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        Mike Waltz Was Doomed From the Start
        David A. Graham

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.For weeks, Washington has been waiting to see how long National Security Adviser Michael Waltz could hold on. The answer, we now know, was 101 days.Multiple outlets reported this morning that Waltz and his deputy, Alex Wong, would be leaving the Trump administration. His firing comes roughly seven weeks...

      

      
        Why Are Young People Everywhere So Unhappy?
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.We've heard a lot lately about how miserable young Americans are. In the recently released World Happiness Report, the United States dropped to its lowest ranking since that survey began--and that result was driven by the unhappiness of people under 30 in this country. So what's going on?I have some skepticism about these international rankings of happiness. The organizations that produce them alw...

      

      
        Six Books You'll Want to Read Outdoors
        Bekah Waalkes

        Reading has been unfairly maligned as an indoor activity for far too long, in my opinion. As a child, when nice weather came around, I was told to put down my book and go play outside: You can read any old day, adults would say, reminding me that sunshine can be fleeting. The warm days of spring, full of blooming flowers, are certainly worth savoring while you can. But why not bring a book along? Over years of reading outdoors--seated on a park bench, sprawled on a beach blanket--I've come to see r...

      

      
        Trump Is Fulfilling Kissinger's Dream
        Gal Beckerman

        Behind closed doors, the late Henry Kissinger left no doubt about how little he valued human rights. Exhibit A is the conversation he had with his boss, President Richard Nixon, on March 1, 1973, which was caught, like so much else, on Nixon's Oval Office recording device. The two have just said goodbye to Golda Meir, the Israeli prime minister, and they are casually discussing a matter that came up during her White House visit: whether the administration should do anything to help Soviet Jews, a...

      

      
        Why Is Trump So Into Crypto?
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsIn 2019, President Donald Trump asserted that cryptocurrency was "highly volatile and based on thin air." The description is still highly accurate--but Trump seems to no longer believe it. These days, he praises the crypto community as brimming with "the kind of spirit that built our country and is exciting to watch."What happened between Trump's first and second terms is fairly predictable. Crypto advocates flattered him,...

      

      
        Schrodinger's Detainees
        David A. Graham

        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 buzziest moment from President Donald Trump's interview with ABC News yesterday was a baffling exchange with the reporter Terry Moran over whether Kilmar Abrego Garcia, the Salvadoran man erroneously deported from Maryland to El Salvador, has tattoos reading MS-13 on his knuckles. (He does not, thou...

      

      
        Trump Weighs His Options Against Putin
        Jonathan Lemire

        President Donald Trump has long made "No retreat, no surrender" his guiding ethos, refusing to apologize or acknowledge mistakes and declaring that he's the brawler in chief for the American people. His instinct to pump his fist and yell "Fight, fight" in the moments after being shot on the campaign trail became a defining image of his victory last year. He scowls in his official portraits--and in his mug shot--and has stared down world leaders most American presidents would deem friends.But there ...

      

      
        The Atlantic Hires Missy Ryan as Staff Writer
        The Atlantic

        The Atlantic is announcing the hire of Missy Ryan as a staff writer, as part of a continued expansion of national security coverage. Missy has written about foreign policy, defense, and national security for more than a decade at The Washington Post, where she reported from dozens of countries, including Iraq, Ukraine, Libya, Lebanon, Yemen, and Afghanistan. She will join The Atlantic next month.

Below is the full announcement from The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg:
Dear everyone,...

      

      
        America's Pro-Disease Movement
        David Frum

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsIn this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum discusses how misinformation, distrust in science, and extremist rhetoric are fueling a deadly resurgence of preventable diseases in the United States--and urges clear and responsible leadership to protect public health.He's then joined by Alan Bernstein, the director of global health at the University of Oxford, to examine the long-term consequences of the ...

      

      
        Winners of the GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
        Alan Taylor

        The German Society for Nature Photography (GDT) just announced the winning images for its annual members-only photo competition, selected from more than 8,000 entries submitted by photographers from 11 countries. Contest organizers were once again kind enough to share some of their winning and honored photographs with us below.To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.

      

      
        The End of the 'Generic' Grocery-Store Brand
        Ellen Cushing

        Inflation was high, economic growth was stagnant, and food prices were soaring: It was the 1970s, and everyone needed to eat to stay alive, but no one had any money. So a few enterprising grocery stores had an idea--they began purchasing their own food straight from the manufacturer, putting it in ostentatiously no-frills packaging, and selling it for significantly less than the name-brand stuff. These products were called "generics," and if out-of-control costs were the problem, they were the solution.Well, sort of. The peas were starchy;...

      

      
        The Dark Ages Are Back
        Alan Lightman

        Today the concept of academic freedom may seem obvious to Americans. But the roots of academic freedom, which can be traced back to medieval European universities, were never certain. Back then, when scholars demanded autonomy from Church and state, they were often rebuked--or worse.What began as a slow-burning fuse eventually led to the concept of the modern research university a few centuries later, found in the writing of the English philosopher Francis Bacon and his 1627 novel, New Atlantis. T...

      

      
        Well, That's One Way to Address America's Vaping Problem
        Nicholas Florko

        The EBCreate "Miami Mint"-flavored vape is truly a wonder. The device is not particularly technologically advanced; the electronic components inside consist of little more than a battery and a heating coil that turns liquid into mist. The vape smells like a mojito that's gone a bit sour. But for $25 at my local vape shop, I got this tiny trinket that, by one estimate, contains the amount of nicotine found in 25 packs of cigarettes.Along with nearly every other flavored vape, it's also illegal. Th...

      

      
        What Parents of Boys Should Know
        Joshua Coleman

        Apparently, I cried a lot as a child. I don't know if I cried a lot compared with other boys. But for whatever reason, my parents nicknamed me Tiny Tears, after the American Character doll that shed faux tears when her stomach was pressed. I hated the label, because the message was clear: Crying was not only a problem but akin to being a baby--worse, a baby girl.My parents' labeling, however misguided, perhaps stemmed from a belief, popular at the time, that boys who showed "weakness" were going t...

      

      
        The Trump Voters Who Like What They See
        Elaine Godfrey

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Earlier this month, after it became clear that the Trump administration would not be facilitating the return of Kilmar Abrego Garcia from a Salvadoran megaprison, I texted a close childhood friend. He'd voted for Donald Trump in each of the past three presidential elections, and I asked for his evaluation. "Trump might be taking it too far," my friend replied. "But then again," he added, "he's a man of action...

      

      
        This Is the Way a World Order Ends
        Margaret MacMillan

        In his memoir, The World of Yesterday, the Austrian writer Stefan Zweig looked back on Europe before the First World War. That was, he wrote, the Golden Age of Security, when institutions such as the Habsburg monarchy appeared destined to last forever. Zweig lived to see much of his world swept away by first one war and then another, even more devastating, which was raging when he died by suicide in 1942.The Europeans of Zweig's youth did not grasp the fragility of their world, with its growing d...

      

      
        Something Alarming Is Happening to the Job Market
        Derek Thompson

        Something strange, and potentially alarming, is happening to the job market for young, educated workers.According to the New York Federal Reserve, labor conditions for recent college graduates have "deteriorated noticeably" in the past few months, and the unemployment rate now stands at an unusually high 5.8 percent. Even newly minted M.B.A.s from elite programs are struggling to find work. Meanwhile, law-school applications are surging--an ominous echo of when young people used graduate school to...

      

      
        The Polls Are Sending Trump a Message
        David A. Graham

        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."People are very happy with this presidency," President Donald Trump said in an interview with The Atlantic last week. "I've had great polls."That wasn't true then, and it's even less true now. As Trump hits his 100th day in office today, pollsters have been releasing new surveys, and the results are ug...

      

      
        How the U.S. Lost the Canadian Election
        David Frum

        Donald Trump pushed the Conservative Party of Canada down the political stairs. Yesterday, on Canada's election day, he tossed a farewell bucket of slop after the tumbling Conservatives, with a final Truth Social post urging Canadians to see their choice as a verdict on him personally. As Trump gleefully confided in an interview with The Atlantic posted that same day, he knew perfectly well that the overwhelming majority of Canadians hate him. "I was disliked by enough of the Canadians that I've ...

      

      
        Dear James: A Riddle About Reading
        James Parker

        Editor's Note: Is anything ailing, torturing, or nagging at you? Are you beset by existential worries? Every Tuesday, James Parker tackles readers' questions. Tell him about your lifelong or in-the-moment problems at dearjames@theatlantic.com.Don't want to miss a single column? Sign up to get "Dear James" in your inbox.Dear James,Why, even when reading a book that I'm thoroughly enjoying, do I always seem to want to finish it?Dear Reader,This is a fascinating question.I know exactly what you mean...

      

      
        The Liberals Who Can't Stop Winning
        Daniel Block

        American liberals in search of hope can look to the Canadian election. Just five months ago, the country's incumbent Liberal Party appeared headed for an epic defeat. It trailed the Conservative Party by 25 percentage points, and its leader, then-Prime Minister Justin Trudeau, had an approval rating of just 22 percent. Forecasters predicted that the Liberals would win 35 seats in the country's 343-seat Parliament, compared with 236 for the Conservatives. Instead, the Liberals are set to win at le...

      

      
        Russia Is in Demographic Free Fall. Putin Isn't Helping.
        Anna Nemtsova

        Russia was in demographic decline long before the war in Ukraine. Now it's in free fall.Since 2022, hundreds of thousands of Russians have died or suffered critical injuries in Ukraine. The result: According to one demographer, Russians may have had fewer children from January to March 2025 than in any three-month period over the past 200 years. As of 2023, the country's fertility rate--1.4 births per woman--lies well below replacement level and amounts to a roughly 20 percent drop compared with 20...

      

      
        The Texas County Where 'Everybody Has Somebody in Their Family' With Dementia
        Cheney Orr

        Photographs by Cheney OrrIn Starr County, Texas, near the state's southern tip along the U.S.-Mexico border, escaping dementia can feel impossible. The condition affects about one in five adults on Medicare--more than double the national rate. "Everybody has somebody in their family" with dementia, Gladys Maestre, a neuroepidemiologist who studies aging at the University of Texas at Rio Grande Valley, told me.This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here....

      

      
        A New Book Challenges the Church's Reputation on Sex
        Grace Byron

        Over many centuries, interpretations of the Bible have led kings and elected leaders alike to, among other things, set prohibitions on divorce, criminalize homosexuality, and ban contraception. Theological rules still affect people's private lives--whether they are Christian or not--in modern America, where biblical values are often cited in efforts to outlaw abortion and restrict gender expression. Now a new book on the stormy relationship between God and lust has arrived from the scholar Diarmaid...

      

      
        Americans Don't Do This
        Caitlin Flanagan

        Just when you think you'll never laugh again, Columbia University students pick up a new cause: free speech. Who among us wants to step on the punch line by asking questions? For example, do these newfound champions of the First Amendment really mean it, and will their next move be to champion a Zionist whose speech has been policed (probably by them) and demand that his right to free expression be upheld? Magic 8 Ball says: Don't count on it.Two kinds of speech are routinely censored on college ...
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Mike Waltz Was Doomed From the Start

If Signalate hadn't led to the ouster of Trump's national security adviser, the president still wasn't likely to keep him around long.<strong> </strong>

by David A. Graham




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


For weeks, Washington has been waiting to see how long National Security Adviser Michael Waltz could hold on. The answer, we now know, was 101 days.

Multiple outlets reported this morning that Waltz and his deputy, Alex Wong, would be leaving the Trump administration. His firing comes roughly seven weeks after he added The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, to a Signal chat in which top administration officials discussed a strike on Yemen before and after it took place. In legal and security terms, the mortal sin was conducting official business in an unsecured and unpreserved forum; in political terms, it was including Goldberg. Trump acknowledged last week in an interview with Goldberg, and my colleagues Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer, that the scandal was "a very big story" and that his administration had learned "Maybe don't use Signal, okay?" Trump reportedly hesitated to fire Waltz because he didn't want to give the media a "scalp" or acknowledge that he cared, but his resolve apparently weakened.

Any other national security adviser would have been deservedly fired after the leak, but even without Signalgate, it's hard to imagine that Waltz would have survived very long. (He did, at least, outlast the first national security adviser of Trump's first term, Michael Flynn, who didn't reach the one-month mark.) Waltz was one of the more respected and expert hands on Trump's team, and that would have doomed him sooner or later.

Waltz's demise was foretold shortly after Signalgate, when the 9/11-conspiracy theorist Laura Loomer, who holds no government role, persuaded Trump to fire several NSC staffers whom she believed were insufficiently loyal. Implicit in her critique and Trump's acquiescence was a belief that Waltz wasn't really on the team, either. Waltz is a right-winger and a convert to Trumpism, but he is not a blind loyalist. He won four Bronze Stars while serving in U.S. Special Forces. He worked at the Pentagon during the George W. Bush administration, and was elected to four terms in Congress. As national security adviser, he tried to bring his expertise to the service of the president.

The problem is that Waltz was trying to serve two masters. As I wrote in January, Trump doesn't care about national security. He's not against it, or actively trying to undermine it; he's just not interested. He's not interested in hearing reasoned advice, developed through a careful process, as the National Security Council has done--especially if this advice contradicts his impulses or ideology. On an issue like the strikes on Houthis in Yemen, where Trump has fewer interests to balance, problems don't tend to arise. But on marquee issues that Trump can't ignore, and where tough trade-offs and complicated strategy enter the picture--such as with Ukraine or China--someone has to start giving him news he doesn't like.

Trump doesn't want expertise. He started his presidency by sweeping out dozens of career officials whom his team viewed as Democrats in disguise or creatures of the establishment. Since then, the ground has continued to shift. My colleague Isaac Stanley-Becker reported recently that as Waltz's control of the NSC slipped away, the real powers on the council were the longtime Trump adviser Stephen Miller and Trump's Middle East envoy Steven Witkoff. These two represent very different models: the ideologue and the old pal, respectively. Miller treats the NSC "not as a forum to weigh policy options," Stanley-Becker wrote, "but as a platform to advance his own hard-line immigration agenda." The handy thing about ideology is that it effaces all the hard choices that a pragmatic approach to the world requires. Witkoff, meanwhile, seems to have neither an ideology nor any expertise that might interfere with his fidelity to Trump. Though he lacks diplomatic experience, he has been friends with Trump for years, and the president has sent him ricocheting around the globe--with little to show for it so far.

Trump's allergy to expertise also helps explain why Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth appears to be on more solid footing than Waltz despite worse scandals: He, too, was involved in Signalgate. Though Hegseth was not the one who added Goldberg to the chat, Hegseth did share detailed attack plans in it. He also shared sensitive information with his wife and others who had no need for it, installed an insecure line into the Pentagon, and can't manage to keep his staff from turning over. ("I think he's gonna get it together," Trump told my colleagues in an interview last week. "I had a talk with him, a positive talk, but I had a talk with him.") Waltz's ouster might be an ominous sign, however, for Secretary of State Marco Rubio, a traditional Republican and Trump critic turned vassal who holds another delicate foreign-policy job.

Now Waltz joins a list of discarded Trump national security advisers, alongside Flynn, H. R. McMaster, and John Bolton. That unhappy fraternity is only likely to grow. Every administration official serves at the pleasure of the president, and nothing incurs this president's displeasure faster than trying to get him to care about national security.
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Why Are Young People Everywhere So Unhappy?

Here's the answer to that--and what we can do about it.

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.

We've heard a lot lately about how miserable young Americans are. In the recently released World Happiness Report, the United States dropped to its lowest ranking since that survey began--and that result was driven by the unhappiness of people under 30 in this country. So what's going on?

I have some skepticism about these international rankings of happiness. The organizations that produce them always attract a lot of attention by answering "Which is the world's happiest country?" They derive that answer--usually Finland, with Denmark and other Nordics close behind--by getting people in multiple countries to answer a single self-assessment question about life satisfaction. I don't place much stock in this methodology because we can't accurately compare nations based on such limited self-assessment: People in different cultures will answer in different ways.

But I am very interested in the change within countries, such as the falling happiness of young adults in America. New research digs deeply into this issue, and many others: The Global Flourishing Study, based on a survey undertaken by a consortium of institutions including my Harvard colleagues at the Human Flourishing Program. This survey also uses self-reporting, but it collects much more comprehensive data on well-being, in about half a dozen distinct dimensions and in 22 countries, from more than 200,000 individuals whom it follows over five years. Most significant to me, the survey shows that although young people's emotional and psychological distress is more pronounced in wealthy, industrialized nations such as the United States, it is occurring across the world.

Scholars have long noted that happiness tends to follow a U-shape across the lifespan: Self-reported happiness declines gradually in young and middle adulthood, then turns upward later in life, starting around age 50. The Dartmouth University economist David G. Blanchflower--who, together with his co-author, Andrew J. Oswald, pioneered the U-shape hypothesis in 2008--has reproduced the result in 145 countries.

The left-hand side of the U-shape would suggest that adolescents and young adults were traditionally, on average, happier than people in middle age. But given the well-documented increase over the past decades in diagnosed mood disorders among adolescents and young adults, we might expect that left side to be pushed down in newer estimates. And sure enough, this is exactly what the new GFS study finds, in the U.S. and around the world: The flourishing scores don't fall from early adulthood, because they now start low; they stay low until they start to rise at the expected age.

That's the bad news, which is plenty bad. But there is some good news. The flourishing survey discovers one notable exception to this global pattern: a more traditional U-shaped curve among those young people who have more friends and intimate social relationships. This dovetails with my own research into how young adults in today's era of technologically mediated socializing are lacking real-life human contact and love--without which no one can truly flourish. This exception created by greater human connection is the starting point for how we might address this pandemic of young people's unhappiness.

Arthur C. Brooks: Eight Ways to Banish Misery

A plausible explanation for the more pronounced happiness problem that wealthy Western countries like the U.S. have is growing secularization--measured in the increasing numbers of so-called nones, people who profess no religious affiliation. In the United States, the percentage of the population with no religious affiliation has nearly doubled since 2007, to 29 percent. Scholars have long found that religious people are, on average, happier than nonreligious people.

How to account for this paradox that a practice that gives so many people a tangible well-being boost is in such clear decline? Researchers have hypothesized that the phenomenon's predominance in well-to-do countries is essentially a function of that affluence: As society grows richer, people become less religious because they no longer need the comfort of religion to cope with such miseries as hunger and early mortality.

I have my doubts about this economic-determinist account. As one would expect from past studies, the new survey shows that people who attend a worship service at least weekly score, on worldwide average, 8 percent higher in flourishing measures than nonattenders. But it further reveals that this positive effect is strongest among the richest and most secular nations. This finding suggests that, contrary to the materialist hypothesis, wealth is not a great source of metaphysical comfort--and the well-being effect of religious attendance is relatively independent of economic factors.

This leads to the question of what exactly is missing for so many people in wealthy countries when religion declines. Community connection and social capital are two answers. But a deeper answer is meaning, one of the study's categories of flourishing, which it measures by asking participants whether they feel their daily activities are worthwhile and whether they understand their life's purpose. GDP per capita, the survey finds, is inversely correlated with this sense of meaning: The wealthier a country gets, the more bereft of meaning its citizens feel.

Others have previously observed this pattern as well. Researchers writing in the journal Psychological Science in 2013 looked at a far larger sample of nations (132) and came to the same conclusion as the GFS: In answer to the question "Do you feel your life has an important purpose or meaning?," respondents to the survey in higher-income nations expressed much weaker conviction than those in lower-income countries. The researchers also found that these results were likely explained by secularism in richer nations.

This raises the issue of whether something about material success in a society naturally drives down religion or spirituality, and thus meaning, and so also flourishing. Many writers and thinkers throughout history have made this case, of course. Indeed, we could go back to the Bible and the New Testament story in which a rich young man asks Jesus what he needs to do to gain admission to heaven. Jesus tells the young man to sell all he has, give it to the poor, and follow him. "At this the man's face fell," the Gospel says. "He went away sad, because he had great wealth."

Arthur C. Brooks: Nostalgia is a shield against unhappiness

The Global Flourishing Study exposes many interesting patterns and will undoubtedly stimulate additional research for years to come. But you don't have to wait for that to apply the findings to your life--especially if you are a young adult living in a wealthy, post-industrial country. Here are three immediate things you can do:

1. Put close relationships with family and friends before virtually everything else. Where possible, avoid using technological platforms for interactions with these loved ones; focus on face-to-face contact. Humans are made to relate to one another in person.
 2. Consider how you might develop your inner life. Given the trend toward being a none, which I've written about in an earlier column, this might seem a countercultural move. But let's define spirituality broadly as beliefs, practices, and experiences not confined to organized religion--even a philosophical journey that can help you transcend the daily grind and find purpose and meaning.
 3. Material comforts are great, but they're no substitute for what your heart truly needs. Money can't buy happiness; only meaning can give you that.


That last is a truism, I know. But truisms do have the merit of being true--and the flourishing survey reveals how we're in danger of forgetting these important verities. Sometimes, the cold, hard data are what we need to remind us of what we always knew but had come to overlook.
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Six Books You'll Want to Read Outdoors

Reading has been unfairly maligned as an indoor activity for far too long.

by Bekah Waalkes




Reading has been unfairly maligned as an indoor activity for far too long, in my opinion. As a child, when nice weather came around, I was told to put down my book and go play outside: You can read any old day, adults would say, reminding me that sunshine can be fleeting. The warm days of spring, full of blooming flowers, are certainly worth savoring while you can. But why not bring a book along? Over years of reading outdoors--seated on a park bench, sprawled on a beach blanket--I've come to see reading as an experience that, rather than offering an escape from my surroundings, in fact supplements my appreciation of the setting. Turning pages can be an act of mental and sensory enhancement.

This kind of synergy can work two ways. Books can take readers to new places through vivid detail, allowing them to "see" things that might not even exist. At the same time, reading can be a practice in slow, sustained attention, sharpening one's perception of the trees, the soil, the friends chattering at the next table in the beer garden. The books on this list employ both modes: Some offer intriguing glimpses into faraway places or striking journeys; others meditate on the beauty to be found in a backyard. Crucially, each makes its own case for leaving your reading nook and getting out into the world.








Carpentaria, by Alexis Wright

Great writing has the power to make a place you've never visited feel totally familiar. Carpentaria, Wright's brilliant, surprisingly funny novel, achieves that feat. Its setting, the town of Desperance, situated right below Australia's Gulf of Carpentaria, is the home of the Waanyi people to which Wright herself belongs. Her detailed attention to the environment--the smell of the sea at low tide, the sound of dingoes outside a cave, the feel of trudging through spinifex in the bush--grounds the book in a strong sense of place. Try listening to Carpentaria as an audiobook; the novel unfolds like an oral epic, more thematic than linear, slowly introducing its characters. We meet Normal Phantom, the gruff seagoing patriarch of the Westside Pricklebush people, and his beautiful, impetuous ex-wife, Angel Day, who seems to stir up trouble just by walking through town. Then there's Mozzie Fishman, keeper of Aboriginal history and tradition, and Will Phantom, a prodigal son who violently opposes the town's new mine. Over the span of 500 pages, these people come to feel intensely real, their stories becoming inextricable from their landscape. When I finished, I wasn't sure what I wanted to do more: visit Queensland myself or reread Carpentaria all over again.

Read: Seven books to read in the sunshine








The Living Mountain, by Nan Shepherd

"I am a mountain lover," writes Shepherd, "because my body is at its best in the rarer air of the heights and communicates its elation to the mind." Many avid hikers would agree. Shepherd spent most of her life near the Cairngorm mountains of the Scottish highlands, exploring the flora and fauna of the rugged hills as often as possible. The Living Mountain is a compilation of her reflections from "hillwalking." Written in the 1940s, the manuscript sat in her desk drawer unpublished until 1977--just four years before her death--and it has recently been reissued for American readers. It's a treasure both as a piece of nature writing about the United Kingdom and as a record of Shepherd's almost mystical relationship with the landscape: She was not the type to make for the summit and then quickly turn home. Her reflections emerge from unbounded curiosity paired with deep knowledge of the place and its rhythms. Shepherd is a humble but knowledgeable guide, often looking at a familiar peak or loch for so long that she sees it anew. As she writes, "Often the mountain gives itself most completely when I have no destination, when I reach nowhere in particular, but have gone out merely to be with the mountain as one visits a friend with no intention but to be with him."






Among Flowers: A Walk in the Himalaya, by Jamaica Kincaid

Kincaid's account of her three-week trek in Nepal--undertaken to collect rare seeds with several botanist friends--is sure to make any reader appreciate their local flora. Kincaid views the Himalayas through the lens of her own home garden in Vermont, searching for plants she can cultivate in the North Bennington climate as her group climbs up through the mountains. I often paused as I read to look up the species she mentions, shocked to see some of the huge plants that grow naturally in alpine zones. She approaches the experience as a true amateur, always ready to learn something new, and her honest reflections on the trip's difficulties make the book intimate and amusing. Reading Among Flowers feels like traveling alongside Kincaid: You can experience the highs of the journey (gorgeous vistas, rare native-plant sightings, camaraderie and companionship) alongside the lows (leeches, arduous climbs, Maoist guerrilla groups) without ever having to navigate the forbidding range yourself.

Read: The hidden cost of gardens








Pure Colour, by Sheila Heti

If I could give you one book to read in dappled sunshine, I'd hand you Pure Colour. Heti's writing is witty, reflective, and just bizarre enough to capture your interest even as people mill about in your peripheral vision. The book is more fable than novel, following a girl named Mira as she grows up, gets a job at a lamp store, and then goes to school to become an art critic, where she falls in love. But things get a bit weirder when Mira's father, with whom she was especially close, dies. While Mira is grieving, she visits a tree that they both liked, and there, the souls of Mira and her father become literally conjoined in a leaf. Her time in the leaf makes up a short but highly potent part of the novel: Mira and her father enter into a wordless conversation on life, death, grief, and art, until Mira must be coaxed out of the leaf and back into the human world. In Pure Colour, Heti creates a world strange and wild enough to make readers look at their own life with renewed wonder.






The Rings of Saturn, by W. G. Sebald

"In August 1992, when the dog days were drawing to an end, I set off to walk the county of Suffolk, in the hope of dispelling the emptiness that takes hold of me whenever I have completed a long stint of work," the melancholic, semi-autobiographical narrator of Sebald's genre-defying novel tells the reader. The Rings of Saturn has a peripatetic form: Not only does it follow a man wandering through Suffolk, but the novel's action largely lies in the meandering, digressive nature of memory itself. As he crosses the landscape, the narrator finds unexpected connections between the path under his feet and Joseph Conrad's seafaring days, Dowager Empress Cixi, the silk industry in Norwich, and Rembrandt's The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp, among other remembered bits of culture. The Rings of Saturn twists and turns in surprising ways, a reminder that much of what we see around us has its own intricate history, whether remembered or lost.

Read: The unbearable smugness of walking






Devotions, by Mary Oliver

Lots of poets write work that makes one want to go out for a ramble, but Oliver's poems are particularly motivating. Many of her compositions recount quiet, daily revelations from the biosphere, ones that are experienced through sitting still and looking closely. For Oliver, this is a posture of respect--every bird or small pond or sunset is worthy of acknowledgment and inquiry. She is never sentimental or trite about nature, often dwelling on the death or on the overwhelming darkness of the world. Devotions offers a wide selection of poems from across Oliver's career: It is a perfect introduction to her work for the uninitiated, but with enough deeper cuts to entertain those who have already memorized "Wild Geese." Tuck Devotions in a bag and tramp through a wetland or forest, taking a break to read when you're tired. Don't feel bad for getting distracted by the bugs or birds around you. As Oliver writes, "When it's over, I want to say: all my life / I was a bride married to amazement. / I was the bridegroom, taking the world into my arms."
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Trump Is Fulfilling Kissinger's Dream

The president is not the first American leader to disregard the role of morality in foreign policy, but he's taking things much further than anyone has before.

by Gal Beckerman




Behind closed doors, the late Henry Kissinger left no doubt about how little he valued human rights. Exhibit A is the conversation he had with his boss, President Richard Nixon, on March 1, 1973, which was caught, like so much else, on Nixon's Oval Office recording device. The two have just said goodbye to Golda Meir, the Israeli prime minister, and they are casually discussing a matter that came up during her White House visit: whether the administration should do anything to help Soviet Jews, a population persecuted in their country but also denied the possibility of leaving it. "The emigration of Jews from the Soviet Union is not an objective of American foreign policy," Secretary of State Kissinger asserts. "And if they put Jews into gas chambers in the Soviet Union, it is not an American concern. Maybe a humanitarian concern." Maybe.

Coming from a Jewish man who fled Nazi Germany in 1938 and found refuge in the United States, this is some ice-cold stuff. But it is also classic Kissinger, the purest distillation of the chessboard logic of his realpolitik diplomatic philosophy: When it comes to dealing with other countries, pragmatism must prevail; there is no room for morality, for America's "missionary vigor," as he scornfully called it in his book Diplomacy.

Perhaps no other American statesman has ever disdained the role of idealism in foreign policy--the meddling of human-rights activists and democracy crusaders--quite like Kissinger. Until now, that is. In just the first 100 days of Donald Trump's second term, not only has the president sidestepped those annoying do-gooders Kissinger had to contend with, but he has pretty definitively blown them away with a few robust huffs and puffs. And the change, which Kissinger could have only dreamed about, is bewildering to consider.

By defunding the U.S. Agency for International Development and rooting out offices dealing with human rights and democracy at the State Department, Trump decimated, almost overnight, a whole government sector focused on defending fundamental (and, it once seemed, deeply American) principles. Freedom House, established in 1941, one of the oldest human-rights organizations in the world, will now end 80 percent of its programming. Government-funded groups such as the National Democratic Institute and the International Republican Institute, which monitor elections overseas and support anti-corruption efforts, have faced the chain saws of DOGE--both have had to furlough two-thirds of their staff and are closing offices all over the world. A third group, the National Endowment for Democracy, is in a fight for its life to get its funding restored by an act of Congress.

