground, who claimed it was in retaliation for escalations of American involvement in the Vietnam War. There were no injuries in the blast.
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                [image: A man and woman, wearing Star Trek costumes, pose inside their memorabilia store.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption: "Chuck Weiss and his wife Sandy Sarris dress as Spock and another character from the science fiction television series Star Trek. Weiss and Sarris owned the first Star Trek memorabilia store in the country. Berkeley, 1975."
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                [image: A person sleeps in a hammock with an American flag blanket.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Original caption, circa 1975: "American dreams at Little Duck Key. Commercial camping sites and travel trailer courts have sprung up throughout the Keys. Even on the smaller keys like Little Duck, where no facilities have yet been constructed, camping is permitted by local authorities."
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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.







This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/photo/2025/01/50-years-ago-photos-1975/681491/



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




        Winners of the 2024 Close-Up Photographer of the Year
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            Judging for the sixth year of the Close-Up Photographer of the Year competition recently ended, and the winning images have been announced. The contest "celebrates close-up, macro, and micro photography," among 11 separate categories. More than 11,000 entries were received from photographers in 61 countries this year. The contest organizers were once more kind enough to share some of the winners and finalists with us here.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of two large beetles fighting with each other]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Clash of the Titans. First Place, Insects and Overall Winner. Two stag beetles battle for dominance in the Voronezh region of Russia.
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                [image: A small mouse climbs among stalks of wheat.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Can I Help You? Top 10, Young. A harvest mouse peeks through wheat in England, in April 2024.
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                [image: A small colorful bird catches an insect in its beak in flight.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Spring. First Place, Young. A European Bee-eater in mid-flight with an insect in its beak in southern Spain at the end of spring 2023.
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                [image: A close view of a seed surrounded by smooth flows of resin, looking like abstract art]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Gold Rush. Top 10, Studio Art. An ultra-macro shot of a very small seed surrounded by flowing resin.
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                [image: Two small flying insects perch on a stalk at sunrise.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                On Fire. Top 10, Young. Two banded demoiselles, seen in the first morning light in a river meadow in Germany on May 21, 2024.
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                [image: A close view of a mushroom covered in grains of sand]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sandy Mushroom. Third Place, Fungi & Slime Molds. A mushroom covered in sand on Holywell Bay Beach, in Cornwall, U.K.
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                [image: A dead toad, underwater, is swarmed by tadpoles.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cannibalism. Top 10, Underwater. Tadpoles devour the corpse of an adult female toad in Cantabria, Spain.
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                [image: A close-up of a pair of mating millipedes]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Loving Embrace. Top 10, Animals. A pair of millipedes mate on a palm tree in Perth, Western Australia.
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                [image: A close view of the  seed heads of wildflowers in a field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sunset Pulsatille. Top 10, Plants. The seed heads of pasque flowers, seen in a limestone area of France at sunset.
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                [image: A long-exposure image of a flying insect, creating a blurred trail through the air]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Graceful Flight. Top 10, Insects. An ant lion flies in the summer night over the Hungarian steppe.
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                [image: Two purple crocuses covered in water droplets]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Morning Crocuses. Top 10, Studio Art. Two purple crocuses with water droplets, photographed indoors.
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                [image: A black bear walks through a dense rainforest scene.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                God in the Shadows. First Place, Animals. An Andean bear stands amid the dense foliage of a highland rainforest. November 6, 2023, Ecopalacio Nature Reserve, La Calera, Colombia
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                [image: A newt curls around an acorn with a tiny pseudoscorpion on it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Newt and the Pseudoscorpion. Top 10, Young. A smooth newt curls around an acorn with a pseudoscorpion on top.
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                [image: A very close view of a single grain of semi-transparent sand]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Drifting Sandgrain. Top 10, Studio Art. A single sand grain drifts in sodium silicate on a microscope slide.
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                [image: A sea dragon with many frilly appendages floats near a school of fish]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Search for the Dragon. Second Place, Underwater. A leafy sea dragon swims with a school of rough bullseye fish in Rapid Bay, South Australia.
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                [image: Two stalk-like eyes of a crab peek out from a small sand tunnel.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ghost Crab Peering out of Its Sand Tunnel. Top 10, Invertebrate Portrait. A ghost crab cautiously emerges from its sand tunnel in the Andaman Islands, India, May 11, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                    (c)
                
                
                