Adrienne LaFrance: A ticking clock on American freedom

Then there was the executive order killing the U.S. Agency for Global Media, which runs Voice of America, Radio Free Europe, and Radio Free Asia, and broadcasts into countries including Iran, Venezuela, and North Korea. Their radio waves were transmitted to 420 million people in more than 100 countries each week. No more. The Trump administration even did away with the Wilson Center, a foreign-policy think tank whose thinking may have been too closely associated with its namesake, Woodrow Wilson, a president known for championing "moral diplomacy."

Would Kissinger be pleased?

He certainly had negative feelings about human rights, but that was because they were a bothersome obstacle to an overriding goal: world stability and the avoidance of nuclear war. To give his own ethical vision its due, he thought that, by maintaining a balance of power among major states based on intersecting webs of self-interest, he might keep at bay the forces of geopolitical chaos and unpredictability. If a few Soviet Jews had to go to the gas chambers as collateral damage, that was, he seemed to be saying, a price worth paying for the greater good of avoiding a showdown with the Soviet Union that could blow up the world.

Though this represented transactionalism toward a greater purpose--morally corrupting though it may have been--what we are seeing now is transactionalism all the way down. Trump seems to want to sweep aside moral concerns not because they preclude the new world order he envisions, but because he believes they are inherently worthless--or, as his secretary of state, Marco Rubio, put it, the fruits of a "radical political ideology." This is not to say that past presidents were necessarily more idealistic at their core (though Jimmy Carter probably was). They found ways to use human rights and democracy promotion as rhetorical weapons for achieving their own global aims--such as Ronald Reagan's attack on communism as a godless and immoral system, and George W. Bush's framing of the Iraq War as part of a grand strategy to bring democracy to the Middle East. Trump has no use for these ideas. The world is dog-eat-dog, and the United States needs to assert itself as the biggest dog. End of story.

I asked Jeremi Suri, a history professor at the University of Texas at Austin and the author of Henry Kissinger and the American Century, to imagine these past 100 days from Kissinger's perspective. "He would have been happy to see an emphasis on power over ideals," Suri said. "He long criticized the United States for having this Wilsonian obsession and placing the soft elements, the idealistic elements, ahead of the power elements." And Kissinger would have appreciated Trump's emphasis on powerful nations and contempt for international bodies, such as the European Union and the United Nations, which the statesman considered "a nuisance at best," Suri said.

Stephen Sestanovich: The humbling of Henry Kissinger

Kissinger had his own Trumpy moments of impetuous bullying, in which he exercised American power without much thought to its consequences. The covert intervention in Chile is perhaps the best example. When the socialist Salvador Allende won the country's election in 1970, Kissinger feared the spread of communism in the Western Hemisphere, but rather than creating a counterbalance, he decided to try to immediately stomp out the threat. "I don't see why we need to stand by and watch a country go communist due to the irresponsibility of its people," he reportedly said. (It's not so hard to imagine Trump saying a similar thing after Canada's recent parliamentary election, in which the winning Liberal party won roughly 44 percent of the vote.)

The military coup that Kissinger helped foment in Chile, which ushered in the brutal regime of Augusto Pinochet, only further destabilized the region (and undermined his larger goal of global stability). Where his approach was more effective--more enduring and less Trumpy--was in bringing about "systemic shifts" in world power, as Suri put it: detente with the Soviet Union (those Jews be damned); the diplomatic opening to China (tens of millions of Mao's victims be damned). Morality was not a factor here either, but at least these moves were based on a strategy of arriving at more security and calm. Whether this was a worthy trade-off is the question that Kissinger's legacy leaves us with.

What he would never have anticipated is a world in which the "missionary" strain in American foreign policy would cease to be a factor at all. The idealists were foils for Kissinger, even when they called him a "war criminal," as Christopher Hitchens did. But Kissinger knew they existed as a countervailing force, one as old as the country itself. What does it mean that this might no longer be the case, that an even colder, crueler, more self-interested version of realpolitik is upon us?

An NPR story on the new changes at the State Department contained a particularly chilling detail: According to a memo, employees were asked to "streamline" the annual human-rights reports issued by the department, so that they might align with "recently issued Executive Orders." In practice, the memo explained, the reports should be scrubbed of references such as those to prison abuses, government corruption, and locking up dissidents without due process. They should now contain only the minimum that was legally mandated by Congress. In the report on El Salvador, whose penal system has become a dumping ground for migrants deported from the United States, there will be no details on the conditions in those prisons. Regarding Hungary, where Trump has a strongman ally in Viktor Orban, the section titled "Corruption in Government" is to be struck, the memo shows.

Read: Looks like Mussolini, quacks like Mussolini

Even when America neglected its ideals, or just paid lip service to them, or had leaders like Kissinger who actively circumvented them, the country still presented itself as a record keeper of last resort when it came to abuses carried out by the forces of despotism. If you were a dissident or a persecuted minority, there was solace in knowing that, somewhere in the government of the most powerful country in the world, someone was working on a report that might bear witness to widespread discrimination or killing. America offered the chance to at least be heard--a hotline with some assurance of a sympathetic ear at the other end. But Trump is now going further than Kissinger himself might have wanted. He is disconnecting that line. There is no longer anyone left to pick up the phone.

*Illustration Sources: White House / CNP / Getty; Tom Chalky / Digital Vintage Library; Alex Wroblewski / Tetiana Dzhafarova / AFP / Getty; Getty
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Why Is Trump So Into Crypto?

The president's enthusiasm for digital currency could destabilize America's financial systems.

by Hanna Rosin




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

In 2019, President Donald Trump asserted that cryptocurrency was "highly volatile and based on thin air." The description is still highly accurate--but Trump seems to no longer believe it. These days, he praises the crypto community as brimming with "the kind of spirit that built our country and is exciting to watch."

What happened between Trump's first and second terms is fairly predictable. Crypto advocates flattered him, and then he and his family personally invested in various crypto-related ventures. Just before his inauguration in 2025, he launched a $TRUMP meme coin, which reportedly has made his family and their partners a lot of money. Trump's oldest sons recently invested in a bitcoin-mining operation. And they hold majority stakes in World Liberty Financial, making them major dealers in the crypto world. That might help explain why the president has declared that he wants the United States to be the "crypto capital of the world."

What's less predictable is how the president's change of opinion could destabilize the American financial system. In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk with the Atlantic staff writer Annie Lowrey, who covers the economy and politics, about Trump's plans to integrate crypto into the government and mainstream banking. What happens when Trump weakens regulation on a notoriously unstable currency? Who benefits? Who is likely to get duped? And when the crypto-induced financial crisis comes, how will it surprise us?



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music] 

News reader: The bitcoin boom persists. The price has not dipped since Donald Trump was elected--skyrocketing 40 percent in just the past two weeks. The president-elect vowing to turn the United States into the "crypto capital of the planet."


Hanna Rosin: Cryptocurrencies like bitcoin have been around for a while now. And headlines about crypto always have a boom-and-bust quality: overnight billionaires and tech entrepreneurs, scams and collapses on absurd scales.

It wasn't clear which way the crypto story was headed, because Trump opposed it in his first term, but now he's made a big turnaround. Trump has become very pro-crypto, pushing to change regulations and create a world where crypto plays a much bigger role in Wall Street and in Washington--all while he and his family stand to profit from crypto investments of their own.

I'm Hanna Rosin. And this week on Radio Atlantic: crypto in the new Trump era.

With so many high-stakes changes coming from the administration, it's easy to push the crypto story aside.

Annie Lowrey: There's just so many things going on right now, and people are so excited about some things and so upset by other things.


Rosin: That's Atlantic staff writer Annie Lowrey, who writes about the economy and politics, and she's here to tell us why we shouldn't lose sight of this one, because what Trump is proposing could have real risks for all of us. And the people who are paying the most attention are the ones pushing for it to happen. 

Lowrey: Crypto legislation is only the No. 1 most salient priority for crypto people. So the people that members of Congress are going to hear from are the crypto people.


Rosin: So let me just start basic: What was the initial idea of cryptocurrency, and how did it evolve over time?

Lowrey: Cryptocurrency initially started as basically a way to create a financial structure outside of governments and outside of the banking system.

Andreas Antonopoulos: Bitcoin is disruption. It's disruption on a scale that most people haven't even begun to imagine.
 News reporter: In the world of libertarian high techies, skepticism about government-issued paper money abounds.
 Jake Tapper: If enough people use bitcoin, it could help bring down the dollar. You think that's a real possibility?


Lowrey: It was really, really outsidery. It was kind of utopian.

Antonopoulos: Radical disruption. Completely decentralized money with no borders.
 Brock Pierce: Every industry in the world is going to be affected, and it's going to be a beautiful, beautiful thing.


Lowrey: It was very, very techy. And from the very outset, it was simultaneously a currency, so supposed to be a store of value, an investment--perhaps something that you could put money in and get more money back later--and also a financial technology that would allow people to transfer money between each other without having to go through the kind of financial conduits that are controlled by governments and banks.

Don Tapscott: For the first time now in human history, people everywhere can trust each other and transact peer to peer.


Lowrey: So a certain level of anonymity and privacy--that you wouldn't necessarily have, you know, Uncle Sam looking over your shoulder--and again, just something that was outside the aegis of the system that a lot of early crypto adopters really felt was suspect, something that could be, you know, universal, global.

Antonopoulos: Bitcoin is about the other 6 billion. Bitcoin is about unbanked and borderless.


Lowrey: There were some other kind of kookier ideas out there too, right: that this would come to supplant the dollar; that, you know, this would be a way to rebuild the entire globe's financial architecture. I think none of that is true at this point. But it was a very heady idea, and I feel like the idea of crypto has in some ways gotten smaller and smaller and smaller.

Rosin: So what evolved? What's going on with crypto these days?

Lowrey: When I say that the idea has gotten smaller, I think that unless you are a die-hard crypto booster in Silicon Valley or elsewhere, you no longer think, probably, that this is going to supplant the global financial ecosystem, that this is going to lead to the demise of the dollar and the euro and the yen, that this is going to eliminate banking and radically change how we use money.

This is a speculative instrument, right? So I'm going to buy and hold with the hope that it's going to go up in price. Or, you know, I'm going to bet against it and hope that it's going to go down. Or I'm going to invest in these crypto companies, and I think this one is going to make a lot more money than that one.

And I would note that I feel like people somehow underrate the degree to which crypto remains a foundational part of black markets, even today, right? It's been a big part of our regulatory skepticism and legal skepticism of it--is that it is used for human trafficking. It is used for drug trafficking. It is used for terrorism, state sponsored and not state sponsored. And a lot of crypto activity happens outside of the United States precisely because companies cannot or do not want to comply with American securities and banking laws.

Rosin: You said, "speculative instrument." What does that mean exactly?

Lowrey: I mean, so for a lot of people, it's a very, very lucrative investment, particularly if you bought early, right?

News clip: He became a millionaire at 24, all by investing in bitcoin.


Lowrey: But we say it's a speculative asset. You know, it's a price that is unusual in the sense that it's completely untethered. So when we think about investments in general--so a stock, right? You know, if I'm going to buy a share of a stock, I'm not just getting the value of the stock itself; I'm getting the money that that company is going to remit to shareholders. The value of the stock and the amount of money that's going to get remitted to shareholders is based on the company's core financials, what they're buying and selling.

Bitcoin is different in the sense that there's nothing underneath at all. There's no way in which it's generating and throwing off cash over time, and there's literally nothing there.

It's like a lottery ticket. Even something like gold, which is a really speculative asset in the same way--gold itself does have, like, industrial uses. There are things you can do with gold. You know, there's really almost nothing like it. You know, even Beanie Babies or tulip bulbs, right? You have the Beanie Baby. You have the tulip bulb.

Here, it's, like, nothing. It's a bunch of numbers. That's it.

Rosin: Right, right. And what's the significance of that? Like, I know it sounds weird and alarming and virtual, but why is that an important thing to think about? Because money is also nothing. It's just, like, a thing that we've all agreed is worth a certain thing that can be traded for other things.

So why does it matter that there is no there there with bitcoin?

Lowrey: It means that the price is purely speculative and completely and only based--literally only solely based--on interest in the asset.

So imagine that everybody decides, No more bitcoin. We're all moving to ether or another cryptocurrency. There's nothing underlying the value of bitcoin. If bitcoin had some beating heart of an investment, right--like, it was an apartment building where you could rent the apartments out, it was a farm where you could eat or sell the apples, any of a million other things I could think of--there would still be some base value to it. And the thing with crypto is that there's nothing.

And so you'll see these, you know, smaller cryptocurrencies just completely crash and burn. And so it means that they're much more volatile, and it also means that they're harder to assess the value of, because there's no underlying value. It's just literally a bet on who's going to want it at what price.

Rosin: Okay. I think I'm starting to understand, in your voice--you haven't said this yet--but I think what I'm starting to understand is it's: The volatility probably makes everything more risky, and people involved in it more vulnerable, and makes it more vulnerable to manipulation.

Lowrey: Absolutely. And so if we were talking about somebody that we wanted to advise to have investments but to have pretty safe investments, usually we talk about, like, a bond, right? And bonds are low risk because they come with these kind of steady income streams--even, like, a government bond, you're going to need the government to decide not to pay the bondholder in order for that to be a bad investment in some cases. And there's sort of--I'm simplifying a lot here, right? And with crypto, you might be pretty confident that the price is going somewhere, but there's no guarantees about anything, and it's like you're in a room in which you're trying to suss out what everybody else is trying to do.

Rosin: Is the riskiness theoretical? How volatile has it actually been?

[Music]

Lowrey: I mean, it has boomed and busted and boomed and busted and boomed and busted, and it's boomingish right now but kind of busting a little bit at the moment.

If you remember back to just a few years ago, crypto had this big mainstream advertising push. The Staples Center was renamed the Crypto.com Arena. You started to see ads on television challenging people to embrace risk and invest in crypto.

Matt Damon: History is filled with "almosts," with those who almost adventured, who almost achieved. But ultimately, for them it proved to be too much.


Lowrey: In the 2022 Super Bowl, there were these ads with LeBron James and Larry David that were hawking crypto.

Commercial actor: Like I was saying, it's FTX. It's a safe and easy way to get into crypto.
 Larry David: Eh, I don't think so, and I'm never wrong about this stuff.


Lowrey: And just months later, FTX, which was Sam Bankman-Fried's crypto mega-exchange, it collapsed. And that fed a giant blowup in the crypto market, this enormous collapse in prices.

News clip: In less than a year, crypto or digital currencies have now lost $2 trillion in value after peaking at $3 trillion in November 2021.


Lowrey: One thing that I've also written about is that, you know, in 2021 and 2022, you had a lot of targeted advertising in Black communities, which were slow to adopt crypto--kind of late to get in. But there was a ton of advertisement basically, you know, kind of making this argument to Black folks who might have been kind of skeptical investors that this was their chance outside of, you know, these stodgy U.S. financial companies that had redlined them and hadn't treated them fairly--that this was their big opportunity.

And because there's such great racial wealth disparities in this country, I think that this was a very kind of attractive case, and a lot of Black folks bought in when the bubble was about to burst, right--when the bubble was getting blown up. And then, you know, they bought in when crypto was really expensive, and then they saw the price of their investment crater.

Rosin: So into this boom-bust world of incredible volatility walks Donald Trump. What does his return to office mean for crypto?

Lowrey: So Donald Trump had been a crypto hater for a long time. He was like, I don't like it.

News clip: Trump tweeted yesterday, quote, "I am not a fan of Bitcoin and other Cryptocurrencies, which are not money, and whose value is highly volatile and based on thin air."


Lowrey: He's a real-estate guy, right? These are real assets.

Rosin: Tangible, touchable assets, yeah.

Lowrey: Tangible, touchable assets. But he's also, you know, part of the scam economy, right? His Trump Steaks and his Trump shoes and his Trump Bibles and his Trump University.

And my sense of what happened by talking to people in this industry is that crypto folks began flattering Donald Trump, and they started sending him a ton of money, and they started setting up business ventures with his family members--with his sons--and all of a sudden, he became wildly pro-crypto, probably more than any but just a couple handful of members of Congress.

Donald Trump: The energy and passion of the crypto community is the kind of spirit that built our country, and it is exciting to watch as you invent the future of finance.


Lowrey: And so he said he was going to make, you know, the United States the crypto capital of the world. He was promising pro-crypto legislation. He said that the Biden administration had basically been strangling this nascent industry and punishing it by attempting to get it to comply with United States securities laws and banking laws. And that's where we are right now.

Trump: Together we'll make America the undisputed bitcoin superpower and the crypto capital of the world.


Rosin: All right, so Trump is into crypto now, and I get that that's risky. You've said that. But what if I never want to buy crypto or I never even want to think about it? Why do I care? What does it matter to me?

Lowrey: Right now, you or I or anybody can go buy crypto assets, right? We can go get bitcoin. We can go get any number of crypto assets. And that risk is ours. We can lose all our money on crypto if we want to. Crypto is not really knitted in with the American financial system, although that is changing slowly and is about to change quickly.

And so when these really volatile assets crash, you can have a lot of kind of personal pain. A lot of people could personally get scammed. They can lose a lot of money. But there isn't broad public risk. Donald Trump is planning on doing a few things.

So first, he's planning on cutting financial regulations for all financial businesses, so deregulating. He's reducing financial regulatory enforcement through the SEC and the other alphabet-soup agencies that do that in the United States. He's thinking about creating a crypto reserve, so using public assets to purchase bitcoin, ether, probably some other currencies. And then he's promised to sign a bill that would change the regulatory status of crypto, among other things.

At the same time, it's also worth noting that his family and he are kind of in the crypto business now. They're staked in a company called World Liberty Financial, which sells tokens. His older sons recently invested in a [bitcoin]-mining operation. And before the inauguration, they launched a $TRUMP meme coin, which cratered in value but appears to have made his family and their partners a lot of money, just from skimming from the transactions.

And so all of these things are happening at once. And the thing that I fear is that you could end up with less price volatility because you have this kind of stable government investment and this government interest--now a public interest--in stable crypto prices.

But you're socializing risk. It could be the taxpayer that's called on to bail out crypto businesses, the taxpayer that's putting, you know, public resources on the line. And I worry that Donald Trump is taking risk away from crypto investors--particularly big crypto magnates--and is putting it on the American taxpayer, on the citizen, in a way that, you know, I don't know that the taxpayer, the citizen is going to have those benefits redound to them.

Rosin: Okay, that was a lot. Let me make sure I understand that. So before, crypto was in a separate world, and whoever invested in it just took on the risk themselves. It wasn't integrated in the American economy in any particular way. And was it heavily regulated? Is that one of the things Trump is changing?

Lowrey: So crypto was interesting. And this is all really technical. Basically, there had been an argument from the crypto industry that crypto assets were different than the assets that were regulated by financial regulators like the CFTC and the SEC--basically that crypto needed its own legislation.

American financial regulators, by and large, rejected this argument. And so Gary Gensler, the former head of the SEC, basically said, Almost all crypto assets are securities, and securities are regulated by me here at the Securities and Exchange Commission, and we don't need new legislation. We need all of you to comply with securities laws, which are quite strict.

News reader: SEC Chair Gary Gensler describing the world of cryptocurrencies as the "Wild West."


Lowrey: And I think to give the crypto industry some benefit of the doubt on this, there were some questions about, like, Okay, is this a commodity or a security? Who should regulate? How does this rule exactly apply for a bunch of really technical reasons? But that was the world that we're in.

And from my perspective, it worked fine, right? You know, there were lots of crypto companies in the United States. You know, the financial system was mostly protected from this quite scammy, quite volatile industry. But the industry didn't like it, in part because Main Street and Wall Street banks declined to do a lot of business with crypto firms, because of questions about how they would be regulated.

If they did that, would it be safe for them? Would they get into trouble with their regulators? And that's really one of the things that's changing now that we're on the precipice of pro-crypto legislation coming out that, I think, is going to dramatically increase risk in the American financial system.

[Music]

Rosin: When we're back: What does a crypto-doomsday scenario look like? And how worried do we really need to be?

[Break]

Trump: Last year, I promised to make America the bitcoin superpower of the world and the crypto capital of the planet, and we're taking historic action to deliver on that promise.
 Yesterday, I signed an executive order officially creating our strategic bitcoin reserve. And this will be a virtual Fort Knox for digital gold to be housed within the United States Treasury. That's a big thing, Scott.
 [Applause]


Rosin: Okay, one thing you said that isn't so clear to me: You mentioned a bitcoin reserve. Like, I understand what an oil reserve is. I can visualize it. I can get what it's for. What is a bitcoin reserve, and why is that interesting to Trump?

Lowrey: I wish I had a great answer for this, because there's no point. This is a pointless, stupid thing to do, right?

Rosin: Uh-huh. (Laughs.)

Lowrey: Sorry, I don't know if I should say that.

Rosin: No, I mean, maybe I feel better. Maybe that's why I don't understand it. Yeah.

Lowrey: This is a pointless, stupid thing to do on a lot of levels. So the plan, you know--and again, we don't know yet--but the plan is to take $100 billion or so and to buy bitcoin and ether and a bunch of other cryptocurrencies.

And the U.S. government owns, depending on the day and the market value, roughly $20 billion of cryptocurrency that it has seized as a civil-asset forfeiture or in criminal cases. So they probably put that in there.

And look--the United States has a bunch of strategic reserves for strategically important goods. So petroleum: They will release that when gas prices spike because of crude-oil shortages. We have strategic stockpiles of kinds of pharmaceuticals, certain minerals that are important in defense, that sort of thing.

But yeah, what's the strategic point of the United States holding crypto? There is none, right? And this is a huge, huge boon--huge giveaway--to the crypto industry, an enormous one.

Rosin: Okay, so you have inched towards answering my big question, which is: Let's say I never plan to buy or even think about crypto. I listen to this conversation. We talk about weakened regulations, no more enforcement. What risks do I have? Like, what risks am I holding?

Lowrey: Well, there's two. The first has to do with public corruption. Donald Trump has, you know, taken a stake in this venture where we've had a foreign national with involvement with the American legal system, regulatory system effectively buying him off, right? Investing in these tokens, and then Trump gets a stake of that. He gets money from it.

Members of his family or representatives of his family have reportedly been holding talks to take a stake in the U.S. arm of Binance, which is the world's biggest crypto exchange. That's a company that pled guilty to violating American money-laundering laws.

Because of those kinds of laws, it runs a smaller offshoot in the U.S. And so Americans don't actually access, generally don't access the big Binance. My favorite fact about Binance is that it will not even name what jurisdiction it is based in.

And the founder of Binance pled guilty to violating money-laundering rules and is reportedly seeking a pardon from Donald Trump.

Rosin: So that's effectively just another way in which we are becoming a corrupt, banana republic kind of country.

Lowrey: Yes, this is like the Trump Hotel next to the White House on steroids, right?

Rosin: Right, right, right.

Lowrey: So I worry about that. And I worry about President Trump and his agents in office not acting in the public interest in ways that might be opaque.

And so then the second, more material big problem that I'm worried about: So say you don't have any investment in bitcoin. And so you're like, Yeah, you know, the government's getting in on it. But, you know, I'm not personally exposed. The thing that I am worried about is that Wall Street firms, in particular, will take the pro-crypto legislation and they will reformat parts of their business as crypto businesses in order to skirt financial regulations.

You know, this might sound outlandish, right? Maybe you'd say, Oh, wait. But all these Wall Street companies, aren't they regulated by the CFTC and the SEC and OCC and the Fed and Treasury? And can they really do that? And would they really do that?

And I would say that, yeah, the U.S. financial industry excels in regulatory arbitrage. That's, like, one of the main things that they do, is figure out how to get out from regulations. And so I worry about them investing in crypto, and crypto showing up on their books. But, you know, volatile crypto prices, I think that that'll be somewhat self-limiting.

And the thing I really worry about is, you know, a repeat of 2008.

[Music]

Lowrey: I worry about bitcoin being today's credit-default swap, today's mortgage-backed security. I worry about it being the instrument that--through its lack of regulation, through its opacity--being, you know, the lit match with a lot of kindling around. That's really what I worry about.

And that could be affecting people who have nothing to do with crypto, who have no idea it exists, who don't have crypto investments but have a mortgage or have a retirement account or, you know, want to open a business by getting a small-business loan. Because the financial system, it's based on trust. And, you know, if we increase risk in an opaque way in the financial system and reduce trust in it, I am terrified.

Rosin: Yeah. I mean, it doesn't sound outlandish to me, and that's exactly what I was going to say. The reason it doesn't sound outlandish is because we all lived through the subprime-mortgage crisis, and we understood, eventually, that there were a whole bunch of things happening behind the scenes, like complicated financial arrangements, that weren't exactly under the radar, but they did turn out to deeply affect the average American, and not just people who are out there speculating.

Lowrey: And that really was a fin-reg problem. And, you know, we had Dodd- Frank in the wake of that, which, you know, really made the system safer and has held up. And now they're going to gut it.

Rosin: Right. We have a lot of soul searching and response to that, and yet that doesn't really matter at this moment. Like, we're not reading the crypto crisis coming in exactly that same way. Why?

Lowrey: I think crypto is seen as this fringy, edgy, hyper-speculative: Oh, it's boomed and busted before.

Rosin: Ah, okay.

Lowrey: That's my guess, is part of what is happening here. And I think that history repeats itself and we forget so often.

So one of the things that Dodd-Frank did was it set up this little institution in Washington called the CFPB, the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, because there was a recognition that the many financial regulators that the United States has--from the Fed to kind of obscure ones like OCC and, you know, important ones like FDIC--they're not really consumer facing.

And so they set up an organization that was really aimed at consumers, would really talk in plain language, and would not just help consumers who are getting ripped off by financial firms but would also watch for problems.

Rosin: Like, Don't sign that mortgage paper.

Lowrey: Yeah.

Rosin: Exactly, exactly.

Lowrey: And then could communicate those problems to the Fed and Treasury and other organizations that could maybe do something about it. And that agency's just gone.

Rosin: Right.

Lowrey: (Laughs.)

Rosin: I knew--as soon as you said that, I was like, Right. Of course. Right. That is gone. So we did set up guardrails that are now just destroyed.

Lowrey: Destroyed or in the process of being destroyed. The issue is still in court, but the Trump administration has functionally closed the CFPB. No work is getting done there right now.

Rosin: So aside from the subprime analogy, are there risks that are unique to crypto, like, different from what we saw unfolding?

Lowrey: The other risk with crypto--and in some ways, I think people underrate this--but it's really scammy. There are a lot of companies that kind of get set up overnight, and they make a bunch of promises, and they target people who might not have a lot of savvy, not a lot of technical knowledge. And these people get ripped off, and they get ripped off in bitcoin, so it's really hard to get the money back.

And so, you know, if you or I walked into a bank and we said, I want to send $10,000 to somebody in Southeast Asia, that would trigger a bunch of internal flags, both within the bank and also regulatory flags, right? Like, Why are you doing that? You know, Are you sure? Are you absolutely positive you want to do that? Okay. And probably somebody would sort of say, Okay, are you getting scammed? Did you read this pamphlet? Are you absolutely positive? And, you know, the problem--and ultimately, if you did really want to do that, like, it's your money. You could send it. But there's guardrails there.

And, you know, with crypto, we now have all of these, you know, older Americans, veterans, people trying to start businesses, people who are just, like, looking for a boyfriend on Hinge or a girlfriend on Bumble who are getting scammed. And this industry is worth, like, billions and billions of dollars. And there's the kind of, like, little ticky-tacky personal scams, which, you know, people can lose their entire life savings in--you know, the little texts that come up: Hey. It's Steve. How are you doing?

But then there's also businesses that get set up that completely misrepresent what they're doing and scam larger numbers of people. And, you know, we've had several Ponzi schemes in crypto.

And so I really, really worry about that too.

Rosin: At the total other end, what about other state actors?

Lowrey: Ugh.

Rosin: Like, is it vulnerable in that way? Did you say--

Lowrey: Yeah, it's so bad. So, you know, it was just a couple weeks ago. Probably most people didn't notice this. But, you know, there was a Dubai-based exchange called Bybit that got hacked. And it seems like the hackers, something called the Lazarus Group, which is run out of North Korea--out of the North Korean military dictatorship.

There's a tremendous amount of state-sanctioned theft, state-sanctioned terrorism that runs through here. And one thing that I quite worry about is: If the United States government is invested in these crypto businesses, and these crypto businesses are sort of being under-regulated in the American system, you know, what happens if China or North Korea or another adversarial country--or just, you know, an adversarial terrorist group that isn't state sponsored--comes in and decides to screw with the crypto markets?

So one way in which this could happen is something--I'm not going to get into the details of it, because it's very detailed--but it's something called a "51 percent attack," which is that in a given crypto market, if somebody can take over kind of 51 percent of a blockchain, they can control the whole blockchain and kind of change rules within it. And, you know, we haven't totally seen this happen, because it would be expensive to do. But I don't know--maybe if you have state resources, it's not so expensive to do, and maybe you want to do it now that Washington is going all in.

Rosin: Right.

Lowrey: And, you know, going back to what we were talking about before, about, you know, 2007-08 and the global financial crisis: One thing that I worry about a little bit is, you know, one way or another, Donald Trump is not going to be president four years from now, right?

Rosin: (Laughs.)

Lowrey: And it, well, I--

Rosin: From your mouth to God's ears, Annie. But yes.

Lowrey: (Laughs.) I'm going to put a small--according to current American law, he shouldn't be president four years from now.

Rosin: Mm-hmm. Thank you.

Lowrey: And financial crises tend to take a long time to brew.

Rosin: Ah, okay.

Lowrey: It took a long time for the 2007-08 crisis to really kind of sink in and the conditions to come that, you know, it just all started to fall apart.

And I think that especially if, you know, the U.S. doesn't go into a downturn, the markets are probably going to be fine for a while. It's going to take a while for Congress to pass legislation. And, you know, I really worry that it might not be the president after Trump, if current law holds, or the president after that or the president after that--that's one thing that I really worry about.

Rosin: Wait. That you worry about or have hope in? The idea that they're, you know--if he's not president forever, people will reinstate some regulations, some rules. They'll put a block in the slow brewing of collapse.