                Raghuram Annadana / cupoty.com
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of a spider perched in the middle of a web]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Light Weaver. Top 10, Arachnids. A spider patiently waits for its prey in a rosemary bush in Clinceni, Romania.
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                [image: A close view of a cluster of mushrooms]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mushroom Village. Top 10, Fungi & Slime Molds. A group of mushrooms grow in a garden in Ohio.
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                [image: An insect rests on a fungus amid a swirl of spores.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                My Own Galaxy. Third Place, Insects. A leafhopper rests on a bracket fungus amid a swirl of spores in Goa, India.
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                [image: Two ants stand on a stalk beside a clutch of of woolly aphids.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tending to the Herd. Top 10, Insects. Two ants watch over a group of woolly aphids in Wadsworth, Illinois.
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                [image: A damselfly rests on a rock below a waterfall.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Damselfly by the Waterfall. First Place, Butterflies & Dragonflies. A damselfly rests on a rock below a flowing waterfall in the Tianmushan Nature Reserve, Zhejiang province, China.
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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.







This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/photo/2025/01/winners-2024-close-photographer-year/681476/



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




        Photos of the Week: Firefighters, Ice Marathon, Inauguration Day

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	January 24, 2025

            	28 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            A fragile cease-fire in Gaza, a lantern festival in China, a rare snowstorm along the American Gulf Coast, camel racing in Qatar, a comet in the sky above Uruguay, additional wildfires in California, and much more.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two people embrace, smiling at each other, holding a bouquet of flowers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Thai actors Apiwat "Porsch" Apiwatsayree (left) and Sappanyoo "Arm" Panatkool pose for pictures after registering their same-sex marriage at the Phra Nakhon district office in Bangkok, Thailand, on January 23, 2025. The high-profile gay couple were married on January 23, among the first of hundreds who joined them on the day the kingdom's landmark same-sex-marriage law went into effect.
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                Chanakarn Laosarakham / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Ice clings to a cherub sculpture in a fountain on a chilly day.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ice clings to the cherub sculpture in the historic fountain at Forsyth Park after a rare snowstorm in Savannah, Georgia, on January 22, 2025.
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                [image: A person walks down a New Orleans street during a snowstorm.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The iconic St. Louis Cathedral in the French Quarter is barely visible in heavy snow on January 21, 2025, in New Orleans, Louisiana. A winter storm brought rare snowfall to the city, shutting down schools and businesses and drawing out locals, many of whom had never seen snow before.
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                [image: The sky is filled with dark smoke from a nearby wildfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Hughes Fire burns near Castaic, California, north of Los Angeles, on January 22, 2025. The fire prompted mandatory evacuations just over two weeks after the Eaton and Palisades Fires.
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                [image: Three emergency vehicles sit on the side of the road as flames from a wildfire race up a hill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Emergency vehicles sit on the side of the road as flames from the Hughes Fire race up a hill in Castaic, a northwestern neighborhood of Los Angeles, California, on January 22, 2025.
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                [image: Two firefighters use a hose to spray water amid a swirl of wind-blown embers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Firefighter Joshua Cari sprays water while battling the Lilac Fire near the Bonsall community of San Diego County, California, on January 21, 2025.
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                [image: About a dozen people are gathered beneath multiple kites in the air above.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People watch as participants fly kites during the Qatar Kite Festival, in Doha, on January 18, 2025.
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                [image: A comet in the night sky, beyond the silhouette of a tree]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Comet C/2024 G3 (ATLAS) is seen in the sky at dusk near Capilla del Sauce, Florida Department, Uruguay, on January 22, 2025. The comet reached its closest point to the sun on January 13, 2025.
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                [image: A large flock of cranes gathers in a field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Migrating cranes flock at sunrise in the Hula Lake conservation area, north of the Sea of Galilee, Israel, on January 23, 2025.
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                [image: A diver watches a costumed woman free dive in a water tank.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A diver watches a woman free dive in a tank at a water sports and boat show in Dusseldorf, Germany, on January 17, 2025.
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                [image: President Donald Trump, first lady Melania Trump, and others dance on a circular stage covered with the seal of the president of the United States.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                President Donald Trump and first lady Melania Trump and Vice President J. D. Vance and second lady Usha Vance dance  at the Starlight Ball, part of the 60th presidential inauguration, on January 21, 2025, in Washington, D.C.
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                [image: From left: Mark Zuckerberg, Lauren Sanchez, Jeff Bezos, Sundar Pichai, and Elon Musk]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Presidential inauguration guests, including Mark Zuckerberg, Jeff Bezos, Sundar Pichai, and Elon Musk, arrive in the Rotunda of the U.S. Capitol, in Washington, D.C., on January 20, 2025.
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                [image: A child wearing a suit leans on a ledge above a large frame displaying the seal of the president of the United States.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Vivek, son of U.S. Vice President J. D. Vance, attends the inaugural parade inside Capital One Arena on the Inauguration Day of U.S. President Donald Trump's second presidential term, in Washington, D.C., on January 20, 2025.
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                [image: A large crowd of protesters carry signs with various messages, including "The inferiority of women is man-made" and "Real men serve their country, not themselves."]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Demonstrators participate in the People's March on Washington on January 18, 2025, in Washington, D.C. Two days before the presidential inauguration, activists rallied in opposition to the incoming Trump administration's policy objectives.
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                [image: Hundreds of people wearing traditional costumes fill a city street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Parachicos dancers perform in the street during the Saint Sebastian celebration on January 20, 2025, in Chiapa de Corzo, Mexico.
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                [image: Camels ridden by small robot jockeys run in a race.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Camels equipped with robot jockeys race during an event organised by the Qatar Camel Racing Organizing Committee in Al-Shahaniya, about 40 kilometers west of Doha, on January 22, 2025.
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                [image: An aerial view of runners competing in a marathon on a frozen lake]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of runners competing on a frozen lake during the 2025 Shenyang*Kangping Wolong Lake Ice and Snow Marathon, on January 19, 2025, in Shenyang, Liaoning province, China
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                Yan Dongliang / VCG / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Spoked structures amid cracked ice on a lake]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The waters of Lake Michigan are frozen in Montrose Harbor in below-zero temperatures across the Great Lakes region, on January 21, 2025, in Chicago.
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                [image: People laugh as they sled on a snow-covered hill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Abbie Schuh and her 8-year-old daughter, Louise Delisio, get covered in snow as they sled down a hill at Hermann Park in Houston, Texas, on January 21, 2025.
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                [image: A man carries a small dog during a snow storm.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                John Ridgway holds Bentley, a Yorkie, as they walk during a winter storm in Houston, Texas, on January 21, 2025.
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                [image: A man cleans the nose of a large sleeping Buddha statue.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man cleans a sleeping Buddha statue ahead of the Chinese Lunar New Year celebration at the Buddha Dharma and 8 Po Sat temple in Bogor, West Java province, Indonesia, on January 19, 2025.
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                Ajeng Dinar Ulfiana / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A huge colorful lantern shaped like the bust of a mythical monkey king]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of a Monkey King lantern display ahead of the opening of the 2025 Greater Bay Area Lantern Festival on January 19, 2025, in Guangzhou, Guangdong province, China
                #
            