Lowrey: That's a good point, but no. I mean, I don't think they're going to bother to reinstate rules afterwards, is my guess.

Rosin: Oh, okay. Yeah.

Lowrey: Who is going to prioritize floor time in the House to make sure that they get all the little Dodd-Frank provisions back? And industries, you know, the stronger they get, the stronger they lobby.

And so if you, all of a sudden, have all of these Wall Street, Main Street banks, crypto companies coming in and saying, like, No, no, no, no. Don't go back to the old regime. Don't do that.

Rosin: Right. Right. The motivations run in the opposite direction. Like, they're suddenly making unregulated money through crypto, and why would anyone have the motivation to stop that train?

Lowrey: I mean, I think it'll take another financial crisis for them to fix it--

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Lowrey: --is my guess.

Rosin: Well, Annie, thank you for paying attention, and thank you for coming on the show.

Lowrey: Thanks for having me.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Kevin Townsend and edited by Claudine Ebeid. We had engineering support from Rob Smierciak and fact-checking by Sara Krolewski. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

Listeners, if you like what you hear on Radio Atlantic, remember you can support our work and the work of all Atlantic journalists when you subscribe to The Atlantic at theatlantic.com/podsub. That's theatlantic.com/podsub.

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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Schrodinger's Detainees

Kilmar Abrego Garcia is one of hundreds of prisoners in El Salvador who have been denied their day in court.

by David A. Graham




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 buzziest moment from President Donald Trump's interview with ABC News yesterday was a baffling exchange with the reporter Terry Moran over whether Kilmar Abrego Garcia, the Salvadoran man erroneously deported from Maryland to El Salvador, has tattoos reading MS-13 on his knuckles. (He does not, though Trump once flashed a picture with a label purporting to decode his tattoos as a symbol of gang affiliation. In the interview, telling whether Trump actually believed that the supposed decoding was real or whether he was just trolling was impossible.) The real news on this topic, however, was Trump's acknowledgment that he could bring Abrego Garcia home if he wanted.

That Abrego Garcia is still in El Salvador and in the headlines today, a month after my colleague Nick Miroff first reported his removal, is both astonishing and outrageous. Abrego Garcia's case has become so large a story, however, that it does threaten to overshadow something else important: the more than 250 other men deported from the United States and now at the notorious CECOT prison, from which Abrego Garcia was recently moved. The facts of Abrego Garcia's situation are unusually clear, despite the White House's efforts to muddy the waters. He was under a judicial order to not be deported, and the administration has admitted that his removal was a mistake. But the justified anger about his situation should not lead observers to forget the dangerous nature of the other cases.

Earlier this month, the Supreme Court temporarily blocked the executive branch from sending Venezuelan migrants in North Texas who are accused of being gang members to El Salvador without first providing them due process. (The justices are expected to hear arguments on the case soon.) The CECOT prisoners, most of whom are Venezuelan, are in an awful bind: They were deported to a country that is not their own without any chance to challenge their detention, and without any clear process for getting out of prison there. Indeed, the Salvadoran justice minister has boasted that no one leaves CECOT. Yet even Salvadoran President Nayib Bukele, the most ruthless leader in the hemisphere this side of Daniel Ortega, was initially skittish about taking the deportees, and demanded evidence that they were really gang members, according to a new New York Times report. The Trump administration scrambled to do that, but much of what it came up with doesn't withstand scrutiny.

The more details that emerge about other individuals, the more egregious stories we learn. For example, a judge in another case last week ordered the administration to take steps to return a man, known in filings only as Cristian, who was deported despite being in the midst of an asylum request--in violation of an agreement the Biden administration had struck not to deport young asylum seekers. The judge, a Trump appointee, was scathing: "Defendants have provided no evidence, or even any specific allegations, as to how Cristian, or any other Class Member, poses a threat to public safety."

The New York Times columnist Michelle Goldberg tells the story of Andry Hernandez Romero, a makeup artist who fled Venezuela, citing anti-gay persecution. He tried to enter the United States, was arrested and sent to Mexico, but then followed the rules: He made an asylum appointment and passed a preliminary screening. Yet he was sent to a detention facility after the government questionably flagged his tattoos as possible gang signs. Now he's stuck in El Salvador, and Democratic members of Congress--who have visited and met with Abrego Garcia--have been unable to see him.

The executive branch continues to try to dodge both the law and what courts have ordered it to do. Talking Points Memo reports that the men are now Schrodinger's detainees--not clearly in the custody of the U.S., which arrested them and is paying El Salvador to house them, nor in the custody of El Salvador, which has no obvious authority to hold them. The legal scholar Ryan Goodman notes that the executive branch claims in another case that it didn't have to follow a court order barring the departments of Justice and Homeland Security from deporting some people, because--aha!--they transferred the detainees to Defense Department planes for final delivery to El Salvador. Goodman doesn't believe that this passes legal tests, and it certainly doesn't pass the test of basic logic.

This insulting legal cutesiness was always the plan. The Trump administration understood that the deportations it was undertaking were legally dubious, and it sought to get around legal protections by whatever means it could. If the people who are getting arrested are really the cold-blooded criminals the executive branch insists they are, saying so in a court of law should be relatively easy, and the reluctance to even try implies otherwise. The White House can't uphold "law and order" by discarding it in the cases of these detainees. The rule of law demands justice for Kilmar Abrego Garcia--and for many others too.

Related:

	How the Trump administration flipped on Kilmar Abrego Garcia
 	Adam Serwer: "A path of perfect lawlessness" 






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Derek Thompson: Something alarming is happening to the job market.
 	The Trump voters who like what they see
 	The David Frum Show: America's pro-disease movement




Today's News

	A federal judge ruled that Mohsen Mahdawi, a Columbia student activist and legal permanent resident, should be immediately released from detention.
 	The Supreme Court appeared open to allowing Oklahoma to use federal funding to run the first religious charter school in America, which would be influenced by Catholic doctrine.
 	A week after a deadly terrorist attack in Kashmir, which India blames on Pakistani-backed militants, a Pakistani official claimed at midnight that India is planning an attack within the next 36 hours.
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What Parents of Boys Should Know

By Joshua Coleman

Apparently, I cried a lot as a child. I don't know if I cried a lot compared with other boys. But for whatever reason, my parents nicknamed me Tiny Tears, after the American Character doll that shed faux tears when her stomach was pressed. I hated the label, because the message was clear: Crying was not only a problem but akin to being a baby--worse, a baby girl.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	This is the way a world order ends.
 	What would it take for Trump to stand up to Putin?
 	The Dark Ages are back.
 	Well, that's one way to address America's vaping problem.




Culture Break
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Shop around. The "generic" grocery-store brand is no longer terrible--in fact, it's often the draw, Ellen Cushing writes.

Read. Lower Than the Angels, by the scholar Diarmaid MacCulloch, challenges the Church's reputation on sex, Grace Byron writes.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

One strange effect of writing a book about Project 2025 is that now I see its influence everywhere I look. Aggressive immigration enforcement is an obvious connection, but today's Supreme Court arguments on religious public schools? Also related. House Republicans seeking Medicaid cuts? Yep. Attacks on sanctuary cities? You guessed it. I've been doing a bunch of interviews related to the book, including on yesterday's Fresh Air, which was a life goal. If you're in the D.C. area, mark your calendars for May 27, when I'll be chatting about the book with Atlantic editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg at Politics & Prose at the Wharf. I'd love to say hello.

-- David



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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Trump Weighs His Options Against Putin

The president has shown signs of exasperation. But he has never been willing to stand up to his Russian counterpart.

by Jonathan Lemire




President Donald Trump has long made "No retreat, no surrender" his guiding ethos, refusing to apologize or acknowledge mistakes and declaring that he's the brawler in chief for the American people. His instinct to pump his fist and yell "Fight, fight" in the moments after being shot on the campaign trail became a defining image of his victory last year. He scowls in his official portraits--and in his mug shot--and has stared down world leaders most American presidents would deem friends.

But there is one big exception to this self-styled tough-guy image: For his entire political life, Trump has never truly stood up to Vladimir Putin. Instead, he has at times parroted Kremlin talking points; infamously sided with Moscow over his own nation's intelligence services after the 2016 election; and even inexplicably blamed Ukraine for somehow forcing Russia to invade in 2022.

Since retaking office, Trump has continued to appease Putin as the two leaders have sought to negotiate an end to the war in Ukraine. Even so, the Russian leader has repeatedly defied him. And in recent days, Trump, perhaps fearing that he's being humiliated, has started to show glimpses of exasperation--raising the question of whether he might finally take some kind of stand against Putin.

Within the White House, the president's own advisers have no sense as to what he will choose, four administration officials told me, speaking anonymously to discuss internal deliberations. Senior aides have begun to draw up plans to punish Russia for slow-walking the peace process--including consulting with Treasury Department officials about new sanctions--but whether or not those proposals see the light of day remains a mystery even to those who work for the president.

Read: Why Trump is giving Putin everything he wants

Few in global capitals or across Washington expect him to break from precedent and excoriate Putin. The Russian leader has gotten nearly everything he has wanted from Washington since Trump took office just over 100 days ago. Trump has weakened U.S. soft power around the world and feuded with traditional allies. He has offered something of an absolution for Russia's invasion of Ukraine, and in fact suggested that he might lift existing U.S. sanctions on Moscow and normalize relations between the two countries, possibly clearing the way for Russia to return to its former place on the world stage. For months, Trump has spoken approvingly of striking energy and mineral deals with Putin, two of the officials told me.

Trump has insisted that he can easily bring an end to the war, and has proved willing to accede to Russian demands to get there. Although Ukraine supported an American push in March for a 30-day cease-fire and Russia refused it, Trump has repeatedly suggested that it would be simpler for Washington to deal with Moscow than Kyiv in negotiations. In late February, he (along with Vice President J. D. Vance) berated Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky in the Oval Office, declaring that he "didn't have the cards." A few weeks later, he outlined a proposed peace plan that decidedly favors Moscow. In that plan, Ukraine would receive only vague security promises from the West, and would not be permitted to join NATO. Russia would get to keep much of the territory it has conquered since 2022. The United States also would recognize Russian control of Crimea, the Ukrainian peninsula that Putin illegally annexed a decade ago, and potentially limit weapons supplies to Ukraine. Zelensky summarily rejected those demands, and last week the U.S. threatened to walk away from the peace talks.

Trump's push to stop the fighting last week was limited to an oddly personal and plaintive social-media post: "Vladimir, STOP!" But his approach escalated, even if briefly, over the weekend. Trump displayed a rare flash of anger at Moscow after meeting with Ukraine's president on the sidelines of Pope Francis's funeral in Rome just after Russian strikes in Kyiv had killed at least a dozen people. Putin's open defiance of American calls for an end to the conflict risked making Trump look weak, apparently prompting the president to publicly blast Russia and demand that a deal be done within two weeks. "There was no reason for Putin to be shooting missiles into civilian areas, cities, and towns over the last few days. It makes me think that maybe he doesn't want to stop the war, he's just tapping me along, and has to be dealt with differently," Trump posted on social media hours after he'd departed St. Peter's Basilica.

On the Air Force One flight back from Rome, Trump fumed about the Russian strikes, and aides took his anger as a moment to explore possible penalties for Moscow's behavior, three of the administration officials told me. Among the options: backing a bill introduced by half the Senate--25 Republicans and 25 Democrats--this month to impose sanctions on Russia if it refuses to engage in good-faith negotiations for peace with Ukraine. The measure would place primary sanctions on Russia and secondary sanctions on any nation that purchases Russian oil, gas, uranium, or other products that, in turn, fund Moscow's war. Trump discussed the sanctions with aides on the flight but has not yet committed to supporting them, two of the officials told me.

Read: This is the way a world order ends

A close outside adviser downplayed to me the significance of Trump's tough weekend words, pointing to the fact that they came hours after the Zelensky meeting at the Vatican. "Trump has always been influenced by what he heard last," the person said. "That will go away as soon as someone else gets in his ear."

Another means to ramp up the pressure on Putin would be for Trump to increase weapons shipments to Ukraine. But this is perceived as unlikely because the president and many fellow Republicans, especially in the House, have spent the past year calling for a reduction in the shipments. And since Trump took office, the U.S. has limited those shipments, although some weapons are still going through. The administration also briefly paused intelligence sharing with Kyiv.

"The only way to meaningfully stand up to Putin would be to keep the spigot open for Ukraine in terms of arms and intel, and I fear that he's not prepared to do that," Richard Haass, who worked in three Republican administrations before leading the Council on Foreign Relations, told me. "Secondary sanctions are not going to move the needle. I don't see what he is willing to do for Ukraine to convince Putin that time is not on his side."

There is little consensus within Trump's Cabinet as to next steps. Secretary of State Marco Rubio and National Security Adviser Mike Waltz--both considered Russia hawks while they were in Congress--have at times privately pushed for a tougher stance on Moscow, the administration officials told me. But Rubio's public remarks have echoed Trump's criticism of Kyiv, while Waltz's clout within the administration has faded since he inadvertently added Jeffrey Goldberg, the editor in chief of The Atlantic, to a Signal chat about attack plans in Yemen. Meanwhile, Vance and other powerful voices inside the administration (Deputy Chief of Staff Stephen Miller) and on the outside (right-wing-media star Steve Bannon) have advocated moving the U.S. away from Ukraine and Europe. And while Rubio bailed on peace talks in Europe last week, Trump's envoy, Steve Witkoff, met with Putin for the fourth time.

Some in the White House have framed Trump's refusal to publicly threaten Putin as a negotiating tactic. One official told me that "actions speak louder than words" and pointed to tough measures that Trump took in his first term, including levying sanctions against Moscow, opposing construction of the Nord Stream 2 natural-gas pipeline from Russia to Germany, and delivering lethal aid to Ukraine. (Trump, however, ordered some of that aid held up in a failed attempt to pressure Ukraine to announce an investigation into Joe Biden, a matter that got Trump impeached.)

"The notion that President Trump won't stand up to Putin, or anyone for that matter, is completely ridiculous and absurd," White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt told me. "President Trump's strength has led to this war moving closer to a resolution at the negotiating table."

Read: I've seen how this plays out for Ukraine

Perhaps more than any of his recent actions, Trump's long history with Putin suggests that he will continue to defer to Russia. Trump praised Putin even before getting into politics, including when he wondered aloud in 2013, in advance of a Miss Universe pageant in Moscow, if the Russian leader "will become my best friend." The links between the 2016 Trump campaign and Russia were strong enough that Robert Mueller's independent-counsel investigation indicted 34 people and three Russian businesses, though Mueller ultimately decided the evidence was insufficient to charge any member of the campaign with taking part in a criminal conspiracy.

A smattering of Russia hawks in Trump's first term--among them, National Security Adviser John Bolton and Secretary of State Mike Pompeo--along with Republicans in Congress, pushed through a series of tough sanctions against Russia for its 2016-election interference. Yet Trump, time after time, undercut them. At a joint news conference in Helsinki in 2018, I asked Trump whom he believed about election interference, Putin or his own intelligence agencies, and the U.S. president made clear that he sided with his Russian counterpart.

When Trump had the chance to meet with Putin again a year later, at the G20 summit in Osaka, Japan, several of his advisers urged him to avoid a repeat of Helsinki. Trump balked. When asked by a reporter at the summit if he would warn the Russian autocrat not to meddle in the next year's election, the president responded, "Yes, of course I will," before turning toward Putin.

"Don't meddle in the election, please," Trump said with a sarcastic smile, briefly pointing his finger at Putin. "Don't meddle in the election."

Putin laughed.
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<em>The Atlantic</em> Hires Missy Ryan as Staff Writer




Missy Ryan (Marvin Joseph)



The Atlantic is announcing the hire of Missy Ryan as a staff writer, as part of a continued expansion of national security coverage. Missy has written about foreign policy, defense, and national security for more than a decade at The Washington Post, where she reported from dozens of countries, including Iraq, Ukraine, Libya, Lebanon, Yemen, and Afghanistan. She will join The Atlantic next month.
 
 Below is the full announcement from The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg:

Dear everyone,
 I'm happy to share the news that Missy Ryan will be joining The Atlantic next month as a staff writer, as part of the continued expansion of our national security coverage.  
 Missy, who comes to us from The Washington Post, is known as one of the best Pentagon reporters working today. She is authoritative, highly respected and a gifted and dogged reporter. For more than a decade, she has shaped The Post's coverage of both the Defense Department and the State Department. Missy has covered 10 secretaries of defense, reported from dozens of countries, chronicled America's counter-insurgency wars, broken news about enormous policy changes, and exposed the human toll of international conflict.
 Before joining The Post, she spent nine years at Reuters. Her time there included assignments as a correspondent in Iraq, Mexico, Peru, and Argentina. Missy reported from the ground on major news developments, including the fall of the Qaddafi regime in Libya, drug wars and political upheaval in Latin America, and wars from Afghanistan to Ukraine.
 Missy reports in both Spanish and Arabic and has studied Arabic in Egypt, Lebanon, Yemen, Tunisia, and Iraq. Her honors include a New York Press Club award for political reporting and selection as an Inter-American Press Association fellow and a White House Fellow.
 Please join me in welcoming her to The Atlantic.
 Best wishes,
 Jeff


The Atlantic has announced a number of new hires since the start of the year, including managing editor Griff Witte; staff writers Tyler Austin Harper, Isaac Stanley-Becker, Nick Miroff, Ashley Parker, Michael Scherer, and Caity Weaver; senior editors Jenna Johnson and Dan Zak; and contributing writers Jonathan Lemire and Alex Reisner. Please reach out with any questions or requests.

Press Contact: Anna Bross, The Atlantic | press@theatlantic.com
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America's Pro-Disease Movement

How the Trump administration is worsening a public-health crisis

by David Frum




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

In this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum discusses how misinformation, distrust in science, and extremist rhetoric are fueling a deadly resurgence of preventable diseases in the United States--and urges clear and responsible leadership to protect public health.

He's then joined by Alan Bernstein, the director of global health at the University of Oxford, to examine the long-term consequences of the right's war on science and vaccine research.

Finally, David answers listener questions on creating laws to counter Trump's norm violations, on David's confidence in the future of free and fair elections, and how to teach civics to high schoolers in the Trump era.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

David Frum: Hello, and welcome to Episode 4 of The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. Thank you for all who watched and listened to the first three episodes. All of us at The Atlantic and at The David Frum Show are so gratified by the extraordinary response to our first three episodes, and we hope to continue to meet your expectations in this and future episodes.

My guest today is Alan Bernstein, director of global health at Oxford University. Alan Bernstein coordinates all the health and medical research across the vast domain of Oxford University and tries to ensure that scientists talk to each other and talk to the public in ways that benefit the safety of the whole planet. Before that, Alan served as the founder and president of the Canadian Institutes [of] Health Research, a coordinating body for health research across all of Canada, much like the Centers for Disease Control in the United States. And before that, he rose to fame and eminence as one of the world's leading researchers in cancer and virology. So I'm very glad to be joined today by Alan Bernstein.

And first, some preliminary remarks on the subjects we'll be talking about in today's discussion.

[Music]

Frum: As I record this episode in late April 2025, the United States is gripped by an outbreak of measles. More than 800 cases have been diagnosed in 24 states. Three people are dead: two of them, unvaccinated school-aged children; one of them, an unvaccinated adult.

We are only about one-third of the way through the year 2025, and yet the United States has suffered nearly triple the number of cases of measles in 2025 as it did in all of 2024. Measles is caused, of course, by a pathogen, but it is enabled by human ignorance and human neglect. Rising numbers of children are going unvaccinated. About a third of American children fail to get the full suite of vaccines that the CDCs--Centers for Disease Control--recommends. And about 7 percent of American children go unvaccinated against measles, mumps, and rubella.

These are invitations to human harm and human suffering, and they come about because of a rise in American attitudes of ignorance and unawareness about the causes of disease and how diseases are prevented. Let me read you a recent statement from the Kaiser Family Foundation, an important source of health and medical-research information.

Here's Kaiser:

When it comes to false claims that the [MMR] vaccines have been proven to cause autism, that vitamin A can prevent the measles infections, or that getting the measles vaccine is more dangerous than becoming infected with measles, less than 5 percent of adults say they think these claims are "definitely true," and much larger shares say they are "definitely false."

That's the good news. Returning to Kaiser:

However, at least half of adults are uncertain about whether these claims are true or false, falling in the "malleable middle" and saying each claim is either "probably true" or "probably false." While at least half of adults express some level of uncertainty, partisans differ in the shares who say each of these false claims is definitely or probably true, with Republicans and independents at least twice as likely as Democrats to believe or lean towards believing each false claim about measles. One-third of Republicans and a quarter of independents say it is "definitely" or "probably true" that the MMR vaccines have been proven to cause autism, compared to one in 10 Democrats; three in 10 Republicans and independents say it is "definitely" or "probably true" that vitamin A can prevent measles compared to 14 percent of Democrats; and one in five Republicans and independents believe or lean toward believing that the measles vaccine is more dangerous than measles infections compared to about one in 10 Democrats.

Republicans are believing things that are putting their own children at risk. We see again here how the MAGA cult is becoming a death cult that consumes the lives of its believers. Hundreds of thousands of Americans died preventably from the COVID virus.

Your chance of dying from COVID was about the same whether you were a Republican or a Democrat. The disease did not discriminate by political affiliation. But after vaccines became available, the disease began to discriminate. Suddenly, people in blue towns and blue states began to survive the disease at much higher rates than people in red towns and red states. Those deaths were overwhelmingly concentrated in areas where people were loyal to Republican ideas and listened to Republican influencers. The price of believing your favorite right-of-center influencer could have been your own life.

What kind of political movement sacrifices its own people in that way--to make some point, to make money, or to score a political jab against an opponent? It's a little hard to explain exactly what they thought they were doing--it's not hard to explain it. It's a little unpleasant to contemplate the explanation of what they thought they were doing. But we can measure the effect of what they were doing in lost lives. And now with the spread of measles and the shrinkage of measles vaccines according to political affiliation, we can see this same horrible process of death by political partisanship reoccurring in the middle 2020s as at the beginning of the 2020s.

Against this spread of weaponized ignorance, what is needed is the clearest possible messages from everyone in positions of authority--whether public or private--that it is your duty as a parent to see that your child is vaccinated against preventable disease, and if your children are unvaccinated, you have failed in your duty as a parent. And that is a message that needs to be spread by everyone who's in a position to spread a message. And the authorities should also say that in the hard cases where it can be shown that a child died because of an intentional failure by the parent to vaccinate the child, that parent should be held to account--in much the same way as, in my opinion, if the child died because of an unsecured firearm in the child's home left there by a parent, the parent should be held to account. Protecting your child is your most important duty as a parent. Put the gun in a safe, and make sure the child is vaccinated.

And yet, instead, we are seeing people put into positions of high authority who are not only hesitant to spread that message, but in fact are the leading hoaxsters and fraudsters against the vaccines. At the head of the Department of Health and Human Services is the most notorious proponent of letting people suffer measles death--of spreading false claims, outrageous claims, debunked claims, exploded claims against the vaccines--and by the way, demeaning and insulting people who struggle with autism. People with autism can live meaningful lives, yet according to our present secretary, they're no better than wasted lives and useless people who need to be counted in some kind of registry so we can keep tab of their numbers--for what sinister purpose, who can barely begin to imagine? But clearly not for a purpose of respect and dignity.

And because of this outrageous and cruel lack of regard for people who are on the autism spectrum--many of which scans a lot of cases, both worst cases and less-bad cases--he is urging Americans, or he has, over his lifetime, urged Americans to leave their children unvaccinated. And his secretary of Health and Human Services is staffing his agency with people who are mealy mouthed or worse in the fight against this preventable, unnecessary cause of death.

The anti-vax ideology comes from some strange places. It comes, I think, in the first place from a myth of a benign nature. That's, I think, one of the reasons why it tended to, maybe before the Trump era, be so prevalent on certain parts of, like, the vegetarian left. If you believe that nature is kind and good and benign and only human--and the only wickedness is human--and if you are unaware of how massively human lives were at risk from disease before the modern era, it may seem like, Why am I intruding into my beautiful child's body this sharp needle then that makes them squawk for a moment, and introducing these foreign substances? Why would I do that when nature wants us all to live and rejoice?

Well, nature doesn't want you to live and rejoice. Nature is utterly indifferent to your hopes and wishes. (Laughs.) And if it were up to nature, half your children would be dead. You'd be dead, too, by age 50, at the latest. Nature is not our friend. Nature is a resource that we must protect and steward, but it is not our friend. It does not wish us well. It doesn't have wishes at all.

I think some of the anti-vax cult also comes from another myth: the myth of malign government--not just that government is inefficient, as it often is, and clumsy, as it often is, but that actually there's some kind of secret conspiracy up there of people who, for some bizarre and nefarious purpose, want to prevent Americans from enjoying the beneficent benignity of nature, and instead want to inject them with all of these artificial products like seatbelts. I think this is the part of the myth that has gained the upper hand most recently, this myth of conspiracy and government and other high places.

But the truth: Nature's not benign, and government is not malign. But there are a lot of fraudsters out there. That's the truth. And they have more ways of reaching people than ever before. And the cost of these frauds is becoming ever more terrible in lost human lives.

So as you listen to my talk today about Alan Bernstein--we're going to talk about many of these issues. I think we're going to try to talk as dispassionately as possible, but as I talk about them, I'm really angry about this. I'm really angry about this. It should be one of those things that, just as there are no Republican and Democrat ways to sweep the streets or shovel the snow, there should be no Republican or Democrat way, disagreement about protecting our children from preventable diseases.

All of us should salute vaccination. It's one of the most magnificent achievements of human civilization. One of the ways that marks us off from all the sad eras that went before us, when parents had to grieve half their children before their third birthday or before their 20th birthday. We have an opportunity to live better, healthier lives than ever before in history. How could we refuse such a thing? And how much should we condemn and revile those people who deceive their fellow citizens into refusing this magnificent gift of science and technology?

So we're going to speak dispassionately with Alan Bernstein. I'm not dispassionate about this. I hope you won't be dispassionate either.

But first, a quick break.

[Music]

Frum: Alan Bernstein, welcome to The David Frum Show. Thank you for joining us.

You have spent your career as a practitioner of science, as a director of science, as an advisor to governments about science. It looks to those of us who are not scientists, like the government of the United States is engaged in a campaign against science of almost unprecedented historic proportions. As you and I speak, there is a measles outbreak in the United States--actually, there are 10 separate outbreaks, 800 cases, three dead as of the time we speak. There are dramatic firings and cuts to government agencies--the National Institutes [of] Health, the vaccine program. Progress toward cures for Alzheimer's and Parkinson's is supposed to have been slowed or maybe halted altogether. And, of course, there are these extraordinary pressures on medical and scientific research at universities.

So if you would offer your assessment, how much has been done to science in the United States in these past weeks?

Alan Bernstein: So first, David, it's a pleasure to be on the show with you. First of all, backing up a little bit and just saying how important science has been to America's success. I think people don't quite appreciate that. But it goes back to, actually, World War II. And Harry Truman, when he was president, realized that in one way, science kind of won the war. It wasn't just the atomic bomb: It was penicillin. It was radar. It was sonar.

And so he asked a guy called Vannevar Bush--I don't think it's a relation to the other Bushes--to make some recommendations about what America should do. And [Bush] wrote what's a famous book in scientific circles called Science, the Endless Frontier. And in that book, Bush recommended that America invest heavily in science--and particularly in American universities--because it would lead to economic well-being. It would lead to power in the world. It would lead to security for America.

And I don't know that anybody at that time appreciated just how right he was. Because if you look at the growth of the American economy and the growth of American well-being and health outcomes--anything you want to measure--the numbers are anywhere between 20 to 40 to 50 percent of America's well-being, if you will, and growth in GDP and all those things, was due to science and innovation.

Today, as we're witnessing kind of the destruction of the institutions behind American science, it's hard to believe. It's hard to believe that any administration would do this.

Frum: All right, well, destruction is a dramatic word. How severe is the damage?

Bernstein: I think it's very severe, and it's not just my own personal view. I was talking to a close friend at Stanford, actually, and she was talking: Even though Stanford has not been hit by one of the sort of things that Columbia or NYU--the East Coast so-called elite universities--have been hit by, they no longer are guaranteeing salaries for Ph.D. students who enter into the graduate program at Stanford. Stanford is a wealthy university, so they're kind of circling the wagons and harvesting--you know, harboring--their funds in case that the Trump administration goes after them. So I think it's hard to overstate how serious this is.

I think the thing we should all keep in mind is: By going after the institutions of science--so I would say there's several categories, the funders of science. So the NIH--the National Institutes of Health--is the world's largest funder of biomedical research. By cutting its budget, by severely cutting its staff, it's crippling the world's major funder of biomedical research, never mind America's major funder of biomedical research. By going after the top research universities in the United States--the Columbias, the Johns Hopkins, the Harvards, the Yales--it's also crippling the major institutions that are supporting researchers in the U.S. That's, first of all, unprecedented, of course, but it's also crippling for the institutions that support science in the U.S., not just the individuals. So it's hard to overstate how serious this is.

Frum: From my lay understanding, there are four main categories of scientific institutions that have come under a different kind of pressure.

There are the direct practitioners of science within the United States government: organizations like NASA, the aeronautics agency; NOIA, the oceanographic and atmospheric agency. The direct practitioners of science inside the government are under pressure. There's also the government-funding institutions--as you said, the National Institutes [of] Health. These don't do the work themselves. They make grants to others. They're under pressure. There's the kind of sword and shield of technological application at the Department of Defense--agencies in the Department of Defense that do cyber warfare, cybersecurity, cyber innovation. They've come under pressure. And finally, fourth--so first, direct science inside the government; second, funding; third, swords and shields--and fourth and last, the universities that get government grants but where government doesn't direct how the money will be spent.

Is that the lay of the land? Have I got that correct?

Bernstein: You do, actually. That's the sort of the etymology of American funding institutions.

And there are some that cover at least two. So the NIH, for example, has a very large so-called intramural program that funds research within government, in Bethesda, Maryland. And then there's also institutions that actually fund--the NIH also funds science at American universities. So it does both.

You also left off in that list a very important one: the Department of Energy. It funds about $1 billion worth of research, both in-house and in American universities. And as you'd imagine, the Department of Energy traditionally has been one of the leading research institutions for funding research on climate change and renewable energy.

Frum: So there are budget cuts. There are personnel cuts. There's also this immigration squeeze because the United States has often worked by attracting talent from all over the world, setting them to work in American universities. Many of those people then stay for the rest of their lives. Or, science being so global, there are many people in the scientific world who have spouses or partners who come from other countries, and their spouses or partners are under pressure, causing those scientists to reconsider their own careers. Tell me a little bit about the way the immigration pressures affect science.

Bernstein: Well, again, historically, America has been a magnet for scientific talent for almost the entire 20th century. It started with a flood during World War II when many emigres from Germany, Austria, France, came to the U.S. And they set an important precedent. The success in building the atomic bomb under Oppenheimer was in large part due to those emigres. The one person that jumps out to me is Enrico Fermi, who had the Fermilabs at the University of Chicago. He was an emigre from Italy.

And there are many, many others. And that tradition has continued. Young people from around the world want to come to America to do science for lots of obvious reasons, I think. One is: The institutions are so strong. They have their resources. They have the energy, the culture of: We can do anything, and if it's going to be done, it's going to be done in America. That sort of bravado is so characteristically American, and it's evaporating before our eyes.

Secondly, of course, having the immigration people descending on some of the immigrants who are here on visas in the United States and either taking them away and imprisoning them, or sending them home at the drop of a hat without any kind of hearing, is sending a clear signal--not an ambiguous one, a clear signal: You are not welcome in the United States anymore. So if I was a young person working in Europe, in Canada, Australia, you name it, I would not go to the United States at the moment to do my postgraduate degree or training. It just wouldn't happen. And indeed, I think that that pipeline of talent from abroad has probably shut down completely.

Frum: Let's talk about your special area of expertise, which is infectious diseases. There seems to be a special malice toward innovation and research in that area. Under Robert Kennedy Jr., the Department of Health and Human Services has announced they're going to do all these investigations into well-attested vaccines whose safety and efficacy has been proven for dozens of years. Kennedy has promised some kind of big review in September. I don't know why he's taking that long. He knows the answer he wants and is going to enforce. He could do it tomorrow. Why the pretense that there's any real work here? And we are seeing this extraordinary outbreak--or outbreaks--of measles across the United States. How does that connect with government policy? How alarmed should people be about these outbreaks?

Bernstein: You know, what's particularly frustrating for me--and I'm sure many of my colleagues in America, in science and biomedical research, in particular--is: We are in a golden age in biomedical research. It is such an exciting time to be in this field, including in the vaccine field, because vaccines have been traditionally used against infectious disease. And indeed, it's hard to estimate the number of lives that have been saved, because you can't count what hasn't happened. It's hard to count that. You can count how many people die, but you can't count how many people you've saved. But it's of the order of hundreds of millions of people around the world whose lives have been saved because of vaccines.

Smallpox, which was the world's largest killer over centuries, has been eradicated. There is no smallpox in the world today. It has [been] eliminated completely, largely through American know-how and American perseverance with the WHO, in partnership with the WHO. Ditto with polio and measles. So a young physician today has never seen smallpox, has never seen polio, has never seen measles. And so when it appears, they're seeing a new disease.

Frum: Hmm.

Bernstein: And these were diseases, certainly when I was growing up--and I suspect, David, when you were growing up--my mother wouldn't let me go swimming in a common swimming pool, because of polio. We don't worry about polio anymore today. We shouldn't, because, you know, children should be vaccinated. And Kennedy's point that they haven't been proven to be safe is really a criticism of the FDA. It's saying that the FDA has not done their job properly. Well, if you look at the FDA, it is the gold standard for approving new drugs and vaccines. It's very stringent. It really does a superb job, and it always outweighs the risks and the benefits of any drug, including vaccines.

And so it's hard to imagine a medicine that has not got some risk associated to it. And the thing about vaccines, which makes it hard to sort convince somebody that they really are good and they should be taken--and their children should certainly take them--is when you take a pill when you're sick and you get better, you go, Oh, that pill made me better. When you take a preventative vaccine, you don't get ill.

And so there's no miraculous recovery. There's the absence of disease, and you could always say, and people do say this, Well, I wouldn't have got the disease anyways. So it wasn't the vaccine. 

Frum: And sometimes your arm is a little sore, and sometimes you have a reaction to the introduction of the agent in the vaccine. And sometimes--if you are phobic--the vaccination is followed by all kinds of psychosomatic symptoms. And psychosomatic symptoms appear to the receiver of those symptoms just as real as, actually, symptoms caused by organic illnesses in the body. So people have a lot of reasons for attributing the problems in their lives to this disruption, especially if--and I'm surprised to discover how many people have this feeling--they are phobic about having a needle inserted into their body.

But one of the things that bothers me a lot: There's an intellectual movement right now in the United States very properly to look back at the COVID experience and to learn lessons from it--as, of course, exactly should happen--and there's a lot of criticism of measures that were taken that maybe overshot, and in particular, the decision to keep schools closed past the fall of 2020. States where schools opened pretty rapidly have done much better by children than states where schools were kept closed for long periods of time.

But this is essentially a politically right-coded movement, or when it's done by more liberal people, there are people who are speaking to right-coded audiences. And I just read an important book published by a university press, by two liberal-leaning academics, and went through all the things that were done wrong, and many of which I agree with--keeping the schools closed too long. The book was called [In COVID's Wake:] How [Our] Politics Failed Us. And they have one paragraph about vaccine resistance because they say, Well, that's inherent in the population. Politics didn't cause that. 

Of course, politics killed those people. There's a lot of research. They're not randomly distributed. They are concentrated in red states and red counties. If you lived in a red state or red county, your leaders--political and cultural--the people you looked up to, risked your life and got many of your co-adherents killed in order to score political points. I mean, it's astonishing. It's shocking. It's a crime. And we've accepted it as a normal part of politics.

Bernstein: So there's a couple of interesting facts about all this. I think if we were talking about this 500 years from now or 300 years from now, and we look back and say, It's remarkable that whether you wore a mask or not or took a vaccine or not at the height of this pandemic depended on your political party that you belong to, no one would believe you. You know, it's like, In America? And yeah, it happened, and it happened five years ago. So that's perplexing.

Now, I think, you know--I think there's a mea culpa here. I think the scientific community everywhere did not do things perfectly. And I think what the mistake we made--and we need to make sure we don't do it again--was to, as we talked to the public, say, Here are the facts. Here's what we know you should do or not do, as opposed to saying, Here's the facts as we know them today. This might change, and we've never encountered this virus before. We don't know whether lockdowns are good, bad, or indifferent. Here's the consequences of locking down, not locking down, etcetera. We needed some hubris here, some modesty, some admission that we don't know everything. Science is based on evidence and facts. How can you have evidence before the fact?

So I think there was a bit of too much black-and-white "this is the way it is" on the part of the scientific community. And so when we first said, You should wear a mask--sorry, sorry--you should wash your hands and wash surfaces, and then weeks later, changed our mind and said, No, no, no. Actually, you should wear a mask because this virus is an aerosol; it's not on surfaces, I think that caused a lot of lack of confidence amongst the general public about the scientific community.

Frum: I want to take that load of guilt off this. I think when scientists talk to the general public, they assume some basic grade-eight familiarity with science. So it is the most natural thing in the world for scientists to say something, square bracket, [state of knowledge today]. I mean, as you say, I have heard from many people, Well, they said one thing in March. They said a different thing in May. They said a different thing in September. How can we trust them?

I think, This is not religion. That's how you know you should trust them. If they'd said the same thing all the way through, they'd be priests, not scientists. And the scientists assumed some basic literacy from the public, and they also assumed some good faith in the political system, where it's not the job of scientists to communicate the science; it's the job of political leaders. And those political leaders are unused to an atmosphere of such malice and distortion as existed in 2020 and even more in 2021.

I think a lot of what happened during COVID was: There had been a Republican president during 2020--he had mishandled the disease in many important ways. Then there was a Democratic president in 2021--things began to be handled somewhat better. And there was a political imperative to make 2021 a failure.

Bernstein: So, you know, I'm a scientist, so I'll speak about the science. You know, the great--and you alluded to it, David--the great strength of science is that it's not ideological. It's based on the currently available data or evidence. And so when scientists change their mind, the public still--despite the grade-eight education that you refer to--the public still says, You're changing your mind. That's not good.

Whereas to the scientific community, that's what it's all about. That's the strength of science, not the weakness of science. It's not religion. It's not an ideology, political ideology. And so I think it goes back to how we teach science in schools. We teach it as a series of facts, as opposed to the way to look at the world and to change our minds as the evidence changes.

Frum: Can I ask you about how powerful the stop-start button is for the scientific endeavor? So right now the government is pressing stop on Parkinson's, stop on Alzheimer's, stop on many vaccines. Five years from now, if you press start--four years from now, if you press start--how quickly does the start ignition sequence resume after the stop button that has been pressed today?

Bernstein: That's a great question. And, you know, I think the right answer is: It depends. You know, we don't know what the Trump administration is going to do tomorrow, never mind five years from now, so I think we all wake up in the morning wondering what the news will bear about what the Trump administration is doing now.

So I think a lot depends on how long these cuts--I'll just use cuts or attack on universities and size--how long that goes on and how deeply those cuts actually are in the end of the day. And I don't know the answers to either of those questions, and I don't think anybody does. I don't think President Trump does. So I think how quickly things recover will depend on those variables, and we don't know the answer.

I do think that institutions take longer to recover than individuals. You know, the thing we all need to remember is: Talent can move. You know, I have a publication from Europe that has listed in its latest edition all the things that European countries are now doing to attract American scientists, especially young people who are finding that their careers are cut off or ended because of what's going on. So talent can move to Europe easily.

And we'll be watching to see what happens in the United States four years from now. If it doesn't change, they'll stay in Europe, just like the emigres who moved to the United States when the atmosphere changed radically in Nazi Germany, for example, or Fascist Italy.

So what happens will depend on a lot of things, that I don't pretend to know the future, but I do know that science is going to continue elsewhere, and particularly in the EU; Canada's going to reinvest, and the new prime minister said he will reinvest in science; and in China. China is investing huge, huge amounts and increasing it by 10, 20 percent a year, over the next few years.

And so if one thinks about the standoffs between these two great superpowers--the United States and China--we have the United States attacking one of its most powerful weapons in the current 21st-century war between countries, and the Chinese investing. Now, which one do you think is right? Well, I go back to what Harry Truman said after World War II: Science played a major role in winning World War II.

The drones that were used--are being used--by Ukraine and in the war on Russia, those drones are largely powered by artificial intelligence. AI didn't just happen. AI came out of universities. You know, the Nobel Prize in Physics this year went to Geoffrey Hinton, who works at the University of Toronto. So the new weapons of warfare are largely going to come out of universities. I think that's not a prediction--that's a safe prediction. And yet Americans are attacking those universities where all this is happening.

Frum: If you were to talk to people in the Trump administration about what they were doing, and if they were to answer you, which they tend not to do, but if they did, I think they would say, Look--we're not waging a war on science. We're waging a war on DEI--diversity, equity, and inclusion. We're waging a war--we're trying to stop all these crazy climate scientists who are bringing us news that either we don't think is true or that we don't want to hear. We are cracking down on the people who warn us about Russian disinformation, because we think that harms many of our friends and allies who are spreading Russian disinformation, often for pay. And I think they also have a sense of--there may be some sense of ideology that this research anyway should be done to the private sector, not the public sector. So: We're not waging a war on science, as such. We have a very specific list of targets. 

Do you see any merit to any of that? Is there anything that one could concede to the case that they're prosecuting? Or is it just dumbassery all the way down?

Bernstein: Look--I don't think universities are perfect. I think there is a lot of wokeism that probably has gone a bit too far. But having said that, I would quickly add the great strength of universities, and the role of universities and the role of acquiring new knowledge, is to challenge the status quo. You know, if you're just going to reaffirm the status quo, you don't need a university to do that.

And that goes back to Galileo, you know, 500 years ago. Galileo challenged the church. Does the Earth go around the sun or vice versa? So political leaders have to allow for this freedom and this openness and small-L liberalism that goes on in universities if they're going to get the kind of value out of universities that have been going on for a thousand years now, since Oxford was created.

So I think there needs to be an understanding on the base of our political leaders that dissent, looking at different ways of doing things, can be uncomfortable, and that is the role of the universities. No other institution in society does that as well as a university. In fact, no other institution in society, as far as I can think, does that at all.

So I think we need to acknowledge that, and the politicians need to acknowledge that and tolerate it.

Frum: As we end, remind us of what the stakes are here. How close are we to breakthroughs in Alzheimer's, Parkinson's, and other diseases that seem to be yielding to scientific investigation as we speak?

Bernstein: I don't like predicting the future. And I don't like--talking as a biomedical scientist, cancer has been my own area--I don't like saying it's around the corner, because then people lose interest after a while. But I do think, if I look in the immediate past, how remarkable the progress has been, not just in scientific advances, but in clinical advances. I think back to when my wife had breast cancer--now, as she reminded me, 15 years ago. She would not be alive today if she had had that cancer 25 years ago.

And certainly, when I started in cancer research--I won't say how many years ago--we knew nothing about the cancer cell. And so the tools that clinicians had at their disposal were crude at best. Crude at best. Today we know the most intimate molecular changes that make a cancer cell behave differently than a normal cell. We know the mutations in the DNA that are causing these changes, and we know the effects on the proteins that those genes code for.

And so now we can design drugs that exploit those changes. And so if you're a woman with breast cancer, you're going to be treated if your cells are HER2-positive--I'm sure every woman knows that phrase--you'll be treated with Herceptin because we know that molecular difference. If you have chronic myelogenous leukemia, you'll be treated with Gleevec. Or if you have GI stromal cancer, you'll be treated with Gleevec.

These are all based on information that's come out over the last dozen years or so. Of course, now the big excitement--and not just in cancer, but in other diseases--is using vaccines to treat disease and to prevent disease. So again, these are advances that have happened recently and are on the horizon to continue to happen.

So I'll take--in contrast to where cancer research is, which I view as the beachhead disease, if you will--if you think about mental illness, schizophrenia, bipolar disease, we have only very crude tools to treat those very serious diseases. And the reason is: We don't understand those diseases. But I think every scientist who's working in the field of biomedical science is optimistic that it is just a matter of time before we will understand really serious diseases like bipolar, depression, Alzheimer's, dementia.

And from that will come a whole new class of drugs. And when that will happen, I don't know. But what we have been seeing is an acceleration of new drugs coming on the market because of the advances that have been made at universities and exploited correctly by the pharmaceutical industry. So this is a very exciting time. And so to cut that off would be just a shame. Just a shame.

Frum: Thank you so much for your time today.

Bernstein: My pleasure, David.

[Music]

Frum: Thank you so much to Alan Bernstein. Now some questions from viewers and listeners.

The first comes from Nathan: "In Donald Trump's first term, there were innumerable norm violations. The administration's M.O. seemed to be, If there isn't a law explicitly prohibiting an action, we can take that action. After Trump won, why were there no efforts to codify any of the gray areas or the ones that everyone had previously thought, No president would ever do that? Is it because people wanted to keep the possibility of using those same tactics open to themselves in the future? If so, what do you think that says about the direction of the country and the culture within the government?"

Now, first, I want to stress that there was one very important reform after the Trump administration, and that was the reform of the Electoral Count Act. The law now makes clear--as it mostly made clear before, but now it unmistakably makes clear--that the vice president of the United States does not have the authority to substitute his or her own judgment for the judgment of the people of the states in the electoral-count process. So one of the very worst things that Donald Trump tried to do--use violence to intimidate his vice president into overthrowing the 2020 election--that can't be done anymore. And so that's a change.

But for the most part, I think that's right. I think we have been reluctant to. And part of it, I think, is just: It's hard for Americans to take on board the magnitude of the criminality in the first Trump term. We, maybe, have made a serious mistake about that, as we see the even greater magnitude of criminality in the second Trump term.

But I would also caution there is a problem with trying to write things into law. The American culture and the American mentality are very legalistic. Americans tend to assume that the law is the divide, and they will often say, If something's not illegal, that means it's okay for me to do. But in life, there are lots of things that are not literally illegal but that you still shouldn't do. And in a free society, we don't write down everything that could be an offense and try to turn it into law. We have to rely to some degree on the public spirit and decency of people, and that needs to be especially true with people in the highest reaches of the land.

We talked about this last week with Peter Keisler, the former [acting] attorney general under George W. Bush. To some degree, democracy is going to have to be the answer here. We cannot write laws for everything. We can't anticipate every contingency. What we can say, instead, is with the famous prayer of John Adams that is carved into the lintel, or into the mantelpiece, of the East Room, "Let none but honest and wise men"--update that to men and women. "Let none but honest and wise men and women rule under this roof." We have seen what happens when there is an abuser, and we may have outrun the limits of law.

From K.C.: "It seems to me that there is an argument that Trump and Republican legislators are acting as if there will never be another Democratic majority or administration that might hold investigations or hearings into their behavior. This leads me to believe that the '26 and '28 elections won't be rigged. Rather, I'm beginning to believe that Trump will look for ways--a national emergency, perhaps--not to hold them at all. Your thoughts? Am I worrying needlessly?"

No one is worrying needlessly when they worry about the integrity of the 2026 and 2028 elections. I worry about it all the time. But we need to focus what it is exactly we're worried about. For Donald Trump to try to turn off the elections altogether by declaring a national emergency and calling out the Army and using powers leftover from the Cold War and World War II, that's a constitutional crisis. In the end, that is the kind of scenario that is met by people in the streets and is met by officers of the Army refusing to obey illegal orders from the president.

I think that case is so intense that we can't plan for it. What we can plan for are the things that we can see that are already underway, and those are attempts to sabotage vote counts, to make it difficult for the Democrats to fundraise--or any opponent of Donald Trump to fundraise--and to concentrate sabotaging efforts in the states that are most likely to swing one way or another; the Wisconsins, the North Carolinas, the Georgias. It's a state-level problem.

So where I think your energy needs to go is in focusing attention on your state governors, state legislators, and state courts to make sure that they will uphold honest, free, and fair elections in the respective states. We have seen the enormous pressure in the state of North Carolina to prepare a false outcome in 2026. Citizen vigilance has been mobilized, and citizen vigilance needs to stay mobilized. Again, it's a democratic problem, and your attention is the best answer. So if there's something you want to do between now and 2026, make sure that the vote will be honest in the states where the vote is most in doubt.

Last, from Josh: "I'm a high-school government teacher, so much of my teaching is centered on hope and optimism about our civic system and our citizenry. Hope and optimism felt like a lie in the Trump era. Is there a hopeful and optimistic message that properly addresses the current climate that I can give to my students?"
 
 Now, as I'm sure Josh well understands, it's not the place of a teacher to tell students, particularly near voters like those in high school, what they should think or who they should support. Many students will have many different views, and that's as it should be. And all of the points of view should, of course, be treated with attention and respect in the classroom. But I think a message that a teacher can communicate is to say to the students, This is a moment where their country really needs them. And it's an honor and a privilege to be alive at a time when your country needs you, and without telling them the exact nature of that need, and without, in any way, presuming to direct their actions, to make them feel like their vote matters and their actions matter.

You know, as we've discussed today, a lot of the secret weapon of Trumpism is cynicism and despair, and a feeling like, Oh well. Things are unfolding without me. LOL nothing matters. But everything matters. Your students matter. Teach them that, and watch them be better citizens.

Thank you so much for the questions. Please send next week's to producer@thedavidfrumshow.com. Thank you so much for watching and listening. Remember, please: It matters a lot to the algorithm gods that you rate and review and like and subscribe, whether you listen on an audible podcast or whether you view us on YouTube. Thanks for your comments on YouTube. Those also really matter, and I try to read as many of them as I can. I don't always respond, but I see so many of them, and I'm so grateful for them and so often touched by their warmth.

Thank you for watching this episode. See you again next week. I'm David Frum.

[Music]

Frum: This episode of The David Frum Show was produced by Nathaniel Frum and edited by Andrea Valdez. It was engineered by Dave Grein. Our theme is by Andrew M. Edwards. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

I'm David Frum. Thank you for listening.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/podcasts/archive/2025/04/the-david-frum-show-americas-pro-disease-movement/682649/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




        Winners of the GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	April 30, 2025

            	15 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            The German Society for Nature Photography (GDT) just announced the winning images for its annual members-only photo competition, selected from more than 8,000 entries submitted by photographers from 11 countries. Contest organizers were once again kind enough to share some of their winning and honored photographs with us below.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A puffin raises its head, standing on the ground, backlit by low sunlight.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Courtship Display. Fourth Place, Birds.
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                Karsten Mosebach / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A black-and-white image of two elephants beside a pond, seen at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Elephants at Watering Hole. Sixth Place, Mammals.
                #
            

            
                
                
                    (c)
                
                
                
                Gudkov Andrey / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A small, round-bodied wild cat runs over snow toward the camera.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Grumpy Cat. Fifth Place, Mammals.
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                Beate Oswald / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of a spider in its web, with light reflecting from many web strands in a rainbow of colors]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Spider Disco. Third Place, Other Animals.
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                Thomas Kirchen / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A bird perches atop a reed, its beak open, as an insect flies nearby.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sing 'n Snack. Sixth Place, Birds.
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                Wolfram Nagel / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of a moth, with many out-of-focus light reflections]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winter Moth. Fifth Place, Other Animals.
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                Susanne Grossnick / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of treeless hills beneath a partly cloudy sky, seen with a rainbow forming a full circle]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Full-Circle Rainbow. Seventh Place, Landscapes.
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                Peter Schwager / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A snow leopard tumbles down a rocky slope as it attacks a small dog.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Life and Death. Tenth Place, Mammals. A snow leopard tumbles down a slope as it attacks a small dog from a nearby village in Ladakh, India. The dog escaped with bite injuries and was treated.
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                Ulrich Heermann / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A view of seaside cliffs and a waterfall under low clouds]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Radiance. Runner-up, Landscapes.
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                Thomas Froesch / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A large grouse stands atop a rock in a snow-covered forest, putting on a display.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lone Sentinel. Seventh Place, Birds.
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                Levi Fitze / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A red fox trots on a path through purple flowering bushes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Red Fox in Heathland. Fourth Place, Mammals.
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                Angelika Krikava / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A small antelope stands on a stump, seen through foreground foliage, which is blurred.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Chamois. Category winner, Mammals.
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                Radomir Jakubowski / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A meadow seen on a foggy morning, with hundreds of spider webs visible, drooping under the weight of dew drops.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Misty Morning. Category winner, Special Category: Germany's Peatlands and Bogs.
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                Andreas Volz / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A white bird walks on a wind-carved snow bank, leaving footprints.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Patterns in the Snow. Category Winner, Jury Prize Winner, Birds.
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                Levi Fitze / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A rabbit stands, alert, near tall plants, seen at sunrise.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                At Sunrise. Third Place, Mammals.
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                Christoph Kaula / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    
  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/2025/04/winners-gdt-nature-photographer-year-2025/682643/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The End of the 'Generic' Grocery-Store Brand

They're no longer terrible--in fact, they're often the draw.

by Ellen Cushing




Inflation was high, economic growth was stagnant, and food prices were soaring: It was the 1970s, and everyone needed to eat to stay alive, but no one had any money. So a few enterprising grocery stores had an idea--they began purchasing their own food straight from the manufacturer, putting it in ostentatiously no-frills packaging, and selling it for significantly less than the name-brand stuff. These products were called "generics," and if out-of-control costs were the problem, they were the solution.

Well, sort of. The peas were starchy; the corn was bland. Generics weren't awful, but they weren't that good, either. "They basically were kind of a lesser version of products that people wanted to buy," Gavan Fitzsimons, a professor of marketing and psychology at Duke University, told me. Before Fitzsimons was a consumer psychologist, he was a high-school stock clerk at his local grocery store, and he remembers a lot of the store-brand stuff being "terrible." It went on the bottom shelf, and both the retailer and the consumer knew that it was an inferior product. "There was," Greg Sleter, the executive editor of the trade publication Store Brands, told me, "nothing sexy about it." People hated generics so much that the name itself became a mild insult, synonymous with anything unoriginal or uninspired.

Fifty years later, inflation is (pretty) high, economic growth is stagnant, food prices are soaring, and Americans are once again turning to store-brand goods: In 2024, sales grew 3.9 percent, and the year before that, 5 percent. But this time, people actually want to be buying the stuff. One survey indicates that in 2023 and 2024, more than half of shoppers made decisions about where to shop based on stores' brands, compared with a third in 2016. If grocery-store products used to be unremarkable, undesirable, inferior--the thing you bought because it was cheap and available--they have, over the past decade or so, become a draw. And they genuinely, truly taste much better than they used to.

Read: How snacks took over American life

The new term of art for a store or house brand is private label, and it comes with all the surface-level signifiers of exclusivity and refinement that phrase is meant to connote: chic packages, blandly appealing brand names, unique and limited-edition flavors, even if the quality is variable. Walk into a Target or Wegmans or Whole Foods now, and the house-branded pasta, canned beans, and salad dressings are likely to be on a middle shelf, at eye level, where grocers put the stuff they want you to see. These products are sometimes the exact same as those from national brands--the somewhat misleading grocery-industry term for name brands, such as Coca-Cola and Lysol--just in different packaging. Sometimes, they're the same with small tweaks. But more and more often, these products are conceived by the grocery-store company itself and then formulated in partnership with a manufacturer, at higher quality than they would have been a decade or two ago. At this point, from both a taste perspective and a branding perspective, "a lot of people would be hard-pressed to tell what are actually the private-label brands and what are the national brands," Jeff Wells, who edits the industry publication Grocery Dive, told me.

Grocery stores have a huge incentive to invest in their own private-label goods. The margins on these goods are higher, because they're being sold directly to consumers, and they give grocery stores bargaining power in the market, because stores are now less reliant on individual middleman suppliers to stock their shelves. Private-label goods are also free marketing, a chance for the grocery store to get its brand in front of people--"It's like the restaurant's name on matchbooks," Michael Ruhlman, the author of Grocery: The Buying and Selling of Food in America, told me. They are, simply put, a great deal for grocers. This is why Joe Coulombe--you might know him better as Trader Joe--decided to go all in on his own type of grocery-store-branded products, ones that were cheaper than national brands but had more personality than generics.

Coulombe took a little while to figure it out, but when it worked, it really worked. Trader Joe's is one of the greatest success stories in American grocery stores--the stuff of business-school case studies and rapturous (and, honestly, sometimes baffling) consumer behavior. Just about all the major grocery stores have "programs built on the same essential DNA" as Trader Joe's, as Benjamin Lorr writes in The Secret Life of Groceries. Ten or 20 years ago, a big grocery chain might have brought in consultants to help develop its house brand; now stores have in-house divisions devoted to this work, Wells told me: "They're hiring packaging designers and brand marketers and people who, in some cases, have worked for these national brands."

The house-brand boom has been made possible, in large part, by the fact that grocery stores, because they sell a lot of goods under one roof, know basically everything about how you eat--when and where and how often you shop, what you buy, in some cases what you don't buy. Big packaged-good brands, on the other hand, have much more limited data: They mostly rely on what the grocery stores themselves tell them, and what they can glean from consumer-data companies such as Nielsen. My local Whole Foods, for instance, knows that yesterday, I bought a bag of fusillotti, a hunk of parm, and two lemons at 6:11 p.m.; the fusilotti maker knows only that it sells Whole Foods a certain number of cases of pasta a month.

Read: The most miraculous--and overlooked--type of milk

So using those data, grocery stores are developing ever-more-specialized products, with new and unique flavors that align with larger food trends: spicy dill-pickle potato chips at Kroger, "cookies & creme" granola at Target. "They're at the bleeding edge of flavor trends," Wells told me, whereas "it used to be that private label was a step or two or three behind." Grocery stores are also creating brands to sell these ever-more-specialized products to ever-more-segmented consumer groups--now a store might have a dedicated brand just for plant-based foods, or for wine, or for Millennials, or for discerning home cooks. Each one can get a respectable name such as Simple Truth and Kindfull. Target alone has 59 different house brands, including nine distinct wine labels. Last year, Walmart launched a "culinary-first" grocery brand, whatever that means.

When robust data and sophisticated research and development collide with novelty culture, you get new things to buy. For example, until recently, if you wanted canned whipped cream, you probably bought Reddi-wip. The company was founded in 1948 and is best known for making one flavor: plain. Now Target, under its Favorite Day house brand, sells "whipped dairy topping" in all kinds of seasonal flavors--including, right now, lavender lemonade, peaches and cream, and sweet-cream cold foam. People are very enthusiastic about this; when the Instagram account @snackolator posted about Target's new spring flavors, more than 35,000 users smashed the "Like" button. A can of Favorite Day dairy topping is $3.59--cheaper than Reddi-wip at Target, but not cheaper than Reddi-wip at some other stores. "Some of these price points," Sleter told me, "are creeping toward the equal level of national brands."

As such, private labels may be losing the very thing that makes them appealing in the first place: their cheap, uncomplicated basic-ness, or what the Wharton marketing professor Americus Reed II calls their appeal to "efficient misers." "People observe these private-label brands growing, and then there are more and more of them, and then they offer less utility," he told me. At some point, a slickly packaged, not-so-inexpensive private label begins to seem like any other brand--premiocre, endless, engineered using big data and expensive marketing--and then you might as well buy the national brand. When it's brands, brands, brands, all the way down, they start feeling simply generic: nothing special about them.



  When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/archive/2025/04/grocery-store-generic-brand/682644/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Dark Ages Are Back

Americans must insist on academic freedom, or risk losing what makes our nation great.

by Alan Lightman




Today the concept of academic freedom may seem obvious to Americans. But the roots of academic freedom, which can be traced back to medieval European universities, were never certain. Back then, when scholars demanded autonomy from Church and state, they were often rebuked--or worse.