            
                
                
                Wu Wenjun / VCG / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Audience members hold up hands and phones during a concert performance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Audience members hold up hands and phones as JPEGMafia performs at Alcatraz in Milan, Italy, on January 22, 2024.
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                [image: A crowded section of an outdoor stadium during a snowstorm, with almost everyone wearing hats and hoods]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Football fans are covered by snow during the fourth quarter of a game between the Philadelphia Eagles and the Los Angeles Rams in the NFC Divisional Playoff at Lincoln Financial Field on January 19, 2025, in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.
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                [image: An aerial view of more than a dozen homes that burned in a fire in California]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                On January 21, 2025, an aerial view of homes in Altadena, California, that burned in the Eaton Fire, alongside one home that survived intact
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                [image: A line of firefighters use hand tools to clear dry brush along a hillside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Firefighters work to create a containment fire line to control the Hughes Fire in Castaic, a neighborhood of Los Angeles, California, on January 23, 2025.
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                [image: An aerial view of a fog-filled valley]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A drone view shows the Sil Canyon surrounded by fog in the Ribeira Sacra region near Parada de Sil, Galicia, Spain, on January 17, 2025.
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                [image: People walk in small groups down a road surrounded by many immense piles of rubble and debris.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of displaced Palestinians returning to the war-devastated Jabalia refugee camp in the northern Gaza Strip on January 19, 2025, shortly before a cease-fire deal in the war between Israel and the Palestinian militant group Hamas was implemented.
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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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