What began as a slow-burning fuse eventually led to the concept of the modern research university a few centuries later, found in the writing of the English philosopher Francis Bacon and his 1627 novel, New Atlantis. There, Bacon envisioned a college called Salomon's House, in which scientists and others worked in an atmosphere of generosity and freethinking. This college came to be known as "the noblest foundation (as we think) that ever was upon the earth; and the lantern of this kingdom," as the Governor of Bacon's fictional utopia put it. "It is dedicated to the study of the works and creatures of God."



Twelve of the resident fellows, called "merchants of light," sailed to foreign countries to bring back books and knowledge from other lands. Several devised experiments in both the "mechanical arts" and the "liberal sciences," eventually creating such technologies as microscopes and hearing aids. Invention flourished in an ethos of imagination and unfettered investigation. Bacon was a forerunner of the Enlightenment. After centuries of intellectual progress, Americans must face a terrible question: Are we now descending from light into dark?



Since April 22, more than 500 leaders of America's colleges, universities, and scholarly societies have signed a statement protesting the unprecedented interference of the Trump administration into higher education, interference that included external oversight of admissions criteria, faculty hiring, accreditation, ideological capture, and, in some cases, curriculum. As the statement says, higher education in America is open to constructive reform. However, "we must oppose undue government intrusion in the lives of those who learn, live, and work on our campuses."



Especially targeted by the administration have been international students.

At my university, the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, at least nine members of our community--students, recent graduates, and postdocs--have had their visas and immigration status unexpectedly revoked. MIT's president, Sally Kornbluth, recently sent a letter to our community, part of which read:



"To live up to our great mission, MIT is driven to pursue the highest standards of intellectual and creative excellence. That means we are, and must be, in the business of attracting and supporting exceptionally talented people, the kind of people with the drive, skill and daring to see, discover and invent things no one else can. To find those rare people, we open ourselves to talent from every corner of the United States and from around the globe." In the past, MIT and the many other institutions of higher learning in America have been Bacon's "merchants of light."



Both tangible and intangible benefits flow from academic freedom. First, the tangible. The business world should be alarmed by the proposed jamming of the greatest engine of invention, innovation, and economic prosperity in our nation. To name just a few examples: The internet, in the form of the ARPANET, was developed by researchers at UCLA, Stanford, and MIT under the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency in the late 1960s and '70s. Key concepts and materials for lithium-ion batteries were developed at the University of Texas and the University of Oxford. The first artificial heart was developed by Robert Jarvik and colleagues at the University of Utah. Google originated as a research project by Larry Page and Sergey Brin at Stanford. Natural-language processing, neural networks, and deep learning--all fundamental parts of AI--came out of research at MIT, Stanford, Carnegie Mellon, and the University of Toronto. Pivotal work in CRISPR gene editing was done by Jennifer Doudna at UC Berkeley. (She received the 2020 Nobel Prize in Chemistry for this work.) Many other technological inventions, although not directly produced in our universities, were nurtured by the training and knowledge gained in them: computers, vaccines, smartphones, social-media platforms, Global Positioning System (GPS), insulin synthesis, magnetic resonance imaging (MRI), lasers.



Of course, the intellectual and creative freedom in America has enabled great productivity far beyond the precincts of science and technology. Exemplars include William James in philosophy and psychology, Toni Morrison in literature, Noam Chomsky in linguistics and cognitive science, Hannah Arendt in political theory, Martha Nussbaum in law and ethics, Margaret Mead in anthropology, W. E. B. Du Bois in sociology, John Rawls in political philosophy, Susan Sontag in cultural criticism, John Dewey in philosophy and education, and many, many more.



Our country, a relatively young country but a country weaned on freedom dating back to the American Revolution of 1775, has helped build the modern world, has helped human beings reach their fullest capacity and creativity. Academic freedom is what has made America great.



By contrast, invention has been suffocated in authoritarian countries with choke holds on academic freedom. In China, despite major investments in research and higher education, topics such as political reform, Tiananmen, and human rights are taboo. These restrictions have limited open inquiry in the social sciences and humanities. In Iran, restrictions on gender studies, religious critique, and internet freedom have weakened its academic institutions and discouraged global collaboration. In Russia, the crackdown on academic freedom since 2010 has driven out many independent thinkers and scientists, weakening innovation and policy critiques. Talented academics and researchers frequently leave for countries with more freedom, taking their expertise and innovation potential with them, as illustrated recently by the very public departure of the Yale University professor Jason Stanley, who is leaving the U.S. for Canada.



Where restrictions have been lifted, flowers bloom. South Korea was a military dictatorship up to the 1980s, and then became a democracy. In the authoritarian era, universities were tightly controlled, with crackdowns on student protests and censorship in curricula. After the removal of these restrictions, South Korea quickly became a global leader in technology and innovation, home to companies including Samsung and LG. Taiwan transitioned from martial law under the Kuomintang to a liberal democracy in the 1990s. The humanities and social sciences, previously constrained by anti-communist ideology, expanded significantly. Taiwan developed a strong knowledge economy, with competitive universities and thriving biotech and electronics industries. In particular, Taiwan is the home of the world's leading semiconductor foundry, Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing.



What exactly is academic freedom? It is the freedom to express and debate ideas without fear of censorship or reprisal. It is the freedom to explore. It is the freedom to let the imagination wander. It is the freedom to exchange knowledge with colleagues and others. It is the freedom to question authority and received wisdom. It is the freedom to test ideas against experiment and to reject those ideas that fail the test. It is the freedom to be honest, even if that honesty challenges prevailing views. It is the freedom to be one's true self.



Academic freedom is the oxygen and the light of higher education. Growing things need both. Aren't colleges and universities the nurseries of faculty, students, and their surrounding society? We need air. Instinctively, we seek light, just as some plants will change their pattern of growth in order to receive the sunlight needed for growth. It's called phototropism. The petals of sunflowers actually track the movement of the sun throughout the day, changing their direction to point toward the sun.



I have served on the faculties of several universities in America and visited a hundred more. And I have felt intellectually safe in all of them. More than safe, I have felt encouraged to express myself and to listen and debate and question. The ethos of academic freedom is subtle. It is a kind of liberation, a buoyancy of the spirit, a nourishment of the mind. It is a basking in the light.



Academic freedom is the greatest lesson we can give to our students. Our young people are shaping the future. Do we want them to be afraid to express their ideas? Do we want them to be afraid to explore, to invent, to challenge the status quo? Do we want them to be afraid of being who they are?



We set examples for our young people and students, moral as well as intellectual. Do we want them to see us restrict what we teach because of the rules imposed by some outside authority? Do we want them to see us hide evidence that challenges a prevailing viewpoint? Do we want them to see us deny admission to other qualified students because of quotas or ideological litmus tests or country of origin? Do we want them to see us conform to outside decrees that undermine our values? Do we want them to see us prioritize money above all other things? Do we want them to see us as cowards, lacking the courage to stand behind our values and convictions?



The surrender of academic freedom in America and, in fact, freedom of all kinds may happen gradually, little by little. First with the disproportionate power of money and the wealthy who have it, then with attacks on the free press, the control of information, the weakening of checks and balances, the suppression of dissent, the surveillance of the population, and finally the normalization of repression. In George Orwell's novel 1984, a superstate called Oceania is ruled by a dictator called Big Brother, who is supported by his personality cult and the Thought Police. The protagonist of the novel, Winston Smith, works for the state, at the Ministry of Truth, but he secretly hates the ruling regime. He joins what he thinks is a resistance group called the Brotherhood but which turns out to be part of the state apparatus. Smith is then arrested and subjected to months of brainwashing. Eventually, he is released and comes to believe that he loves Big Brother after all. This is what happens when darkness replaces light, when the freedom to think, dream, and invent is squashed. We cannot let that happen to us in America.





*Illustration Sources: The Naturalist / Getty; mikroman6 / Getty; Huizeng Hu / Getty.
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Well, That's One Way to Address America's Vaping Problem

Millions of Americans are inhaling e-cigarettes illegally imported from China. Because of tariffs, they're about to get a lot more expensive.

by Nicholas Florko




The EBCreate "Miami Mint"-flavored vape is truly a wonder. The device is not particularly technologically advanced; the electronic components inside consist of little more than a battery and a heating coil that turns liquid into mist. The vape smells like a mojito that's gone a bit sour. But for $25 at my local vape shop, I got this tiny trinket that, by one estimate, contains the amount of nicotine found in 25 packs of cigarettes.



Along with nearly every other flavored vape, it's also illegal. Though these products are popular and easy to find, they haven't received the regulatory approval necessary to be sold in stores. Health officials have been unsuccessful at cracking down on these e-cigarettes in large part because they are made overseas and then smuggled into the country. Without government oversight, these devices can be unsafe: Vaping is essentially the equivalent of inhaling a pharmaceutical drug from an unregistered factory, and the devices risk hooking teens on nicotine. But the tricky thing about vapes is that eradicating them might not be in the interest of public health. As I've previously written, they're a helpful off-ramp from smoking for adults who aren't ready to kick nicotine. Because they don't burn tobacco, vapes are much safer than cigarettes yet still deliver a similar high.



Read: Public health as a blueberry-banana problem



Soon, however, flavored vapes could get much less affordable. The overwhelming majority of illicit vapes are made in China--including mine, which, according to its packaging, was manufactured in Hong Kong. That means these devices are now caught up in President Donald Trump's tariffs. Chinese-made vapes are subject to a 170 percent tax when they enter the U.S., which will "end up being reflected in the form of higher prices that consumers pay," Mike Pesko, an economist at the University of Missouri who studies vapes, told me. By most accounts, Trump's trade war with China is incredibly reckless and shortsighted. But on the issue of vapes, it may actually inject some reason into the chaos.



Exactly how vapes make their way from Hong Kong to smoke shops in Brooklyn or Tuscaloosa is convoluted. At times, the industry can be gallingly lawless. Consider my Miami Mint vape. The brand that made it, EBCreate, used to be called Elf Bar. Its products were especially popular with kids, so the company quickly landed in the crosshairs of FDA regulators. The agency has sent warnings to the companies distributing these products on behalf of Elf Bar, it has fined the shops that sell them, and regulators have even attempted to ban their import into the United States. And yet, the company continues to operate and regularly ship its products here; the name change from Elf Bar was reportedly an attempt to evade the recent import ban. (EBCreate did not respond to a request for comment.)



Because Chinese vapes are illegal, many of the larger chains that sell cigarettes refuse to stock them. So specialty vape shops and smaller convenience stores have taken on all the risk. Exactly how tariffs on vapes will play out isn't yet clear. For now, prices haven't budged, but expect price hikes. One retailer has published a blog post warning that "the price of e-cigarettes will definitely increase significantly."



Although Chinese vape manufacturers have reportedly been known to purposefully mislabel their products as battery chargers or flashlights, the fact that Trump's tariffs are applied to all goods from China will make it "very hard for the Chinese manufacturers just to mislabel an e-cigarette" in an effort to avoid a tariff, Donald Kenkel, an economist at Cornell, told me. Most vape shops are not massive corporations that can afford to absorb a tariff and sacrifice profits to keep customers happy, so they might have little choice but to raise prices. Paying $50 for a Miami Mint e-cigarette might seem worth the cost to someone who is hooked on nicotine, but when vape prices go up, research suggests that some consumers stop buying. If the tariffs persist in their current form, the price hikes could be steep enough that vape stores go out of business.



Considering that more than 1.6 million American kids are regularly vaping, the mass closure of smoke shops might feel a bit like fumigating an infestation. Higher prices come with a trade-off: When vapes get more expensive, some people turn back to cigarettes. Still, tariffs could simultaneously help root out the most concerning aspects of vapes while maintaining much of their promise. Adults who want to vape have a few legal options. Three vape companies have received FDA authorization to sell their products, and you can find them in major convenience stores such as 7/11. But they are struggling to compete with their illegal counterparts. Doug Kantor, the general counsel of the National Association of Convenience Stores, a lobbying group, told me that many of his association's members "have lost customers and a lot of sales to people who are willing to carry illegal products."



Part of the problem is that the legal vapes come in just two flavors: menthol and tobacco. (Smokers can find more flavors in nicotine pouches such as Zyn, which is currently available in 10 different flavors, including cinnamon, citrus, coffee, and whatever "Chill" is.) The Chinese-made versions also just offer far more bang for your buck. A legal product like R. J. Reynolds Vuse Alto appears at first glance to be cheaper than its Chinese competitors--my local 7/11 charges $18.99 for a single "All-in-one kit." But that vape contains only 1.8 milliliters of nicotine vape juice. For just a few dollars more, you can choose from many Chinese alternatives that contain seven times the amount of nicotine. In January, the tobacco giant Altria, which sells the e-cigarette Njoy, warned investors that its vape business wasn't growing as expected, because "the illicit e-vapor market has grown to a size and scale beyond our expectations."



Tariffs could give an edge to legal vapes. Unlike those of their Chinese competitors, their bottom lines will not be seriously hurt by the trade war. A spokesperson for Reynolds American told me in a statement that the company has "diversified some of our production to locations outside of China, so we feel that we are well-positioned" to weather the tariffs. Yesterday, Altria noted on an earnings call that it is "predominantly a U.S. company with a U.S.-focused supply chain." It's hard to get excited about a trade policy that ends up propping up the likes of Altria and Reynolds American, both of which sell billions of deadly cigarettes each year. But hiking the price of illegal vapes will likely improve public health. Yes, a portion of vapers will go back to smoking because of the tariffs, but others will turn to products that have actually been vetted by regulators for safety. And the more expensive the vape, the less likely kids are to pick it up.



Trump's tariffs are akin to performing surgery on the economy with a sword rather than a scalpel. But in the case of vaping, none of the precision policies has worked. Millions of Americans are inhaling an addictive substance into their lungs that is being illegally sold in stores with no oversight. Tariffs, for all their faults, might finally offer a solution.
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What Parents of Boys Should Know

Daughters tend to receive higher levels of affection and patience at home than sons. But the sons might need it more.

by Joshua Coleman




Apparently, I cried a lot as a child. I don't know if I cried a lot compared with other boys. But for whatever reason, my parents nicknamed me Tiny Tears, after the American Character doll that shed faux tears when her stomach was pressed. I hated the label, because the message was clear: Crying was not only a problem but akin to being a baby--worse, a baby girl.

My parents' labeling, however misguided, perhaps stemmed from a belief, popular at the time, that boys who showed "weakness" were going to get hurt. Today, I'm a psychologist, and I can report that although none of my male friends, clients, or colleagues remembers being referred to as Tiny Tears, virtually all of them recall messages from parents, coaches, and peers to not be a "wuss" and, above all, not be vulnerable. The logic: Toughening up boys to meet the toughness of the world would help them thrive.

That notion is now resurgent--in politics, in popular culture, in content emanating from the "manosphere" and social-media influencers who preach that physical strength and emotional stoicism represent the pinnacle of manliness. But this attitude is in direct conflict with research suggesting that sons need the same nurturing that many parents so naturally bestow on daughters: time, conversation, patience, and affection. In fact, they might need it more.

Read: What the men of the internet are trying to prove

And yet, in many homes, boys get less tender nurturing than girls do, or the care that they receive tends to emphasize physical activity over more intimate emotional interactions. A 2016 study, drawing on wide-scale data sets from the United States, Canada, and the United Kingdom, found that mothers and fathers spent more time telling stories, singing, and reading to young daughters compared with sons, from babyhood leading up to preschool. In 2013, the economists Marianne Bertrand and Jessica Pan published an analysis of longitudinal data that followed more than 20,000 U.S. children who had started kindergarten in 1998; they found that parents of daughters reported feeling closer to their kindergarten-age child than parents of sons, and that parents were more likely to report being too busy to play with sons.

Over the decades, smaller observational studies of parents and their children have also revealed differences in the frequency and style with which mothers and fathers verbally engage with their sons versus their daughters. A 2014 study of 33 infants suggested that starting from birth, mothers may be more likely to chat back to daughters' early sounds than to those of sons, although the opposite was true for fathers. Another study, from 2006, found that during play sessions with their infants, mothers of daughters interacted more frequently with their child than mothers of sons, and comforted and hugged them more. A 2017 study suggested that dads tended to be less attentively engaged with and responsive toward sons than toward daughters, and that they used subtly different vocabularies: They spoke in more emotion-focused language with girls, whereas with boys, they used terms related to competition and achievement.

As one of three brothers, and as a father of twin sons and a daughter, I wasn't entirely surprised to learn that many parents spend more time reading and talking with daughters than with sons. My daughter, when she was little, had a calm, introspective temperament, more conducive to reading and conversation. My boys were loud, rowdy, and constantly in motion. More of my parental reserves went to corralling them so they wouldn't disassemble the house and build a bicycle ramp out of the spare parts. If a conversation was going to end loudly and gracelessly with my declaring "because I said so," then more likely, I was addressing one of my sons.

When I became a father, I knew that I didn't want to repeat the mistakes of my parents and shame my kids--my boys, especially--for crying or showing other forms of vulnerability. But I wasn't great at that. My parental temperament, when my kids were young, had a low boiling point, which meant that I sometimes said things I had sworn I would never say. I didn't call my sons Tiny Tears when they cried, but (I am not proud to admit) I did call them "sissies" when they complained that it was too cold to take the garbage cans to the curb.

Parents blow it all the time. Getting everything right in every circumstance is impossible. But our messaging to boys matters, as do our responses to their developmental and emotional needs. "The most consistent findings are not just that boys are more aggressive or rambunctious or anything else particularly 'boyish,'" the journalist Ruth Whippman writes in her book Boymom: Reimagining Boyhood in the Age of Impossible Masculinity. "They are also--by almost every measure--more sensitive, fragile, and emotionally vulnerable."

Whippman cites research by the UCLA psychology professor Allan N. Schore, whose work explains that the brain circuits regulating stress mature more slowly in the prenatal, perinatal, and postnatal periods for boys compared with girls. Schore's findings echo observations made by the British child-and-adolescent psychiatrist Sebastian Kraemer, who in 2000 published an article in The British Medical Journal in which he wrote that "even from conception, before social effects come into play, males are more vulnerable than females." From a physiological perspective, Kraemer wrote, boys are born about a month behind girls developmentally. They also tend to be less proficient at regulating their emotions and more affected when things go wrong--and things go wrong, in part, when parents feel overwhelmed by boys' behavior, or when they neglect, intentionally or not, sons' need for affection and attention.

From the October 2022 issue: Redshirt the boys

Of course, biology and parents' nurturing styles are not the only influences affecting outcomes for boys. Social and economic factors play a major role as well.

Research suggests, for instance, that boys raised in poor households, many by single mothers under tremendous stress, tend to fare worse than girls from similar environments in measurements of academic achievement; boys from unstable or single-mother families also have more trouble with emotional regulation. In their 2013 analysis, Bertrand and Pan found that boys raised in single-mother households showed significantly higher rates of behavioral problems and troubles at school than girls from comparable households did. Meanwhile, evidence from England suggests that government programs that offer families adequate support and services--which can increase parents' capacity to nurture--can be excellent tools for addressing behavioral gaps. Together, these studies indicate that boys may be especially sensitive to the quality of early caregiving--an argument to both increase social support for families and resist dubious assumptions that boys do not require substantial affectionate nurturing.

This is all crucial to consider given that boys' challenges with emotional regulation can persist into adulthood, and can lead to repercussions not only for the men in question but also for people around them. Kraemer wrote in his 2000 paper that men are more at risk than women for "conduct" disorders--characterized by lying, destruction of property, stealing, and physical aggression--and that boys might be better-inoculated against such behaviors if parents were "more aware of male sensitivity" and guided to "change the way they treat their sons." In 2019, in a submission to the U.K. Parliament's Women and Equalities Committee, Kraemer wrote that when he first published his article, "the press said I was suggesting that boys should be treated more like girls." Not so, he argued. "I said that boys should be treated more like human beings."

The idea that boys are weakened by a more nurturing approach from parents still weaves its way through American culture, and is perpetuated by men and women. It affects not only how we perceive boys but also how we respond to them. As the sociologist Alicia M. Walker, the author of Chasing Masculinity: Men, Validation, and Infidelity, observed to me in an email, "The enduring belief that boys are somehow diminished or emasculated by tenderness, compassion, or emotional nurturance is rooted in traditional gender expectations that demand stoicism from men."

How did these beliefs become so common? Historians and other researchers trace disparities in parental conduct to evolving cultural narratives starting in the 19th century. Stephanie Coontz, a historian of marriage and family life, told me that through the early 1800s, American boys got "reinforcement for being loving and kind" and had "really tight bonds" with their mothers, and with other male figures: "Men were affectionate in public, open about their tender feelings for each other." But in the late 19th century came Teddy Roosevelt and his Rough Riders, and an embrace of competitive capitalism--at which point, cultural expectations began to shift. Steven Mintz, a historian and the author of Huck's Raft: A History of American Childhood, told me that "when Darwinian notions about life as a struggle began to spread through the culture, fathers, in particular, began to emphasize instilling toughness in boys."

A new kind of matrophobia also set in, in which men were believed to be made weak or effeminate by the love and affection shown to them by their mothers. Women were warned that "they were turning their sons into sissies," Coontz told me, "a word that was once affectionate slang for little sister." Amid all this, a notion took hold that being male meant being the opposite of female. Before that, according to Coontz, people were more likely to say that "the opposite of a man was a child."

Today, for any parent seeking guidance on raising sons, the competing narratives coming from the public sphere couldn't be more contradictory and confusing. Some influencers and political leaders on the right seem to endorse what the journalist Susan Faludi termed "ornamental," or performative, masculinity--the projection of physical strength and machismo--and a wish to return to a time when men's pride and identity rested on women's and children's dependence on men. Some on the left have been more likely to assert that any whiff of traditional masculinity is toxic, effectively shaming boys and men without expressing empathy for the ways in which they may be confused or hurting. "From the right, you've got 'Man up. Squash your emotions. Don't speak out. Don't talk about your pain,'" Whippman told me. "And from the left, you've got 'Be quiet. Time for somebody else to have a turn.'"

Read: The problem with a fight against toxic masculinity

Although the policing of boys' emotions is often associated with fathers, mothers also engage in demarcating the acceptable and unacceptable when it comes to male expressions of vulnerability. "In our research helping couples become parents, we found that as men began to show more tenderness as fathers, they weren't always supported by their wives in doing so," Philip Cowan, a UC Berkeley professor emeritus of psychology, told me. These days, "men are encouraged to be more vulnerable and open but not always treated well by their partners when they are"--and if boys witness that dynamic, it can send a strong message.

How masculinity is defined and enforced within households is a concern for families. But even the most sensitive parenting can't fully insulate boys from the cultural forces that equate masculinity with stoicism, dominance, and economic power--pressures that can shape male identity across class lines, and that can have societal reverberations. The many boys and young men Whippman interviewed for Boymom, some of whom belonged to misogynist online incel forums that glorify violence against women, spoke repeatedly about the torment of trying to achieve a certain type of masculinity. "A wide body of research shows that it is not masculinity itself that makes men violent, but the sense of shame that they are not masculine enough," Whippman wrote. "Men who score high on measures for what researchers call masculine discrepancy stress--meaning, stress derived from a belief that they fall short of society's standards for manhood--are significantly more likely to be violent in a variety of ways, including intimate partner violence, sexual violence, and gun violence." All of this underscores the importance of challenging society's broader narratives about what it means to be a man.

What with the cultural, economic, and political privileges that many men have traditionally enjoyed, some people might object to the idea that it is anyone's responsibility besides boys and men themselves to be accountable for their behavior. People might also object to any preoccupation with boys' welfare, or any suggestion that boys should be given more attention than girls. But just as, in more recent generations, a movement grew to support and empower girls, boys also need a revolution, Barbara Risman, a University of Illinois at Chicago sociology professor who studies gender, told me. And that kind of revolution demands the participation of men and women. "The kinds of traits that we used to call 'feminine' and 'masculine'--that is, empathy, nurturance, warmth, intuitiveness, efficacy, and agency," Risman said, are all "parts of humanity." Some people want to construct a new masculinity, she noted. "Others, like me, think we should focus on raising good people and de-emphasizing masculinity and femininity." We should try, she said, to holistically integrate "the best of both stereotypes."

It took several decades to begin to reverse American stereotypes about what was possible for girls. It may likewise take decades to reverse current attitudes and perceptions, in our politics and culture, about what boys should be. But if Americans truly want to improve the outcomes for boys--and, by extension, for society--the place to begin is at home, with fathers' and mothers' first attempts at nurturing.
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The Trump Voters Who Like What They See

"Even if they don't agree with everything he's doing, he's doing something."

by Elaine Godfrey




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


Earlier this month, after it became clear that the Trump administration would not be facilitating the return of Kilmar Abrego Garcia from a Salvadoran megaprison, I texted a close childhood friend. He'd voted for Donald Trump in each of the past three presidential elections, and I asked for his evaluation. "Trump might be taking it too far," my friend replied. "But then again," he added, "he's a man of action and we wanted change."

Someday in the future, historians might well point to April 2025 as the first sign of an enduring erosion in Trump's popular support. In just the first week of this month, America witnessed another mass expulsion of federal workers, in this case from several health agencies, followed by a tariff rollout that sent 401(k)s plunging like a Six Flags log flume. Even with stocks partially rebounding, feedback from riders has not been great for the president: Poll after poll has registered a drop in overall support for Trump, with many voters citing economic uncertainty. Trump's numbers on immigration, long a strength of his, are also beginning to slip. Another recent survey suggests that Trump has the lowest approval rating of any newly elected president in at least 70 years.

But even as Trump's critics cheer the apparent change of heart among some of his supporters, they face an inconvenient reality: Many of his voters are jubilant. For these happy millions, the first 100 days of Trump's second presidency have been a procession of fulfilled campaign promises--and have brought the country not to the precipice of economic ruin or democratic collapse, but to a golden age of greatness. They see Trump as ushering in a new era of action, according to my conversations with several Trump supporters and pollsters in recent days. "Even if they don't agree with everything he's doing, he's doing something, and something is better than nothing," Rich Thau, the president of the nonpartisan qualitative-research firm Engagious, told me.

Despite the relentless stream of shocking deportation stories--Abrego Garcia; the Venezuelan makeup artist; the Honduran child with Stage 4 cancer--many Trump voters see the president's handling of immigration as a highlight. The new administration says that ICE has so far carried out 66,000 deportations, a rate that is lower than that of previous administrations but that is partly the result of historically low border crossings.

"It's a night-and-day difference" from the Biden administration, Ben Cadet, a 24-year-old college student from Fort Lauderdale, Florida, told me. Cadet voted for Joe Biden in 2020 but switched to Trump in 2024, partly because he felt that Democrats had moved too far left and partly because he thought that Biden simply hadn't done enough to address illegal immigration. Trump's "immediate action is something I would have appreciated from a Democrat," he said. In the early days of the new administration, Cadet regularly called a friend to discuss Trump's executive orders on immigration, foreign policy, and "the culture war," he told me. The two would joke that they should cancel their Netflix subscriptions and tune in to Trump instead "because watching everything he does is kind of hilarious."

Read: Donald Trump is very busy

Thau, who conducts monthly focus groups of swing voters who supported Biden in 2020 and Trump in 2024, told me that half of the participants in any given group cannot name a single thing that Biden achieved while in office. For many of them, the past 100 days--including Trump's deportations but also his tariffs, reams of executive orders, college shakedowns, and targeting of the political press--have seemed like "an incredible flurry of activity by comparison to the guy who came before," whom they'd already considered old, infirm, and not really in charge. "I see a lot of politicians that they run and say a lot of things they're going to do, and they don't do any of them," a woman named Mary told Thau in one of his recent focus groups about Trump (Thau identifies participants by their first name only). "But I see him, and I approve."

If Democrats want to win back voters they lost to Trump, it would help them to first comprehend his appeal. That appears to be the conceit of the Working Class Project, a series of focus groups recently launched by the super PAC American Bridge 21st Century that attempt to understand why working-class voters have left the Democratic Party. In one of those recent focus groups, a Latino voter in New Jersey described his feelings this way: "Trump just puts his foot down, and whatever he says, it just happens." My own interviews reflected a similar sentiment. "How many presidents have tried to implement everything they said they wanted to accomplish instead of backpedaling?" Timothy Hance, a 34-year-old manufacturing assembler from Ottumwa, Iowa, told me.

For some Trump voters, this yearning for action makes them willing to indulge more authoritarian impulses. Self-identified MAGA Republicans are about twice as likely as Americans overall to say that detaining legal residents by mistake is "acceptable," according to a new CBS poll. And although most of the Trump supporters I interviewed were not keen on the possibility of sending American citizens convicted of crimes to jail in another country, as Trump has suggested he might do, one voter liked the idea. "They're hardened criminals. If we can't put them to death, the humane thing would be for us to send them away," Hance told me. (He also suggested that Trump should plow through the court orders from "activist judges" holding up deportations. "It's like, just do it," Hance said. "Ignore them.")

For the many Americans who are happy right now, Trump's tariffs represent another exciting paradigm shift. "The dream of globalism is going by the wayside," Joe Marazzo, a 29-year-old property manager from Jacksonville, Florida, told me. "It might not work, but at least we're trying something." Sure, the president has retreated from his original plan to slap enormous import taxes on 90 countries, including the winged populace of Heard Island and McDonald Islands. But the still-high tariffs on Chinese goods are an important course correction and worth any discomfort they might cause, some Trump supporters say. "It'll take a year. You can't build car plants in two days," Jerry Helmer, the chair of the Sauk County Republican Party, in Wisconsin, told me. Theodore John Fitzgerald, the leader of a pro-Trump grassroots group in Luzerne County, Pennsylvania, likened the short-term pain from the tariffs to subsisting on ramen noodles in college--or switching to a healthier diet. "I have diabetes," Fitzgerald told me. "There's a little pain and suffering to make sure I don't lose any more toes."

Read: The Trump voters who are losing patience

Some of Trump's staunchest defenders acknowledged to me that they might reassess their loyalty if a forthcoming trade war results in an untenable increase in their cost of living. Others, though, said that they find it difficult to even fathom such a red line. "My hobby is hot-air ballooning," Hance, from Iowa, told me with a chuckle. He'd rethink his support for Trump "if that was banned."

Of course, Trump and his Republican allies cannot afford to make appeals to only their most ardent supporters. Not everyone is interested in the belt-cinching that tariffs might require. Overall, Americans are unhappy with the nation's economy, and 59 percent of the public now say that Trump has made economic conditions worse, according to a CNN survey released on Monday. "Even folks who like him and think that he has good ideas tell us in focus groups that they hope they don't have to pay a lot in tariffs," Margie Omero, a pollster at the Democratic research firm GBAO, told me. In a recent focus group that Omero conducted of 13 independents who had voted for Trump in the 2024 election, most participants gave the president a B or C grade, although none of them regretted their vote.

With roughly 1,300 days left in Trump's presidency, many of his critics are hopeful that his recent dip in approval marks an inflection point, like the botched withdrawal from Afghanistan that sparked Biden's own backslide in public esteem. Communication is key to keeping Trump's unfavorables high, Omero told me. "Some voters still aren't getting the message" about Trump's actions, she said. Many Americans believe that Trump has been too aggressive with his use of executive power, and in order to defeat him and his political allies, Omero argued, Trump's opponents need to help more Americans understand "that what he's doing is unprecedented and is going against the Court."

Omero is right that many Americans probably haven't paid much attention to the details of Trump's first 100 days. But it's also true that, if and when they eventually tune in, some of them are going to like what they hear.
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This Is the Way a World Order Ends

Americans once associated spheres of influence with a cynical, volatile European past. Now Washington is resurrecting them.

by Margaret MacMillan




In his memoir, The World of Yesterday, the Austrian writer Stefan Zweig looked back on Europe before the First World War. That was, he wrote, the Golden Age of Security, when institutions such as the Habsburg monarchy appeared destined to last forever. Zweig lived to see much of his world swept away by first one war and then another, even more devastating, which was raging when he died by suicide in 1942.

The Europeans of Zweig's youth did not grasp the fragility of their world, with its growing domestic tensions and fraying international order. Many of us in today's West have suffered the same failure of imagination. We are stunned and dismayed that what we took for granted appears to be vanishing: democracy in the United States, which was a model for much of the world, and international institutions and norms that allowed many nations to work together to avoid war and confront shared problems, such as climate change and pandemic disease.

As a historian, I study those moments in the past when an old order decays beyond the point of return and a new one emerges, but I never expected to live through one. I should have. Today's world is lurching toward great-power rivalry, suspicion, and fear--an international order where the strong do what they will, as Thucydides wrote, and "the weak suffer what they must." Imperialism, which never really disappeared, is back. Governments and think tanks now speak of spheres of influence, something the U.S. long opposed. If history is a guide, this will not be an easy or pleasant transition.



The past holds many examples of great change: regimes ending, monarchies becoming republics, whole civilizations vanishing, ways of managing relations between peoples and states swept aside, to be replaced by new ones.

Change can come slowly or suddenly. The Roman empire and its successor in the East decayed gradually, with intervals of revival. The French Revolution of 1789, Russia's in 1917, and, much more recently, the end of the Soviet regime and the Cold War happened within weeks or months.

Warnings beforehand can tell us, if we pay attention, that the old structures and rules are giving way. As with an apparently solid house, the foundations start to shift, the roof leaks, and greedy neighbors start to encroach on the grounds. When old regimes fall, the causes tend to be economic: France before 1789 was effectively bankrupt. Sometimes governments have ceased to function, and large sections of society, including elites, have become disaffected. By 1917 in Russia, housewives were marching in city streets to protest a lack of food, peasants were seizing land, and many Russians saw the czarist government as irrelevant, even treasonous. Soviet citizens in the 1980s could no longer ignore the glaring differences between the utopian promises of communism and the reality of an autocratic and incompetent regime. Even party members no longer believed.

George Packer: The Trump world order

International orders collapse in the same way. Pressures mount on the system from within and without. Support ebbs, even among those who have benefited most from the existing order, while those who would defy it grow bolder, and embolden one another. Before the First World War, the fading Ottoman empire promised rich pickings in North Africa, the Balkans, and the Middle East. Nevertheless, the world's powers shared a general understanding that they would leave it alone, for fear of setting off a major conflict among themselves. Then, in 1911, the relatively new state of Italy, using the flimsiest of excuses, invaded what later became Libya. The Balkan states watched with interest as the other great powers did very little. The next year, several of them banded together to launch their own attack on the Ottoman empire.

We should never underestimate the power of example in human affairs. In our own time, we are seeing one country and then another flouting what had been a basic rule since the end of World War II: that ownership by one country of territory seized by force from another would not be recognized. President Vladimir Putin of Russia took parts of Georgia in 2008, and in 2014 invaded Ukraine to seize Crimea and part of the Donbas region to further his mission of rebuilding the czarist empire. The peace negotiations under way between Ukraine, which is being abandoned by the United States, and Russia seem almost certain to allow Russia to keep that territory and very likely acquire even more. Israel seems to be maneuvering toward annexing parts of Gaza and maybe even southern Lebanon, while in Africa, Rwandan troops are pushing into neighboring Democratic Republic of the Congo. China can only be encouraged to think that the world will accept its bringing Taiwan under its rule.

A new world order with new rules is taking shape.



The alternative to an accepted international order, much like the alternative to government, is Thomas Hobbes's dystopia: a grim, anarchic world with "no arts; no letters; no society; and which is worst of all, continual fear and danger of violent death; and the life of man, solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short." The way back to a sustainable and effective international order, once that order has been lost, is long and difficult.

Until recent centuries, international orders were not global but regional in scale. Those regional orders became the models for much bigger ones later on, but until the end of the 15th century, travel was slow and frequently dangerous, and one part of the world did not always know much, if anything, about the others.

The underpinnings of a global order can be traced to the age of discovery, when Europeans first learned to circumnavigate the globe, then established a presence at vast distances, and followed that with empires. The Industrial Revolution in the 19th century produced, among much else, railways, steamships, and telegraphs, which connected people in far-flung territories with one another. The international orders that followed these advances assumed many different shapes. Sometimes, as in 18th-century Europe, powers balanced against one another, forging alliances and leaving them in a jostling for advantage that could easily topple into war. Sometimes international relations fell under the sway of a powerful hegemon--or of outright imperialism, where a single state, such as Rome, or an outside invader, such as the Ottoman empire, dominated its neighbors and provided them with security. For centuries, the Chinese believed that their land was the center of the world and that their emperor held the mandate of heaven to govern it. The British empire was the world's hegemon from the second half of the 19th century until, arguably, the start of the Second World War--just as the United States was from 1989 until now.

Michael Schuman: Trump hands the world to China

Under the Trump administration, the United States no longer demonstrates the will to dominate the globe, and China does not yet have the capacity. History offers yet another model for the present situation, and perhaps for the future: spheres of influence, in which great powers dominate their own neighborhoods or strategic points, such as the Suez Canal for the British empire or Panama for the U.S., while lesser powers within the sphere accept, not always willingly, their sway, and outside ones steer clear to preserve their own dominions. Western powers and Japan carved out such spheres of influence in the 19th century, when they took advantage of a declining China to establish exclusive zones of interest there. Britain and Russia did something similar in Iran in 1907.

Such an order is inherently unstable: The regions where the spheres meet become fields of conflict known as "shatter zones." Austria-Hungary and Russia vied for dominance in the Balkans before the First World War, just as China and India do with the countries between them and along around their shared border today. One power can be tempted to intrude on another's sphere when it thinks a rival's grip is slackening. And the influence that powers have in their spheres can wax and wane depending on domestic factors, including political upheavals and economic downturns. Lesser powers that find themselves under the dominion of a great power against their wishes can be resentful and rebellious. By its words and actions, for example, the Trump administration has reignited anti-Americanism in much of Latin America and turned Canadians against their neighbor.

A once-dominant power that fears it is declining can be particularly reckless. In 1914, Austria-Hungary saw that Serbia, nominally within its sphere of influence, had fallen under Russia's influence. Resentful and determined to destroy Serbia, Austria-Hungary instead precipitated a world war that destroyed the empire itself and much else.



Perhaps history can offer some hope as well as warning. The notion of an international order based on rules, norms, and broadly shared values has deep roots. Hugo Grotius, the great Dutch scholar of the 16th and 17th centuries, talked of an international society with laws and ways of settling disputes. A century later, Immanuel Kant proposed a League of Nations, which he imagined would prevent wars and eventually enfold all the countries of the world into one peaceful society.

For a time in the 19th century, what Kant called the "crooked timber of humanity" appeared to be straightening. Democracy spread globally, and with it, challenges to the received idea of the national interest as something determined by autocratic elites, or of military power as the only kind that mattered. Democratic leaders and thinkers began to envision a new and better international order--one with worldwide laws, institutions, and values. The First World War turned such musings into a plan of action.

The conflict's outbreak came as a shock to many Europeans, but signs were visible before 1914. Jobs for Europe's skilled workers were vanishing, or their wages were lowering, as production moved to areas of the world where labor was cheaper. Populist leaders stirred resentment against minorities--Jews, immigrants, elites. Revolutionaries condemned the whole system as unequal and unjust and called for the creation of a new order. At the same time, the willingness of the great powers to work with one another, as they had done in the first half of the century in the Concert of Europe, evaporated. New alliances emerged--one among Austria-Hungary, Germany, and Italy, and the other among France, Britain, and Russia. Crises and wars in the Balkans in the first years of the 20th century fueled resentments, desires for revenge, and an arms race. Europe had entered a danger zone where a sudden crisis could start a chain reaction. And that is what happened with the assassination of the heir to the Austrian throne in June 1914.

Ryan Crow: I've seen how 'America First' ends

The war's consequences were so devastating for Europe and the wider world that many feared humanity was doomed. But catastrophes have a way of focusing attention on solutions that might once have been dismissed as fanciful or impossible.

Woodrow Wilson, the president who took the United States into the war in 1917, made clear that he wanted nothing for his own country, and that his overriding aim was a new international order animated by ideals of fairness: Peoples are entitled to self-determination, and the nations of the world must come together to protect the defenseless and prevent future wars. Wilson told Congress in January 1918 that "reason and justice and the common interests of mankind shall prevail." To that end, a new institution, the League of Nations, would provide collective security for its members, confront aggression (with military force if necessary), and endeavor to improve the lot of humanity. When Wilson traveled to Europe for the peace conference in Paris, adoring crowds greeted him as a savior.

Historians now describe the league as a failure, because in the 1930s, the revisionist powers--Germany, Japan, and Italy, which were members--defied it to wage unprovoked war: Germany on its neighbours, Japan on China, and Italy on Ethiopia. Other powers, including the Soviet Union, France, Britain, and the United States, expressed disapproval and imposed some ineffective sanctions, but shrank from anything more drastic. A second and even more destructive world war was the result. But the hope and the idea behind the league did not die. If anything, the scale of the Second World War and the advent of the atom bomb made the quest for a peaceable international order more urgent than ever.

Another American president, Franklin D. Roosevelt, had been talking about an organization of the world's nations even before the U.S. came into the war. He gained British support and brought the American people and Congress along with him, something Wilson had failed to do. He also managed to gain Joseph Stalin's grudging assent that the Soviet Union would join the new order, which included not only the United Nations but also the Bretton Woods institutions, established to organize global economic relations.

After 1945, these instruments and the order they upheld allowed the world's powers to manage many of their antagonisms without resorting to war. A strong web of international bodies, special agencies, treaties, laws, and NGOs bound the globe ever closer. The Cold War threatened at times to break that web apart, and shooting wars were always present somewhere in the world. But the order held, such that even the United States and the Soviet Union found ways to reach agreements and ease tensions. When the Cold War abruptly ended with the collapse of first the Soviet empire in Europe and then the Soviet Union itself, the world looked set for greater cooperation, and perhaps even the onward march of democracy.



History has a way of clarifying that what looks like the only possible future at one moment is actually just one possibility among others. Few in the 1990s anticipated the emergence of revisionist powers, for whom the existing order was a sham, a cover for the dominance of the United States and its allies. These actors saw the post-World War II order as an obstacle to their nations' ambitions, whether to restore past glories, reclaim land they felt was rightfully theirs, or dominate their own people and regions. In Hungary, Prime Minister Viktor Orban has threatened to reconsider the Treaty of Trianon, which assigned much of Hungary's territory to its neighbors after World War I. The greatest revisionist of all, so far, is Putin. But perhaps the most serious rebuke to the liberal international order has come from inside the democracies, where populist parties have hitched economic grievances, anti-immigrant sentiments, and the loss of faith in their own elites and institutions to an authoritarian domestic turn.

Resentments and goals may differ from country to country, but populism is fueled everywhere by the promise of undoing the mistakes of the past. Internationally, this translates into contempt for the liberal rules-based order and international organizations such as the United Nations. Far-right leaders prefer to work with like-minded counterparts to further their own interests, even at the expense of others.

Yair Rosenberg: Trump is remaking the world in his image

Nowhere is this shift more consequential than in the United States, which was the original visionary and anchor of the postwar order. The Trump administration has characterized that role as one for suckers, in which the United States restrained its hard power and allowed other countries to bleed its wealth. Donald Trump has proposed instead for the United States to use its economic and military predominance as tools of naked coercion, dispensing entirely with the niceties of international agreements and even domestic constitutional constraint.

We are witnessing the resurrection of spheres of influence. In the past, U.S. leaders decried these as characteristic of the cynical old Europe that Americans had escaped. But in truth, the Monroe Doctrine, which warned outside powers to stay away from the Western Hemisphere, asserted an American sphere of influence; during the Cold War, the United States implicitly accepted Soviet hegemony over Eastern Europe and extended its own influence over the West. Yet, however imperfectly, the U.S. also stood for another, better order, which recognized the rights of small nations and spoke to much of humanity's hope for a world run for the collective good, not just for the benefit of a few powerful states. Today's American administration, however, seems openly wedded to the idea of dividing the globe among great powers, and oblivious to the potential for conflict where spheres interact and struggle against one another--for example, U.S. and China in the Pacific.

The recent leaked proposal to drastically reduce the State Department and the Foreign Service and reorganize what is left into four regional "corps"--Eurasia, the Middle East, Latin America, and the Indo-Pacific--is a first step toward accepting such a division. The fact that Canada would come directly under the aegis of the secretary of state suggests that the Trump administration sees the whole of the Western Hemisphere as its own. In a recent Time interview, the president repeated his airy claims that Canada was a burden on the U.S. and went on: "We don't need anything from Canada. And I say the only way this thing really works is for Canada to become a state." In a new division of the world, Russia could presumably preside over Central Asia and most or all of Europe, dismissed so contemptuously by Vice President J. D. Vance and others. China may well claim hegemony in East Asia. The current drift toward authoritarian leaders in this fractured world will leave international relations at the mercy of their whims, dreams, and follies.

As is often the case in history, what appears sudden isn't really. Pressures build; small changes accrete--and then burst into view. The first months of 2025 have felt like a movie suddenly speeding up, images rushing by so fast that the dialogue is an almost incomprehensible gabble. What the world once took for granted in the U.S.--checks and balances, respect for the courts, reverence for democratic values and practices--is now in question. And because America was the crucial player in the international order, the tremors of its earthquake are felt everywhere. In Asia and Europe, U.S. allies prepare to face China and Russia alone. In the Americas, a president who sounds like a 19th-century imperialist crossed with a New York real-estate developer talks about taking over Greenland, Panama, and Canada. And all at once, spheres of influence have ceased to be just something historians and political scientists study, but the emerging reality of a volatile new world.
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Something Alarming Is Happening to the Job Market

A new sign that AI is competing with college grads

by Derek Thompson




Something strange, and potentially alarming, is happening to the job market for young, educated workers.

According to the New York Federal Reserve, labor conditions for recent college graduates have "deteriorated noticeably" in the past few months, and the unemployment rate now stands at an unusually high 5.8 percent. Even newly minted M.B.A.s from elite programs are struggling to find work. Meanwhile, law-school applications are surging--an ominous echo of when young people used graduate school to bunker down during the great financial crisis.

What's going on? I see three plausible explanations, and each might be a little bit true.

The first theory is that the labor market for young people never fully recovered from the coronavirus pandemic--or even, arguably, from the Great Recession. "Young people are having a harder time finding a job than they used to, and it's been going on for a while, at least 10 years," David Deming, an economist at Harvard, told me. The Great Recession led not only to mass layoffs but also to hiring freezes at many employers, and caused particular hardships for young people. After unemployment peaked in 2009, the labor market took time to heal, improving slowly until the pandemic shattered that progress. And just when a tech boom seemed around the corner, inflation roared back, leading the Federal Reserve to raise interest rates and cool demand across the economy. White-collar industries--especially technology--were among the hardest hit. The number of job openings in software development and IT operations plunged. The share of jobs posted on Indeed in software programming has declined by more than 50 percent since 2022. For new grads hoping to start a career in tech, consulting, or finance, the market simply isn't that strong.

Read: The job market is frozen

A second theory points to a deeper, more structural shift: College doesn't confer the same labor advantages that it did 15 years ago. According to research by the San Francisco Federal Reserve, 2010 marked a turning point, when the lifetime-earnings gap between college grads and high-school graduates stopped widening. At the same time, the share of online job postings seeking workers with a college degree has declined.

To be clear: College still pays off, on average. The college wage premium was never going to rise forever, and the fact that non-college workers have done a little better since 2010 isn't bad news; it's actually great news for less educated workers. But the upshot is a labor market where the return on investment for college is more uncertain.

The third theory is that the relatively weak labor market for college grads could be an early sign that artificial intelligence is starting to transform the economy.

"When you think from first principles about what generative AI can do, and what jobs it can replace, it's the kind of things that young college grads have done" in white-collar firms, Deming told me. "They read and synthesize information and data. They produce reports and presentations."

Consider, then, a novel economic indicator: the recent-grad gap. It's the difference between the unemployment of young college graduates and the overall labor force. Going back four decades, young college graduates almost always have a lower--sometimes much lower--unemployment rate than the overall economy, because they are relatively cheap labor and have just spent four years marinating in a (theoretically) enriching environment.

But last month's recent-grad gap hit an all-time low. That is, today's college graduates are entering an economy that is relatively worse for young college grads than any month on record, going back at least four decades.


The Atlantic



The strong interpretation of this graph is that it's exactly what one would expect to see if firms replaced young workers with machines. As law firms leaned on AI for more paralegal work, and consulting firms realized that five 22-year-olds with ChatGPT could do the work of 20 recent grads, and tech firms turned over their software programming to a handful of superstars working with AI co-pilots, the entry level of America's white-collar economy would contract. The chaotic Trump economy could make things worse. Recessions can accelerate technological change, as firms use the downturn to cut less efficient workers and squeeze productivity from whatever technology is available. And even if employers aren't directly substituting AI for human workers, high spending on AI infrastructure may be crowding out spending on new hires.

Luckily for humans, though, skepticism of the strong interpretation is warranted. For one thing, supercharged productivity growth, which an intelligence explosion would likely produce, is hard to find in the data. For another, a New York Fed survey of firms released last year found that AI was having a negligible effect on hiring. Karin Kimbrough, the chief economist at LinkedIn, told me she's not seeing clear evidence of job displacement due to AI just yet. Instead, she said, today's grads are entering an uncertain economy where some businesses are so focused on tomorrow's profit margin that they're less willing to hire large numbers of entry-level workers, who "often take time to learn on the job."

No matter the interpretation, the labor market for young grads is flashing a yellow light. It could be the signal of short-term economic drag, or medium-term changes to the value of the college degree, or long-term changes to the relationship between people and AI. This is a number to watch.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/economy/archive/2025/04/job-market-youth/682641/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Polls Are Sending Trump a Message

The president is eager to blame the messenger. But his real problem is the numbers themselves.

by David A. Graham




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.


"People are very happy with this presidency," President Donald Trump said in an interview with The Atlantic last week. "I've had great polls."

That wasn't true then, and it's even less true now. As Trump hits his 100th day in office today, pollsters have been releasing new surveys, and the results are ugly. NBC News finds that 55 percent of Americans disapprove of the president's handling of the job, but that's rosy compared with the 59 percent in a CNN poll. An ABC News/Washington Post poll finds that just 39 percent of Americans approve of Trump's performance--the lowest ever recorded, going back to 1945, and smashing through the previous record of 42 percent, set by one Donald Trump in 2017.

More than half of Americans say that Trump is a "dangerous dictator whose power should be limited before he destroys American democracy," according to the Public Religion Research Institute. Asked by NPR to give Trump a letter grade for his first 100 days, a full 45 percent of Americans gave the president an F, including 49 percent of independents. Sixty percent believe that the country is on the wrong track, per NBC.

These numbers also extend into specific issues. Immigration is historically one of Trump's strongest issues, but the ABC/Post poll finds that more voters now disapprove of his handling than approve. The economy was perhaps the decisive issue in November, but now fewer than four in 10 people approve of Trump's handling, according to NPR. Relatedly, consumer confidence is at its worst level since the early weeks of the coronavirus pandemic. Trump has frequently promised a historic presidency, and he's delivering it.

One temptation, when looking at these numbers, is to say they don't matter. Plenty of people, including the staff of this magazine, warned about how a second Trump presidency might go wrong, and a plurality of people who voted backed Trump anyway, and the only poll that matters (as the saying goes) is the one on Election Day. Trump has power now, and he's wielding it. This is especially the case because Trump has shown less responsiveness to indicators like the stock market than he has in the past; notwithstanding his quasi-jokes about seeking a third term, he's acting freed from the pressures of reelection.

That's all true, but it's not the whole truth. An unpopular president is a less powerful president. Enacting an authoritarian approach is harder (though not impossible) without public support, and other institutions--the Republican Party, universities, law firms--are less likely to bend their knee if they see weakness.

One way you can tell these polls have some effect is that Trump is lashing out furiously about them. Yesterday, he posted on Truth Social that these were "FAKE POLLS FROM FAKE NEWS ORGANIZATIONS," adding that they "should be investigated for ELECTION FRAUD ... AND ARE TRULY THE ENEMY OF THE PEOPLE!" (Trump attributed his analysis to his pollster, John McLaughlin, best known for missing the massive upset defeat of his client Eric Cantor in 2014.) This is not Trump's first such broadside. He has also sued the pollster J. Ann Selzer, who released a poll late in the election cycle showing Kamala Harris slightly ahead in Iowa. Selzer's poll created a frenzy, but it turned out to be badly wrong--which one might think is punishment enough. (Legal experts are skeptical of Trump's suit.)

Skepticism of pollsters is not unwarranted. Polling has had some atrocious recent misses, though the final 2024 results closely tracked with the polls at the end of the race. As the strategist Michael Podhorzer has written, pollsters present their work as empirical, but polling is actually opinion journalism--not in the sense that it is partisan, but because it's premised on suppositions about the electorate such as how many young voters will turn out, and how many voters with less than a college degree. Some of those suppositions inevitably turn out to be more accurate than others. One thing that makes the results I cite here more credible is that they are all moving in the same general direction. Can they tell us what percentage of the population actually disapproves of Trump? Not reliably. But taken together, they tell a consistent story, which also matches up with a raft of worrisome economic indicators that are darkening Americans' outlook.

The funny thing about Trump's anger at polling errors is that, if anything, their tendency to underestimate his support has benefited him. In 2016, Trump was able to capitalize in part on voter apathy, fed by an expectation that Hillary Clinton would triumph. More important, then-FBI Director James Comey later said his decision to announce a reopening of the investigation into Clinton's email in October 2016 was influenced by his poll-driven assumption that Clinton would win in a walk. Instead, the analyst Nate Silver calculated, the announcement cost her the election. Eight years later, unrealistically rosy polling convinced Democrats that President Joe Biden was competitive in his reelection bid against Trump, which allowed him to enter and then stay in the race far too long. Unfortunately for Trump, he's unlikely to enjoy similar polling errors outside of the head-to-head-context of an election. Issue polls are more consistent in sussing out how sentiment is changing.

Trump's impulse is always to shoot the messenger, but the messenger isn't Trump's problem here. It's the message that voters are sending him.

Related:

	The difference between polls and public opinion (From May)
 	The truth about polling (From October)






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	An unsustainable presidency, by Jonathan Chait
 	David Frum: How the U.S. lost the Canadian election
 	The Texas county where "everybody has somebody in their family" with dementia




Today's News

	Mark Carney clinched a full term as Canada's prime minister and led the Liberal Party to a win in the country's federal election.
 	A car crashed into a building used for an after-school camp in Illinois yesterday, killing three young children and one teenager. Illinois State Police said today that the attack did not appear to be targeted.
 	Sara Netanyahu, the wife of Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, was overheard saying that "fewer" than 24 hostages are still alive in Gaza.
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The Great Language Flattening

By Victoria Turk

Chatbots learned from human writing. Now the influence may run in the other direction. Some people have hypothesized that the proliferation of generative-AI tools such as ChatGPT will seep into human communication, that the terse language we use when prompting a chatbot may lead us to dispose of any niceties or writerly flourishes when corresponding with friends and colleagues. But there are other possibilities.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Trump is paving the way for another "China shock."
 	The liberals who can't stop winning
 	Russia is in demographic free fall. Putin isn't helping.
 	Caitlin Flanagan: On Mahmoud Khalil and the right to free expression
 	Why Trump is giving Putin everything he wants
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Examine. Who's afraid of Gen Z's squeaky clean, backflipping bro? Benson Boone has charmed his way to the top--and that really seems to bother some people, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Watch. The Legend of Ochi (in theaters now) conjures the kinds of effects the film industry rarely uses anymore, David Sims writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.
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How the U.S. Lost the Canadian Election

Trump's threats to annex Canada reversed its political trend--but they should not reverse its commitment to free trade.

by David Frum




Donald Trump pushed the Conservative Party of Canada down the political stairs. Yesterday, on Canada's election day, he tossed a farewell bucket of slop after the tumbling Conservatives, with a final Truth Social post urging Canadians to see their choice as a verdict on him personally. As Trump gleefully confided in an interview with The Atlantic posted that same day, he knew perfectly well that the overwhelming majority of Canadians hate him. "I was disliked by enough of the Canadians that I've thrown the election into a close call, right?" In the event, it wasn't even that close a call: Canada's Liberals held on to power that, months ago, they were firmly forecast to lose. But on the principle of being "the corpse at every funeral, the bride at every wedding and the baby at every christening," as Alice Roosevelt Longworth said of her father, Teddy, Trump enjoys redirecting attention to himself even if the attention is hostile.

As recently as January, the Canadian Conservatives held a 20-plus-point lead over the incumbent Liberals. The general verdict on Justin Trudeau's nine years as prime minister was overwhelmingly negative. Trudeau's policies of lavish government spending and higher taxes discouraged business investment. Low investment translated into slow growth of business productivity, lagging far behind the United States over the same period. Confronted by the problem that Canadians were not increasing their per capita output, Trudeau responded by accelerating immigration intake as an alternative way of boosting economic growth: If Canada couldn't use labor more efficiently under his leadership, at least there would be more labor to use. Canada already had very high levels of immigration pre-Trudeau; he raised the targets even higher, while failing to make provision for more housing construction. The result was a steep climb in home values and apartment rents, pricing young people out of the major job centers.

Conservative Party leader Pierre Poilievre counted on the housing issue to elevate him to the prime ministership. Instead, Poilievre lost his own seat in Parliament. This was Trump's doing.

Trump's tariff war against Canada's economy, aggravated by his repeated threats to annex Canada, upended the Canadian election. An election that would otherwise have punished the Liberals for Trudeau's bad economic management was transmuted into a referendum on Canada's continued national existence.

The transmutation favored the Liberals for three big reasons.

First, over the past half century, the Liberals identified as the more America-skeptical of Canada's two major parties. When Canadians feel warm toward the United States, they look to Conservatives to bind the two countries more closely together. When they feel afraid, they look to Liberals to lock the gates against their southern neighbor.

Second, some elements of the contemporary Conservative Party had imported Trumpy-sounding, MAGA-styled themes into Canadian politics. Poilievre endorsed the so-called trucker convoy that illegally closed streets in downtown Ottawa in early 2022. He mimicked Trump's "America First" slogan with his own "Canada First."

Third, Trump's trade war with Canada created a demand for a Canadian leader who looked adept, accomplished, and safe. Poilievre gained the Conservative Party leadership as a kind of mirror-Trudeau: He is also the father of a young family, a master of social media, and an ideological leader in a nonideological country, but from a humble background rather than Trudeau's princely one. Even as Trump's self-insertion into the election crushed Conservative poll numbers, Poilievre's personal rating held up when pollsters asked about his capacity to help Canada's young people with their problems. But as Trump kept menacing Canada, the desire for a sympathetic leader was rapidly replaced by the clamor for an effective one.

The Liberals deftly replaced Trudeau with Mark Carney, a former governor of the Bank of Canada and then governor of the Bank of England. Since leaving public service, Carney accumulated a fortune as the chairman of a Canadian asset-management company that had shifted its operations to New York. In another political moment, that elite background would not have been an asset, but now Canadians have turned to this "cutthroat capitalist," as one publication put it, to defend them against Trump.

Read: The Liberals who can't stop winning

Along the way, Canadians have sent a strong message to Americans. Trump vows to make America great again, to raise respect for America in the world. His effect on next-door Canada, however, has been to demolish America's reputation.

That has also pushed Canada away from free markets, and back to the statism and protectionism of the Canadian past--which will be to America's detriment. Under the long tenure of Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau in government (from 1968 to 1984, with a break in 1979-80), Canada restricted U.S. investment, discriminated against American companies that operated in Canada, and invested public funds to create state-owned industries, especially in energy. Those policies were repudiated and reversed by the Conservatives in the 1980s--a reversal that was sustained by the Liberal governments of the 1990s. All the way until 2025, then, both parties maintained a consensus in favor of open trade and a limited role for government in markets.

Trump shattered that consensus. During this election, both Carney and Poilievre promised new interventionist policies to promote Canadian industry. This change of course is not yet a full return to the 1970s, but the retro mood is gathering. Neither is Canada an outlier here: Other countries are also responding to U.S. tariffs not only with retaliatory tariffs, but also with subsidies and other forms of preference to domestic producers. As supply chains are chopped, local favoritism flourishes--and everywhere, American influence lessens.

The United States once led the way in creating global rules of trade that tied together all free economies. Under Trump, the U.S. is retreating from that leadership, isolated and friendless. The American domain is no longer the whole planet, just one continental corner: Fortress America. Some of the people in Trump's orbit--Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent and Commerce Secretary Howard Lutnick are of this faction--seem to imagine that the United States' Mexican and Canadian neighbors can be bullied into an enlarged Fortress North America, subservient tenants submitting to whatever terms their dominant landlord imposes on them.

The Canadian election result cautions against the Fortress North America concept, at once so domineering and so naive. Other countries have politics, too. Trump's determination to create a protected and controlled U.S. economy invites other nations to follow the same mutually impoverishing path. Even the weak have weapons. The targets of Trump's economic aggression will accept greater hardship to preserve their dignity than American voters will for the privilege of acting like arrogant menaces.

In the years after the Second World War, Canadian diplomats played an outsize role in the reconstruction of the global economy. The new Canadian government ought to find inspiration in that history, rather than rummage through the self-harming choices of the Pierre Trudeau years. In the absence of U.S. leadership, those whom America once led must turn to one another for encouragement. They can only wait and hope that America will soon regret its deviation into corrupt, authoritarian, predatory trade politics, and return to its formerly inspiring role as economic freedom's global champion.
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Dear James: A Riddle About Reading

Even when I love a book, I want it to end. Why?

by James Parker




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

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



Dear James,

Why, even when reading a book that I'm thoroughly enjoying, do I always seem to want to finish it?



Dear Reader,

This is a fascinating question.

I know exactly what you mean, of course--the slightly indecent haste to turn the final page, slurp up the final image, get the book logged in its entirety in your mental library. "I didn't want it to end!" is something I have never said, or felt, about a book or anything else. I love endings. I always want it to end, whatever it is, so I can go away and privately cherish it (or rinse it out of my system, if necessary).

Reading itself, the act of reading, has its own linear left-to-right momentum: It would seem to sort of naturally speed up the further into a book you go. Somewhere in the opus of Nicholson Baker--and I'm going to be very Nicholson Baker about this (see: U and I) and produce a memory-mangled approximation of what he actually wrote--is a lovely passage about how a reader will accelerate as the end of a book approaches, because they are unconsciously picking up the acceleration of the writer, the headlong here-we-go, wrapping-it-up energy of the last phase of composition.

But I think your question relates more to the nature of experience itself. Or at least it gives me an excuse to do some of my bargain-basement philosophizing. To wit: Why can we not rest in the moment? Why must we always be panting for the next moment and the one after that? Because we're narrative animals, I think--and stories go forward. The good ones, anyway. And why must we always be pining for the moment that has passed? Because the really good stories go forward and backward at the same time. Like The Bourne Identity.

Not that you asked, but this may be why I gave up meditation: Deep down, I don't want to hop off the wheel. Deep down, I want to be spun, driven, chewed on, buffeted by illusions, and scratched by demons. Or flicked in the earlobe by an angel, as it may be.

Aware that I've gone slightly off topic but feeling okay about it,

James




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



When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Liberals Who Can't Stop Winning

Trump isn't the only reason Canada's center-left has stayed in power.

by Daniel Block




American liberals in search of hope can look to the Canadian election. Just five months ago, the country's incumbent Liberal Party appeared headed for an epic defeat. It trailed the Conservative Party by 25 percentage points, and its leader, then-Prime Minister Justin Trudeau, had an approval rating of just 22 percent. Forecasters predicted that the Liberals would win 35 seats in the country's 343-seat Parliament, compared with 236 for the Conservatives. Instead, the Liberals are set to win at least 155--a plurality larger than they had before.

How did the party pull off this astonishing feat? To many, the answer is that they didn't: Donald Trump did. "The Conservatives' 25 percentage point lead in the polls has swiftly turned into a single-digit deficit as Mr. Trump has become the race's dominant issue," The New York Times wrote three weeks ago. "Trump Effect Leaves Canada's Conservatives Facing Catastrophic Loss," read an April 16 headline in The Guardian.

Chris Jones: The angry Canadian

The theory of the case is straightforward. The Conservatives were cruising until Trump threatened to annex Canada and slapped tariffs on its exports. At that point, they were finished. Canadians rallied around the flag, which meant rallying around the incumbent Liberal government. They turned on the Conservative Party's leader, Pierre Poilievre, whose "Canada First" slogan and promise to fire "woke" bureaucrats sounded a lot like Trumpism.

But the Liberals' victory is not simply the product of American politics. It is also the result of the formidable political talent of the party, which has now won four consecutive elections and governed the country for 10 years and counting. And its leaders have spent their time moving the country substantially leftward. Whatever adjectives American progressives might use to describe Democrats--feckless, weak, pathetic--the Canadian Liberals are the opposite. In fact, they may be the most successful left-of-center party on the planet.

Yesterday was not the first time the Liberals have surged back from near defeat. They have governed Canada for much of the country's history, but in 2011, the party won just 34 seats--coming in third for the first time ever, behind the progressive New Democratic Party. The Conservatives, meanwhile, won a majority in Parliament. The Liberal Party was on the political margins, with no clear path back to relevance. Then, in 2013, it selected Justin Trudeau to be its leader.

In the two years that followed, Trudeau completely reversed the Liberals' fortunes. Promising "sunny ways" and progressive policies, he won a large majority in 2015. Then he went about making good on most of his pledges. The Liberals expanded the Canadian version of Social Security. They passed an infrastructure bill that was larger, as a percentage of GDP, and greener than the one Joe Biden enacted. They banned more than 1,000 types of guns. They increased immigration. They legalized marijuana.

The Liberals went on to win two more elections, in 2019 and 2021, and to pass even more progressive legislation. Prodded by the New Democratic Party, the Trudeau government established a "pharmacare" program that will make certain essential drugs free to all Canadians. It created a free dental-insurance program for Canadians who make less than $90,000 (in Canadian dollars, or about $65,000 in the U.S.) a year. And it created a sweeping, $10-a-day national child-care program; as a result, Canadians parents now spend a third as much on child care as they did in 2021.

Trudeau presided over an expansion of Canada's welfare state so enormous that it would make Senator Bernie Sanders blush, and he did it while winning three elections. When he left office last month, he was the longest-tenured progressive leader in the global North.

True, he left with dismal ratings, such that his party felt the need to push him out. But the Liberals handled this with supreme competence. Consider that when the Democrats forced Joe Biden to step aside after his disastrous debate performance, they handed the reins to Vice President Kamala Harris, who refused to break with him. The Liberals, by contrast, passed over Trudeau's deputy prime minister and elevated Mark Carney, a respected political outsider unencumbered by Trudeau's baggage. Upon becoming prime minister, Carney immediately killed Trudeau's most hated policy: the carbon tax.

Trump, of course, played a part in the Liberals' triumph, with his threats to annex Canada. But the Liberals also did an excellent job of capitalizing on the U.S. president's bombast. They cut ads that juxtaposed Trump's rhetoric with Poilievre's. They cultivated a sense of Canadian nationalism. And the party's members elected Carney--the candidate, according to polls, voters thought would best handle the U.S. president.

Read: Why Canadians are better than Americans at protesting Trump right now

The Liberals' success story may not be replicable in the United States, but the Democrats could stand to learn a few things from their northern neighbors. When Canada's Liberals tossed aside an unpopular candidate, they didn't hesitate to replace him with the most viable alternative-- regardless of seniority within the party. They were also ready to jettison an unpopular policy that many members believed was right on the merits: The carbon tax was good for the environment, but killing it helped keep Liberals in power and protect their other achievements.

Carney may well struggle to hold on to power for as long as Trudeau did, given that the Liberals have fallen just short of an outright majority in Parliament; even the most successful political parties rarely win five straight contests. But the Liberals are an electoral machine--something of a rarity on the center-left--that would be foolish to bet against.
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Russia Is in Demographic Free Fall. Putin Isn't Helping.

The Russian president is enacting one of the world's most extreme natalism programs--and one of the weirdest.

by Anna Nemtsova




Russia was in demographic decline long before the war in Ukraine. Now it's in free fall.

Since 2022, hundreds of thousands of Russians have died or suffered critical injuries in Ukraine. The result: According to one demographer, Russians may have had fewer children from January to March 2025 than in any three-month period over the past 200 years. As of 2023, the country's fertility rate--1.4 births per woman--lies well below replacement level and amounts to a roughly 20 percent drop compared with 2015. In some regions, births fell that much in just 12 months. Last year, deaths outpaced births by more than half a million.

This crisis has led to one of the world's most extreme natalism campaigns--and one of the weirdest. President Vladimir Putin has commanded his government to "stimulate" Russian women to have at least three children, and to make sure they get pregnant when they're young. To that end, the Ministry of Education has been discussing ways to create "conditions for romantic relations" in schools. Last month, Moscow's Department of Health displayed giant pink banners around the city asking women, How's it going? Still haven't given birth?

Elizabeth Bruenig: The pro-baby coalition of the far right

If this is supposed to make them want to procreate, it doesn't seem to be working--at least not for Larisa, a 21-year-old university student who was incredulous when she saw the sign on her way to campus. Even though her parents cover the cost of her car and apartment, she told me, "I have enough money to pay just for my food. Forget three babies." Indeed, the Kremlin's own polling has shown that almost 40 percent of Russian women of childbearing age say they won't have kids in the next five years because of financial concerns.

Most of Larisa's friends are like her: women in their early 20s who came to Moscow to study and start their career. That's precisely the path that Russian leaders are trying to discourage. Irina Filatova, a member of Parliament, recently warned that young women's ideas about "self-development" are a threat to Russia's "traditional family values." But if they insist on going to college, then at least they should find a husband there, so they "can give birth at age 18 or 19," another female legislator suggested last year.

To assuage concerns about the cost of having kids, authorities in the Oryol region recently began offering pregnant students $1,200. Daria Yakovleva, a women's-rights activist, told me that such programs may lead girls to think of childbearing as a ticket to economic security, even though having children in Russia often entrenches poverty. Svetlana Gannushkina witnesses these financial burdens firsthand. A human-rights advocate who served on Russia's Presidential Council for Civil Society and Human Rights, Gannushkina helps low-income families that are unable to provide for their children. She doesn't see government handouts as a solution. "Paying girls money for pregnancies is a strange approach," Gannushkina told me. "Authorities should be forcing men to feel responsible, first of all, but so far, all we hear is demands for women--what women should not do or should do."

One of Gannushkina's clients, Takhmina, is pregnant with her eighth child, and her husband makes less than $800 a month. Gannushkina told me that the state was supposed to send them financial aid but has withheld it since a right-wing mob attacked Takhmina's family online because they're ethnically Tajik. Evidently, Gannushkina said, "she is not the kind of pregnant woman they want."

The Russian government is trying not only to encourage pregnancies but also to make terminating them as hard as possible. Politicians have restricted access to abortion, and regulators are clamping down on the distribution of abortion pills such as mifepristone.

None of these interventions addresses an underlying reason Russian women say they don't want children--the country's "negative political situation," a pollster's euphemism for authoritarianism and war.

Russia's leaders rarely acknowledge the toll this "situation" takes on citizens. Many women are depressed, lonely, and afraid. Every day, the war makes more of them widows. For others, the source of fear is the country's pervasive problem with domestic violence, which the government partially decriminalized in 2017. Earlier this month, one particularly shocking case garnered national attention. A Russian mother named Ksenia Dushanova alleged that her boyfriend attacked her while she was asleep, gouging out one of her eyes with a car key, breaking her arm, and slashing her face. She posted images of her injuries on Instagram and wrote that her assailant had apparently been released from custody when he'd agreed to fight in the war.

Read: Putin's deal with wife killers

The Russian activist Alena Popova leads a group that documents domestic violence across the country, with a focus on abuses committed by service members coming back from the front. Last year, she told me, more than 2,500 Russians contacted her team asking for help. The group also tracks the violence and mistreatment that many pregnant women experience in hospitals. One patient who received an abortion in the city of Surgut told local media that her doctors provided no pain relief and told her, when she cried out, to "shut up and not perform as in a circus."

As part of its campaign to deter abortions, the state enlists doctors to create "positive attitudes toward having children" during pre-abortion consultations. Local governments report how many minds they change; last week, the region containing Surgut said that last year its doctors had persuaded 1,249 women who'd considered terminating their pregnancy to give birth. In a concerning sign for the government, the tally was lower than last year's.

Putin's biggest problem, though, won't be solved by convincing women to carry their pregnancy to term. He's created a society that Russians no longer want to bring children into. Getting them to reconsider will take more than government checks and pink banners.
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The Texas County Where 'Everybody Has Somebody in Their Family' With Dementia

And many people with the condition are cared for at home.

by Marion Renault, Cheney Orr




In Starr County, Texas, near the state's southern tip along the U.S.-Mexico border, escaping dementia can feel impossible. The condition affects about one in five adults on Medicare--more than double the national rate. "Everybody has somebody in their family" with dementia, Gladys Maestre, a neuroepidemiologist who studies aging at the University of Texas at Rio Grande Valley, told me.



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



For Jessica Cantu, it was her father, Tomas. He asked her, his eldest daughter, never to put him in a nursing home. She promised. "We take care of our own," she told me. As Tomas's dementia progressed, the former pastor held to his routines. He played with his 19 grandchildren. He preached Wednesday-night services and hand-delivered donations of rice, beans, and oil across the border. He fed his chickens and sheep, and ate his favorite homemade foods--pineapple upside-down cake, enchiladas with saltine crackers, and cream-of-mushroom chicken over rice.

Dementia looms over the Cantu family tree. Two of Tomas's 10 siblings had it; Jessica wondered whether more might have, if they'd lived longer. Her maternal grandmother had dementia too. Seven months after her dad's death, she began working as a nurse practitioner at the county's first private Alzheimer's-specific research site, El Faro Health and Therapeutics. "Patients will come in and say, 'So have you figured it out? What is it?'" she told me. She tells them the truth. "I don't know what it is that's causing all of this."


Tomas Cantu's headstone stands across the street from the Whataburger where he used to meet his sons and his brother for coffee every Saturday morning in Roma, Texas. (Cheney Orr for The Atlantic)



Dementia has no single trigger. As with many cancers, it can emerge from a lifetime of accumulated strain--from genetics, environment, and behavior. Researchers have identified a dozen risk factors that, if mitigated, could theoretically delay or prevent roughly 40 percent of cases worldwide: traumatic brain injury; conditions including high blood pressure, hearing loss, diabetes, and depression; habits such as smoking, inactivity, and heavy drinking; environmental and social forces including air pollution, social isolation, and limited education.

These "risk factors usually do not come [as] one; they come in clusters," Maestre said--and in Starr County, an almost entirely Hispanic community, they quickly stack up. Nearly one in three people lives in poverty; a quarter lack health insurance. Chronic conditions are widespread--especially diabetes, high blood pressure, and heart disease--while access to care is limited: There's just one primary-care physician for every 3,000 to 4,000 people, and few dementia specialists. Low education, language barriers, poor air quality, and extreme heat all compound the threat. These accumulate in cycles of grief and stress: The people I spoke with talked about deaths in the family followed by strokes that cascade into cognitive decline. Dementia isn't simply a diagnosis. It's a structural outcome.

Still, many in Starr County struggle to make sense of it. And no matter the cause--no matter which conglomeration of causes--they must live with dementia's reality.



In the Rio Grande Valley, people are also outliving their odds. The area's high dementia rate, Maestre has come to believe, may reflect not just risk but endurance: people living longer with the condition.

In general, research shows that Hispanic people tend to live longer than non-Hispanic white people, despite facing higher rates of chronic disease and steeper socioeconomic disadvantages--a pattern sometimes called the "Hispanic paradox." And in the Rio Grande Valley, part of what might sustain people through dementia, Maestre suspects, is the culture: Dementia is seen less as a medical emergency and more as a natural, if difficult, phase of life. Elsewhere, people with dementia may live in nursing homes or take expensive new Alzheimer's drugs with modest benefit. In Starr County, many older adults remain at home, surrounded by family who offer familiarity and stimulation. The care is physical, intimate--not clinical, but constant--and backed by research showing that familiar environments and home-based care can enhance both quality of life and cognitive function for people with dementia.

"He was never, never--since the day I brought him to my home--he was never one day alone," says Juan "Manny" Saenz of his father, Francisco "Pancho," who died at home last month at age 94. A professional body-shop painter, offshore fisherman, and lifelong jokester, Pancho began to grow forgetful and repetitive about a decade ago. Before Manny's mom, Amaro, died, she made him promise not to put his father in a nursing home. Under Manny's care, Pancho's appearance was impeccable: He was bathed and perfumed, with trimmed nails and a neat mustache. He ate his meals on ceramic dishes, and relished his coffee-and-cookie merienda snack break--or breaks, on days he'd forget the previous ones. Manny, who lives in Rio Grande City, told me exactly what Jessica Cantu had: "We take care of our own."


Juan "Manny" Saenz helps his dad, Francisco ("Pancho"), use the bathroom in Manny's home in Rio Grande City in December 2023. A few months earlier, Manny was sitting outside the same bathroom while his father sat on the toilet, and they were comic-bickering, as they often did, with exaggerated insults and playful lies. Then Pancho said, "Hijo, I always loved you," Manny recalled. "Never in my entire life has my dad said he loved me." Manny laughed. "Afterwards, we go back to our same routine." (Cheney Orr for The Atlantic)




Carmen rests her hands on top of her dad's in November 2023. "I remember him doing hand puppets with a gas lamp during a thunderstorm when we lost electricity," she said. "And he would put his hand under his armpit and make that sound. He always had a sense of humor." (Cheney Orr for The Atlantic)



Monica Saenz Silva made a similar decision for her mother, Ramona--a bookkeeper at heart, the kind of person who kept every receipt for taxes and reminded her adult children to change their tires. She kept a running calendar of birthdays, not just for family and friends, but also for acquaintances, so she could wish them well. By 2019, a few years after her dementia symptoms appeared, "that was out the door," Monica told me.

Today, Ramona will approach a taco or hamburger quizzically; she's forgotten how to bite into them. At times, she doesn't recognize the house where she's lived for decades. Still, Monica is determined to keep her there. "You want to keep them home, so they're in a familiar surrounding," she said. "It's not all the time that she doesn't know she's home."

The response of many families here to dementia is shaped, partly, by limited treatment options: Alzheimer's and related dementias have no cure, and available medicines can be expensive, be limited in their benefits, and come with potentially life-threatening side effects. In Starr County, some caregivers eschew pharmaceuticals for aromatic teas, herbal compresses, and prayers to soothe loved ones, Maestre said. Theirs is an ethic of endurance: If dementia is here, families ask, why not build a life, tenderly, around it?

Still, many don't speak of it openly. Cantu told me that in her community, many still consider Alzheimer's to be a normal part of aging--at most, a mental illness of old age, but almost never a neurodegenerative disease. "It's okay to just be forgetful at the age of 70. It's okay because Grandma and Grandpa were forgetful at the age of 70," she said. "There's no reason to discuss it."

Still, some caregivers live with a sense of dread: In many cases, the disease does have a genetic component, and the structural forces that compounded their loved ones' risk haven't disappeared. They know their turn could be coming. Cantu frets about her mind; Monica Saenz Silva checks her memory every day. And they don't necessarily want for themselves what they did for their parents: If his time comes, Manny Saenz wants to go to a nursing facility. "You won't know anything, so it doesn't matter," he said. For him, the person with Alzheimer's is spared the memory of their decline; the burden belongs to those who remember, and that's a risk he doesn't want to pass on.


Monica Saenz Silva sits with her mother, Ramona Saenz, and tucks her hair behind her ear in December 2023. (Cheney Orr for The Atlantic)




Ramona and her longtime friend Graciela "Gracie" Gonzalez sit together in Ramona's backyard. Ramona has been diagnosed with Alzheimer's, and Gracie's daughter believes her mother is also in the disease's early stages. (Cheney Orr for The Atlantic)







Hispanic Americans face a significantly higher risk of dementia than white Americans, and are also one of the country's fastest-aging groups. And yet, for decades, scientific understanding of dementia has drawn from data from mostly white, urban, and affluent populations; Hispanics make up fewer than 5 percent of participants in Alzheimer's clinical trials. That limits researchers' understanding of the condition. And the more they look, the less dementia seems like a single disease with a uniform pattern, and the more it appears to be a spectrum of diseases--each unfolding with its own course of symptoms, progression, and brain damage.

In some studies, researchers have detected amyloid plaques--the sticky protein clumps long considered hallmarks of Alzheimer's--more frequently in the brains of white participants with dementia or mild cognitive impairment than in their Black, Asian, or Hispanic counterparts. In several studies that measured tau proteins, another key Alzheimer's biomarker, Black adults with--or without--symptoms of dementia had lower levels than white participants. The genetic variant most strongly linked to Alzheimer's disease is less common--and possibly less potent--among people with certain Hispanic backgrounds than among white people.

In 2021, the National Institute on Aging designated a new Alzheimer's Disease Research Center in South Texas, co-directed by Maestre and Sudha Seshadri, a neurologist at the University of Texas at San Antonio. Their goal is to understand the Rio Grande Valley's dementia cluster--and what can be done about it--in part by examining the effects of environmental hardship and linguistic isolation, and by investigating protective factors such as bilingualism and family networks.


Gladys Maestre, who directs the Alzheimer's Disease Resource Center for Minority Aging Research at the University of Texas at Rio Grande Valley, walks through a field outside the university's neuroscience institute in Harlingen, Texas, in December 2023. Her aspirations extend beyond the lab: She envisions medical researchers collecting data door-to-door in vulnerable neighborhoods over a decade or more. "Ultimately," she said, "I want less stress, more money in people's pockets, better food, art in the street--all of it as support and stimulation for the brain." (Cheney Orr for The Atlantic)






Eventually, Maestre hopes that urban design (such as shaded walkways, gardens, and spaces for intergenerational interaction) could help reduce the region's risks. "It's not possible to put all the responsibility on the individual," she told me. "You cannot do that on your own."

And yet, resources remain scarce. Texas is home to about 460,000 people living with Alzheimer's disease, but compared with other large states such as Florida and New York, it spends much less on dementia-related programs. (The Texas statehouse is considering a bill to establish a $3 billion fund for dementia research.)

For now, families like Jessica Cantu's are left to do what they can. When her father was a pastor, he would tell her about the sick people he visited who would reach up with their arms (toward the kingdom of heaven, he said) before dying peacefully. In the final weeks of his life, he was still going to church and chatting with people at the H-E-B grocery store. But then Tomas lost his appetite and grew frail. One night, Jessica kept vigil at his bedside, afraid he'd fall trying to get up. In the quiet hours, she said, he lifted both arms toward the ceiling. "He was reaching up to the heavens, to the sky," she said. "It just gave me that comfort to know that he was ready, and that everything was going to be okay."


Floats sent foam snow fluttering down during a Christmas parade in Rio Grande City in December 2023. (Cheney Orr for The Atlantic)



Masha Hamilton contributed reporting.

Support for this story was provided by the Magnum Foundation, in partnership with the Commonwealth Fund.
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A New Book Challenges the Church's Reputation on Sex

Mainstream Christianity's attitudes about sex have always been complicated--and its institutions might even be able to evolve.

by Grace Byron




Over many centuries, interpretations of the Bible have led kings and elected leaders alike to, among other things, set prohibitions on divorce, criminalize homosexuality, and ban contraception. Theological rules still affect people's private lives--whether they are Christian or not--in modern America, where biblical values are often cited in efforts to outlaw abortion and restrict gender expression. Now a new book on the stormy relationship between God and lust has arrived from the scholar Diarmaid MacCulloch, who argues that Christian ideas about sex have been "startlingly varied" and not always so inherently punitive.

MacCulloch, a professor (now emeritus) at the University of Oxford since 1995, is a preeminent historian of Christianity. He does not shy away from dense topics, having attempted to distill centuries of debate into lengthy books about Thomas Cromwell and the Protestant Reformation, for example. If this makes him sound stuffy, be assured that he is not. In his newest book, Lower Than the Angels: A History of Sex and Christianity, he wryly remarks: "If sex is definitely a problem, it is also great fun." Often, MacCulloch writes, the Bible is a "blunt instrument" that is not necessarily ideal for such a slippery topic as lust--and on that subject, he is both sincere and playful.

Although he doesn't address it explicitly in his new book, MacCulloch is gay; after he was ordained a deacon in the Church of England in the 1980s, he decided against the priesthood because of the Church's attitude toward homosexuality. Today, he describes his relationship to the Anglican Church as that of a "candid friend of Christianity"--one who is not afraid of taking a wrecking ball to preconceived ideas of religious history. "I think religion has got everything appallingly wrong and it has been terrible for us in sexual terms," he told New Humanist when promoting his 2015 television show, Sex and the Church. But because Christian views of sexuality--already varied across denominations--have fluctuated over time, MacCulloch argues, it might therefore be possible for even the most stringent Christian institutions to evolve and display an elastic tolerance yet again.

In Lower Than the Angels, MacCulloch describes several issues across Protestant and Catholic history that today appear settled but were once subject to intense clerical debate. Not all Christian clergy members were in favor of the priesthood becoming celibate, nor of declaring contraception to be immoral--such institutional decisions were always political, MacCulloch argues. Allowing room for such perspectives is part of MacCulloch's project, as he aims to unsettle those who think there has always been a "consistent view on sex in a seamless and infallible text known as the Bible."

Of course, this means some critics will find MacCulloch's methodology flawed from the outset. To him, the Bible is a "library," a collection of enduring texts that are not necessarily the inerrant word of God. He believes that the book is meant to be interpreted much like a living document, rather than how an originalist might approach the Constitution. (His reading of King David and his close companion Jonathan may be particularly irksome to fundamentalists; MacCulloch argues that the text fairly clearly suggests an intimate physical relationship between the two.) In this way, MacCulloch diverges from Christian orthodoxy on many points. For instance, he argues that Jesus was hardly a family man, and that his Gospel held no special fondness for the modern nuclear family: "I have come to set a man against his father," Christ said, invoking a passage from the Book of Micah.

In the early Church, divergences between Christian theology and Roman law created anxieties about the role of women--for example, the power that widows, whom the nascent Church encouraged not to remarry, might wield. Around the first century C.E., a few churches attempted to restrict women's movements and political activities. Still, ordinary women were able to negotiate some power for themselves. MacCulloch suggests that, for female believers and mystics, abstaining from sex was a means of exerting agency in a world that wanted to marry them off. He delights in chronicling examples of such figures, many of whom were denounced as heretics for their bizarre epiphanies. (One medieval Viennese celibate described herself "swallowing the foreskin of Christ" in a vision.)

But no one proved to be entirely safe from the threat of sexual panic. The fourth-century theologian Jerome argued that even sex within marriage could be contaminated, such that (in MacCulloch's words) "a man who loves his wife excessively is an adulterer." One was expected to be devoted to God above all, and some Church leaders considered mandated restraint to be the only way of truly becoming close to God. In modern Christianity, contraception became similarly divisive within the Catholic Church--and some laypeople and priests were disappointed by papal decrees against its use. But the Church has at times changed its teachings on moral issues, including some that would seem baked into the text of the Bible itself. Across Christian denominations, views on divorce have been anything but stable--even as state and Church officials have searched for ways to defend the institution of heterosexual marriage, many Christians now get divorced without fear of eternal damnation.

MacCulloch tells the stories of many Christians who went against popular belief. Some 18th-century Moravians interpreted the Protestant emphasis on faith over action as a sign that they were free to sin, because they were already forgiven by God. (These sins included extramarital sex and even some minor homosexual behavior.) These examples are meant to show us the mutability of religion: that nothing was (or is) certain, and that numerous institutional beliefs may be the result of centuries of misreadings and willful disengagement with doctrine. Many of MacCulloch's examples hinge on issues of translation, literalism, and poetic metaphor--and what modern fundamentalists leave out of their interpretations. For instance, he notes how little the Bible says about homosexuality compared with how much it says about greed, even though contemporary religious thinkers focus far more on the former.

Institutions often teeter between freedom and restriction--and these oscillations are what make history interesting. What MacCulloch wants is for modern readers to put down their certainty, even if they're not entirely won over by his wide-ranging claims: "What passes for theological and ethical reflection in many Christian quarters is an exercise in ignoring the reality of present imbalances that disfigure divine creation, usually through strident repetition of old certainties," he writes. It's not that queer Christians were actually a commonplace, frequently accepted group, but that even small deviations from doctrine are instructive for brokering more fruitful encounters between religious bodies and those who seem categorically outside them. If some issues that now appear settled were once up for debate, might the floor be reopened to consider modern perspectives?

Read: The greatest contribution of Christianity

MacCulloch takes on both Protestant and Catholic history with bombast, stretching his theories thin across thousands of years. This is always a danger with wide historical surveys, and MacCulloch's final section, on contemporary Church history--passages on the Catholic Church's sexual-abuse scandals, the Gay Christian Movement's fight for acceptance, and the relationship between homophobia and colonialism--ends up feeling rushed as a result.

But when MacCulloch does take the time to hook into case studies of Christians bucking consensus, he provides moving stories of how believers can let their guard down and move through the world with humility. In one chapter, MacCulloch gives a stunning example of a woman who transcended prejudice: the American televangelist Tammy Faye Messner. In 1985, years after she became famous as a conservative talk-show host, Messner staged an interview with Steve Pieters, a minister of a gay-affirming congregation who was dying of AIDS. Her "tearful acceptance of Pieters on screen as a fellow Christian" was momentous for many (and enraging for others). By the time she died, in 2007, her first husband had gone to prison for fraud, and she'd become a gay icon. "When we lost everything," she told Larry King, "it was the gay people that came to the rescue, and I will always love them for that."

Such grace, when given, can illuminate the question of how to traverse difference instead of merely quashing it. Although historically the Church may bend toward definitive stances and protocols, many believers are simply getting on with their dutiful prayers. Resolving tangled questions over how sex and gender fit within a religious framework may be a losing battle--one littered with examples of both fundamental ire and liberal wishful thinking--but the fight itself contains many surprising interludes.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/archive/2025/04/lower-than-the-angels-diarmaid-macculloch-review/682541/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Americans Don't Do This

On Mahmoud Khalil and the right to free expression

by Caitlin Flanagan




Just when you think you'll never laugh again, Columbia University students pick up a new cause: free speech. Who among us wants to step on the punch line by asking questions? For example, do these newfound champions of the First Amendment really mean it, and will their next move be to champion a Zionist whose speech has been policed (probably by them) and demand that his right to free expression be upheld? Magic 8 Ball says: Don't count on it.

Two kinds of speech are routinely censored on college campuses: anything that could come under the broad taxonomic category of "hate," and certain statements of fact that might cause pain to community members. The vague goal is a student life in which feelings of "belonging" and "inclusion" are extremely important, and actively fostered. Students have come to understand the college campus as a place where never is heard a discouraging word.

Observers question whether these institutions are thereby inculcating fragility in their students instead of resilience. Yes and no. Protesters at Columbia certainly seem to be swayed by the notion that speech can be a form of violence. Yet they are anything but fragile. Casting an event which included the murder of children as an act of "armed resistance" requires cool calculation. (What, exactly, was Hamas resisting in those children? )

Franklin Foer: Columbia University's antisemitism problem

I have a pretty high tolerance for student protests, even as the outrageous cost of college has turned many of them into exercises in bourgeois decadence. But the Columbia protests have been different from past campus uprisings in several stark ways. They have exposed the whole "belonging" and "inclusion" system of handling offensive speech as fraudulent. The amount of intimidation and harassment experienced by Jewish students over the past year and a half should have been more than enough to alert that particular cavalry, but Jewish students turn out to belong to the only religious minority unprotected by it. (A regular talking point to emerge from last year's encampment was that no Jewish students at the university had reason to feel harassed or intimidated by the protests, an assertion that was at best ignorant and at worst sinister.)

And yet despite my strongly held feelings about these matters, when I learned that Mahmoud Khalil had been arrested in the lobby of his New York apartment building, handcuffed, folded into an unmarked vehicle by men who would not give their names, and transported first to a facility in New York, then to a detention center in New Jersey, and then to one in Louisiana, every siren in my body screamed.

Down to the marrow of my bones, I am an American. And we don't do this.

Everything that has failed in American universities has failed because of the opposition to freedom of expression. It's a sorrowful subject for me because I am an almost literal child of UC Berkeley's Free Speech Movement, which kicked off when I was 3 years old, a faculty kid among thousands of them. That movement followed an earlier struggle for free expression: the fight against an anti-Communist loyalty oath that faculty and staff were required to sign beginning in 1949. As a girl, I knew adults who had suffered the consequences of refusing to do so. One of them was the medievalist Charles Muscatine, my father's colleague in the English Department, whose previous crimes against the state included storming the beaches of Normandy. Years later, he explained why he didn't sign:

"It was a violation of academic freedom, which is the idea that in a free society, scholars and teachers are allowed to express and believe anything that they feel to be true," he said. "As a young assistant professor, I had been insisting to the kids that you stick to your guns and you tell it the way you see it and you think for yourself and you express things for yourself, and I felt that I couldn't really justify teaching students if I weren't behaving the same way. So I simply couldn't sign the oath."

Muscatine knew he could lose his job because of it, but he was a principled man and willingly left the university after being fired. A dramatic legal battle took place, in which the cause of academic freedom was pitted against Red Scare thuggery, and in 1952, the First Amendment won big. Many fired faculty, including Muscatine, returned to the university.

Caitlin Flanagan: America's fire sale-get some free speech while you can

More than a decade later, however, a second battle at Berkeley--concerning not compelled speech but freedom of expression itself--would change the nature of campus life forever. In the fall of 1964, a group of students who had gone to Mississippi to take part in Freedom Summer returned to campus, eager to tell their California peers what was happening in the South. The students set up tables near Sproul Plaza--then, as now, a locus of student life. They were told to disband; political speech was not allowed.


A free speech protest at UC Berkeley in 1964 (Bettmann / Getty)



The university's intention was apparently to squash anything that might encourage racial tension, and obviously it was asserting a power it did not possess. As the students of the Free Speech Movement pointed out, the university was a public institution, and they did not forfeit their constitutional rights when they stepped onto campus. The university's administration had no honest way to resist this challenge, and the students won.

I grew up the daughter of a man who, like Muscatine, had also seen combat in the Second World War, who stood firmly on the side of the Free Speech Movement, and whose belief in a university's commitment to academic freedom was absolute. I knew that the search for truth required that speech must always, always be protected, and I knew that tenure was not a sweet deal that promised a lifetime's employment, but a guarantee that no matter what political pressure was brought to bear on a scholar and his work, he would not lose his job because of it. If students and faculty cannot speak, write, and think freely, a university is an imitation of what it ought to be.

One night last spring, dozens of protesters at Columbia participated in the time-honored tradition of occupying Hamilton Hall. (The question of how many of these people were actually students at Columbia and its affiliated institutions is a charged one.) Keen students of the ways of this particular form of "resistance," they took hostages of their own: three maintenance workers who were inside the building when the protesters entered.

Two of the three men--Mario Torres and Lester Wilson--spoke on the record with The New York Times in a May 8, 2024, article. Torres was at work on the building's third floor when he heard a commotion below. He found five or six protesters blocking a staircase with chairs. Proving himself to be the single best employee of Columbia University since Lionel Trilling clapped his erasers a final time and went home for good, Torres said, "What the hell is going on? Put it back. What are you doing?"

Torres said he was told that he didn't make enough money to get involved and was offered "a fistful of cash" to look the other way.

To that Torres replied, "I don't want your money, dude. Just get out of the building."

It was a face-off between the values of the Ivy League and those of the working class, and I know exactly where I stand on that particular matchup.

In his interview with the Times, Torres, who says he was injured during the incident and bootlessly called public-safety officers for help, spoke for many of us when he said of Columbia, "I cannot believe they let this happen."

Wilson, another maintenance worker, went down to the ground floor only to find that the main doors had been shut tight with zip ties. "So, I begged them," Wilson said. Eventually someone cut the ties and allowed him to leave (the other two men were allowed to leave soon after that). When a maintenance worker has to beg for his freedom, his fate in the hands of people whose messes he literally has to clean up, you have to wonder if these people are on the right side of anything at all.

In their complaints to the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, which recently opened an investigation into their claims, Torres and Wilson report something we have not heard before: that long before the spring of 2024, they had been repeatedly ordered to erase swastikas off Columbia University chalkboards. I am not inclined to disbelieve the testimony of these two hardworking men.

To believe in free speech means that you support the cause even when the speech in question is repugnant to you. In a perverse way, you almost run to those cases; it's how you keep clean accounts with yourself. For this reason, I am on Mahmoud Khalil's side.

Adam Serwer: Mahmoud Khalil's detention is a trial run

To the degree that any layperson can understand the range of legal issues undergirding his case--which include a law from the anti-Communist 1950s and the apparently undecided issue of the extent to which a noncitizen has First Amendment rights--what is clear is that the government's desire to deport Khalil is largely related to the nature of his political speech. A two-page memo about Khalil by Secretary of State Marco Rubio released earlier this month does not allege any criminal activity.

Yet Khalil's position that a genocide is occurring in Gaza is exactly the kind of potentially offensive but protected speech America was designed to tolerate. Our country has had a legally enforceable right to free speech since the 18th century, and we did not become great in spite of it. We are the inheritors of Thomas Jefferson and James Madison, not Joseph McCarthy or Leon Trotsky.

If America is folding up its tent, as it perhaps seems to be doing, hold your head high. Once you were part of the greatest idea in the history of the world.
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        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 buzziest moment from President Donald Trump's interview with ABC News yesterday was a baffling exchange with the reporter Terry Moran over whether Kilmar Abrego Garcia, the Salvadoran man erroneously deported from Maryland to El Salvador, has tattoos reading MS-13 on his knuckles. (He does not, thou...

      

      
        Something Alarming Is Happening to the Job Market
        Derek Thompson

        Something strange, and potentially alarming, is happening to the job market for young, educated workers.According to the New York Federal Reserve, labor conditions for recent college graduates have "deteriorated noticeably" in the past few months, and the unemployment rate now stands at an unusually high 5.8 percent. Even newly minted M.B.A.s from elite programs are struggling to find work. Meanwhile, law-school applications are surging--an ominous echo of when young people used graduate school to...

      

      
        The Trump Voters Who Like What They See
        Elaine Godfrey

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Earlier this month, after it became clear that the Trump administration would not be facilitating the return of Kilmar Abrego Garcia from a Salvadoran megaprison, I texted a close childhood friend. He'd voted for Donald Trump in each of the past three presidential elections, and I asked for his evaluation. "Trump might be taking it too far," my friend replied. "But then again," he added, "he's a man of action...

      

      
        Six Books You'll Want to Read Outdoors
        Bekah Waalkes

        Reading has been unfairly maligned as an indoor activity for far too long, in my opinion. As a child, when nice weather came around, I was told to put down my book and go play outside: You can read any old day, adults would say, reminding me that sunshine can be fleeting. The warm days of spring, full of blooming flowers, are certainly worth savoring while you can. But why not bring a book along? Over years of reading outdoors--seated on a park bench, sprawled on a beach blanket--I've come to see r...

      

      
        Trump Is Fulfilling Kissinger's Dream
        Gal Beckerman

        Behind closed doors, the late Henry Kissinger left no doubt about how little he valued human rights. Exhibit A is the conversation he had with his boss, President Richard Nixon, on March 1, 1973, which was caught, like so much else, on Nixon's Oval Office recording device. The two have just said goodbye to Golda Meir, the Israeli prime minister, and they are casually discussing a matter that came up during her White House visit: whether the administration should do anything to help Soviet Jews, a...

      

      
        Why Are Young People Everywhere So Unhappy?
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.We've heard a lot lately about how miserable young Americans are. In the recently released World Happiness Report, the United States dropped to its lowest ranking since that survey began--and that result was driven by the unhappiness of people under 30 in this country. So what's going on?I have some skepticism about these international rankings of happiness. The organizations that produce them alw...

      

      
        Why Is Trump So Into Crypto?
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsIn 2019, President Donald Trump asserted that cryptocurrency was "highly volatile and based on thin air." The description is still highly accurate--but Trump seems to no longer believe it. These days, he praises the crypto community as brimming with "the kind of spirit that built our country and is exciting to watch."What happened between Trump's first and second terms is fairly predictable. Crypto advocates flattered him,...

      

      
        What Parents of Boys Should Know
        Joshua Coleman

        Apparently, I cried a lot as a child. I don't know if I cried a lot compared with other boys. But for whatever reason, my parents nicknamed me Tiny Tears, after the American Character doll that shed faux tears when her stomach was pressed. I hated the label, because the message was clear: Crying was not only a problem but akin to being a baby--worse, a baby girl.My parents' labeling, however misguided, perhaps stemmed from a belief, popular at the time, that boys who showed "weakness" were going t...

      

      
        Well, That's One Way to Address America's Vaping Problem
        Nicholas Florko

        The EBCreate "Miami Mint"-flavored vape is truly a wonder. The device is not particularly technologically advanced; the electronic components inside consist of little more than a battery and a heating coil that turns liquid into mist. The vape smells like a mojito that's gone a bit sour. But for $25 at my local vape shop, I got this tiny trinket that, by one estimate, contains the amount of nicotine found in 25 packs of cigarettes.Along with nearly every other flavored vape, it's also illegal. Th...

      

      
        The End of the 'Generic' Grocery-Store Brand
        Ellen Cushing

        Inflation was high, economic growth was stagnant, and food prices were soaring: It was the 1970s, and everyone needed to eat to stay alive, but no one had any money. So a few enterprising grocery stores had an idea--they began purchasing their own food straight from the manufacturer, putting it in ostentatiously no-frills packaging, and selling it for significantly less than the name-brand stuff. These products were called "generics," and if out-of-control costs were the problem, they were the solution.Well, sort of. The peas were starchy;...

      

      
        This Is the Way a World Order Ends
        Margaret MacMillan

        In his memoir, The World of Yesterday, the Austrian writer Stefan Zweig looked back on Europe before the First World War. That was, he wrote, the Golden Age of Security, when institutions such as the Habsburg monarchy appeared destined to last forever. Zweig lived to see much of his world swept away by first one war and then another, even more devastating, which was raging when he died by suicide in 1942.The Europeans of Zweig's youth did not grasp the fragility of their world, with its growing d...

      

      
        The Trump Administration Accidentally Texted Me Its War Plans
        Jeffrey Goldberg

        Editor's Note: This article is the first in a series about the Trump administration's use of Signal group chatting. Read the next story in the series here. The world found out shortly before 2 p.m. eastern time on March 15 that the United States was bombing Houthi targets across Yemen.I, however, knew two hours before the first bombs exploded that the attack might be coming. The reason I knew this is that Pete Hegseth, the secretary of defense, had texted me the war plan at 11:44 a.m. The plan in...

      

      
        Read <em>The Atlantic</em>'s Interview With Donald Trump
        Jeffrey Goldberg

        Editor's Note: Read The Atlantic's related cover story, "'I Run the Country and the World.'" On Thursday, April 24, I joined my colleagues Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer in the White House to interview President Donald Trump. The story behind this meeting is a strange one, told in their new Atlantic cover story, which you can read here.Ashley and Michael had been seeking an Oval Office meeting for some time. It had been scheduled, then angrily unscheduled, then followed by an impromptu intervi...

      

      
        'I Run the Country and the World'
        Michael Scherer

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Before we begin, a primer on the science of arranging an interview with a sitting American president:In ordinary times, reporters seeking an on-the-record encounter with the commander in chief first write an elaborate proposal. The proposal details the goals of the interview, the broad areas of concern, and the many reasons the president must, for his own good, talk to these particular reporters and not other...

      

      
        The Great Language Flattening
        Victoria Turk

        In at least one crucial way, AI has already won its campaign for global dominance. An unbelievable volume of synthetic prose is published every moment of every day--heaping piles of machine-written news articles, text messages, emails, search results, customer-service chats, even scientific research.Chatbots learned from human writing. Now the influence may run in the other direction. Some people have hypothesized that the proliferation of generative-AI tools such as ChatGPT will seep into human c...

      

      
        Who's Afraid of Gen Z's Squeaky-Clean, Backflipping Bro?
        Spencer Kornhaber

        His bodysuit fitted as tight as a tourniquet, his little mustache pert and shampooed, the 22-year-old Benson Boone looked the part of the consummate Gen Z rock-and-roll heartthrob on the first night of this year's Coachella music festival. He rushed around the stage while executing glass-shattering wails, belly-deep croons, backflips, front flips, and some more backflips. Yet as I watched the livestream three Fridays ago, I felt a slight sense of unease. Something in Boone's face--a tightness arou...

      

      
        America's Pro-Disease Movement
        David Frum

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsIn this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum discusses how misinformation, distrust in science, and extremist rhetoric are fueling a deadly resurgence of preventable diseases in the United States--and urges clear and responsible leadership to protect public health.He's then joined by Alan Bernstein, the director of global health at the University of Oxford, to examine the long-term consequences of the ...

      

      
        How the U.S. Lost the Canadian Election
        David Frum

        Donald Trump pushed the Conservative Party of Canada down the political stairs. Yesterday, on Canada's election day, he tossed a farewell bucket of slop after the tumbling Conservatives, with a final Truth Social post urging Canadians to see their choice as a verdict on him personally. As Trump gleefully confided in an interview with The Atlantic posted that same day, he knew perfectly well that the overwhelming majority of Canadians hate him. "I was disliked by enough of the Canadians that I've ...

      

      
        The Texas County Where 'Everybody Has Somebody in Their Family' With Dementia
        Cheney Orr

        Photographs by Cheney OrrIn Starr County, Texas, near the state's southern tip along the U.S.-Mexico border, escaping dementia can feel impossible. The condition affects about one in five adults on Medicare--more than double the national rate. "Everybody has somebody in their family" with dementia, Gladys Maestre, a neuroepidemiologist who studies aging at the University of Texas at Rio Grande Valley, told me.This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here....

      

      
        The Atlantic Hires Missy Ryan as Staff Writer
        The Atlantic

        The Atlantic is announcing the hire of Missy Ryan as a staff writer, as part of a continued expansion of national security coverage. Missy has written about foreign policy, defense, and national security for more than a decade at The Washington Post, where she reported from dozens of countries, including Iraq, Ukraine, Libya, Lebanon, Yemen, and Afghanistan. She will join The Atlantic next month.

Below is the full announcement from The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg:
Dear everyone,...

      

      
        Winners of the GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
        Alan Taylor

        The German Society for Nature Photography (GDT) just announced the winning images for its annual members-only photo competition, selected from more than 8,000 entries submitted by photographers from 11 countries. Contest organizers were once again kind enough to share some of their winning and honored photographs with us below.To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.

      

      
        The Polls Are Sending Trump a Message
        David A. Graham

        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."People are very happy with this presidency," President Donald Trump said in an interview with The Atlantic last week. "I've had great polls."That wasn't true then, and it's even less true now. As Trump hits his 100th day in office today, pollsters have been releasing new surveys, and the results are ug...

      

      
        Dear James: A Riddle About Reading
        James Parker

        Editor's Note: Is anything ailing, torturing, or nagging at you? Are you beset by existential worries? Every Tuesday, James Parker tackles readers' questions. Tell him about your lifelong or in-the-moment problems at dearjames@theatlantic.com.Don't want to miss a single column? Sign up to get "Dear James" in your inbox.Dear James,Why, even when reading a book that I'm thoroughly enjoying, do I always seem to want to finish it?Dear Reader,This is a fascinating question.I know exactly what you mean...

      

      
        The Liberals Who Can't Stop Winning
        Daniel Block

        American liberals in search of hope can look to the Canadian election. Just five months ago, the country's incumbent Liberal Party appeared headed for an epic defeat. It trailed the Conservative Party by 25 percentage points, and its leader, then-Prime Minister Justin Trudeau, had an approval rating of just 22 percent. Forecasters predicted that the Liberals would win 35 seats in the country's 343-seat Parliament, compared with 236 for the Conservatives. Instead, the Liberals are set to win at le...
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Schrodinger's Detainees

Kilmar Abrego Garcia is one of hundreds of prisoners in El Salvador who have been denied their day in court.

by David A. Graham




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 buzziest moment from President Donald Trump's interview with ABC News yesterday was a baffling exchange with the reporter Terry Moran over whether Kilmar Abrego Garcia, the Salvadoran man erroneously deported from Maryland to El Salvador, has tattoos reading MS-13 on his knuckles. (He does not, though Trump once flashed a picture with a label purporting to decode his tattoos as a symbol of gang affiliation. In the interview, telling whether Trump actually believed that the supposed decoding was real or whether he was just trolling was impossible.) The real news on this topic, however, was Trump's acknowledgment that he could bring Abrego Garcia home if he wanted.

That Abrego Garcia is still in El Salvador and in the headlines today, a month after my colleague Nick Miroff first reported his removal, is both astonishing and outrageous. Abrego Garcia's case has become so large a story, however, that it does threaten to overshadow something else important: the more than 250 other men deported from the United States and now at the notorious CECOT prison, from which Abrego Garcia was recently moved. The facts of Abrego Garcia's situation are unusually clear, despite the White House's efforts to muddy the waters. He was under a judicial order to not be deported, and the administration has admitted that his removal was a mistake. But the justified anger about his situation should not lead observers to forget the dangerous nature of the other cases.

Earlier this month, the Supreme Court temporarily blocked the executive branch from sending Venezuelan migrants in North Texas who are accused of being gang members to El Salvador without first providing them due process. (The justices are expected to hear arguments on the case soon.) The CECOT prisoners, most of whom are Venezuelan, are in an awful bind: They were deported to a country that is not their own without any chance to challenge their detention, and without any clear process for getting out of prison there. Indeed, the Salvadoran justice minister has boasted that no one leaves CECOT. Yet even Salvadoran President Nayib Bukele, the most ruthless leader in the hemisphere this side of Daniel Ortega, was initially skittish about taking the deportees, and demanded evidence that they were really gang members, according to a new New York Times report. The Trump administration scrambled to do that, but much of what it came up with doesn't withstand scrutiny.

The more details that emerge about other individuals, the more egregious stories we learn. For example, a judge in another case last week ordered the administration to take steps to return a man, known in filings only as Cristian, who was deported despite being in the midst of an asylum request--in violation of an agreement the Biden administration had struck not to deport young asylum seekers. The judge, a Trump appointee, was scathing: "Defendants have provided no evidence, or even any specific allegations, as to how Cristian, or any other Class Member, poses a threat to public safety."

The New York Times columnist Michelle Goldberg tells the story of Andry Hernandez Romero, a makeup artist who fled Venezuela, citing anti-gay persecution. He tried to enter the United States, was arrested and sent to Mexico, but then followed the rules: He made an asylum appointment and passed a preliminary screening. Yet he was sent to a detention facility after the government questionably flagged his tattoos as possible gang signs. Now he's stuck in El Salvador, and Democratic members of Congress--who have visited and met with Abrego Garcia--have been unable to see him.

The executive branch continues to try to dodge both the law and what courts have ordered it to do. Talking Points Memo reports that the men are now Schrodinger's detainees--not clearly in the custody of the U.S., which arrested them and is paying El Salvador to house them, nor in the custody of El Salvador, which has no obvious authority to hold them. The legal scholar Ryan Goodman notes that the executive branch claims in another case that it didn't have to follow a court order barring the departments of Justice and Homeland Security from deporting some people, because--aha!--they transferred the detainees to Defense Department planes for final delivery to El Salvador. Goodman doesn't believe that this passes legal tests, and it certainly doesn't pass the test of basic logic.

This insulting legal cutesiness was always the plan. The Trump administration understood that the deportations it was undertaking were legally dubious, and it sought to get around legal protections by whatever means it could. If the people who are getting arrested are really the cold-blooded criminals the executive branch insists they are, saying so in a court of law should be relatively easy, and the reluctance to even try implies otherwise. The White House can't uphold "law and order" by discarding it in the cases of these detainees. The rule of law demands justice for Kilmar Abrego Garcia--and for many others too.

Related:

	How the Trump administration flipped on Kilmar Abrego Garcia
 	Adam Serwer: "A path of perfect lawlessness" 






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Derek Thompson: Something alarming is happening to the job market.
 	The Trump voters who like what they see
 	The David Frum Show: America's pro-disease movement




Today's News

	A federal judge ruled that Mohsen Mahdawi, a Columbia student activist and legal permanent resident, should be immediately released from detention.
 	The Supreme Court appeared open to allowing Oklahoma to use federal funding to run the first religious charter school in America, which would be influenced by Catholic doctrine.
 	A week after a deadly terrorist attack in Kashmir, which India blames on Pakistani-backed militants, a Pakistani official claimed at midnight that India is planning an attack within the next 36 hours.
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What Parents of Boys Should Know

By Joshua Coleman

Apparently, I cried a lot as a child. I don't know if I cried a lot compared with other boys. But for whatever reason, my parents nicknamed me Tiny Tears, after the American Character doll that shed faux tears when her stomach was pressed. I hated the label, because the message was clear: Crying was not only a problem but akin to being a baby--worse, a baby girl.


Read the full article.
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	This is the way a world order ends.
 	What would it take for Trump to stand up to Putin?
 	The Dark Ages are back.
 	Well, that's one way to address America's vaping problem.




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: ilbusca / Getty.



Shop around. The "generic" grocery-store brand is no longer terrible--in fact, it's often the draw, Ellen Cushing writes.

Read. Lower Than the Angels, by the scholar Diarmaid MacCulloch, challenges the Church's reputation on sex, Grace Byron writes.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

One strange effect of writing a book about Project 2025 is that now I see its influence everywhere I look. Aggressive immigration enforcement is an obvious connection, but today's Supreme Court arguments on religious public schools? Also related. House Republicans seeking Medicaid cuts? Yep. Attacks on sanctuary cities? You guessed it. I've been doing a bunch of interviews related to the book, including on yesterday's Fresh Air, which was a life goal. If you're in the D.C. area, mark your calendars for May 27, when I'll be chatting about the book with Atlantic editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg at Politics & Prose at the Wharf. I'd love to say hello.

-- David



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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Something Alarming Is Happening to the Job Market

A new sign that AI is competing with college grads

by Derek Thompson




Something strange, and potentially alarming, is happening to the job market for young, educated workers.

According to the New York Federal Reserve, labor conditions for recent college graduates have "deteriorated noticeably" in the past few months, and the unemployment rate now stands at an unusually high 5.8 percent. Even newly minted M.B.A.s from elite programs are struggling to find work. Meanwhile, law-school applications are surging--an ominous echo of when young people used graduate school to bunker down during the great financial crisis.

What's going on? I see three plausible explanations, and each might be a little bit true.

The first theory is that the labor market for young people never fully recovered from the coronavirus pandemic--or even, arguably, from the Great Recession. "Young people are having a harder time finding a job than they used to, and it's been going on for a while, at least 10 years," David Deming, an economist at Harvard, told me. The Great Recession led not only to mass layoffs but also to hiring freezes at many employers, and caused particular hardships for young people. After unemployment peaked in 2009, the labor market took time to heal, improving slowly until the pandemic shattered that progress. And just when a tech boom seemed around the corner, inflation roared back, leading the Federal Reserve to raise interest rates and cool demand across the economy. White-collar industries--especially technology--were among the hardest hit. The number of job openings in software development and IT operations plunged. The share of jobs posted on Indeed in software programming has declined by more than 50 percent since 2022. For new grads hoping to start a career in tech, consulting, or finance, the market simply isn't that strong.

Read: The job market is frozen

A second theory points to a deeper, more structural shift: College doesn't confer the same labor advantages that it did 15 years ago. According to research by the San Francisco Federal Reserve, 2010 marked a turning point, when the lifetime-earnings gap between college grads and high-school graduates stopped widening. At the same time, the share of online job postings seeking workers with a college degree has declined.

To be clear: College still pays off, on average. The college wage premium was never going to rise forever, and the fact that non-college workers have done a little better since 2010 isn't bad news; it's actually great news for less educated workers. But the upshot is a labor market where the return on investment for college is more uncertain.

The third theory is that the relatively weak labor market for college grads could be an early sign that artificial intelligence is starting to transform the economy.

"When you think from first principles about what generative AI can do, and what jobs it can replace, it's the kind of things that young college grads have done" in white-collar firms, Deming told me. "They read and synthesize information and data. They produce reports and presentations."

Consider, then, a novel economic indicator: the recent-grad gap. It's the difference between the unemployment of young college graduates and the overall labor force. Going back four decades, young college graduates almost always have a lower--sometimes much lower--unemployment rate than the overall economy, because they are relatively cheap labor and have just spent four years marinating in a (theoretically) enriching environment.

But last month's recent-grad gap hit an all-time low. That is, today's college graduates are entering an economy that is relatively worse for young college grads than any month on record, going back at least four decades.


The Atlantic



The strong interpretation of this graph is that it's exactly what one would expect to see if firms replaced young workers with machines. As law firms leaned on AI for more paralegal work, and consulting firms realized that five 22-year-olds with ChatGPT could do the work of 20 recent grads, and tech firms turned over their software programming to a handful of superstars working with AI co-pilots, the entry level of America's white-collar economy would contract. The chaotic Trump economy could make things worse. Recessions can accelerate technological change, as firms use the downturn to cut less efficient workers and squeeze productivity from whatever technology is available. And even if employers aren't directly substituting AI for human workers, high spending on AI infrastructure may be crowding out spending on new hires.

Luckily for humans, though, skepticism of the strong interpretation is warranted. For one thing, supercharged productivity growth, which an intelligence explosion would likely produce, is hard to find in the data. For another, a New York Fed survey of firms released last year found that AI was having a negligible effect on hiring. Karin Kimbrough, the chief economist at LinkedIn, told me she's not seeing clear evidence of job displacement due to AI just yet. Instead, she said, today's grads are entering an uncertain economy where some businesses are so focused on tomorrow's profit margin that they're less willing to hire large numbers of entry-level workers, who "often take time to learn on the job."

No matter the interpretation, the labor market for young grads is flashing a yellow light. It could be the signal of short-term economic drag, or medium-term changes to the value of the college degree, or long-term changes to the relationship between people and AI. This is a number to watch.
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The Trump Voters Who Like What They See

"Even if they don't agree with everything he's doing, he's doing something."

by Elaine Godfrey




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


Earlier this month, after it became clear that the Trump administration would not be facilitating the return of Kilmar Abrego Garcia from a Salvadoran megaprison, I texted a close childhood friend. He'd voted for Donald Trump in each of the past three presidential elections, and I asked for his evaluation. "Trump might be taking it too far," my friend replied. "But then again," he added, "he's a man of action and we wanted change."

Someday in the future, historians might well point to April 2025 as the first sign of an enduring erosion in Trump's popular support. In just the first week of this month, America witnessed another mass expulsion of federal workers, in this case from several health agencies, followed by a tariff rollout that sent 401(k)s plunging like a Six Flags log flume. Even with stocks partially rebounding, feedback from riders has not been great for the president: Poll after poll has registered a drop in overall support for Trump, with many voters citing economic uncertainty. Trump's numbers on immigration, long a strength of his, are also beginning to slip. Another recent survey suggests that Trump has the lowest approval rating of any newly elected president in at least 70 years.

But even as Trump's critics cheer the apparent change of heart among some of his supporters, they face an inconvenient reality: Many of his voters are jubilant. For these happy millions, the first 100 days of Trump's second presidency have been a procession of fulfilled campaign promises--and have brought the country not to the precipice of economic ruin or democratic collapse, but to a golden age of greatness. They see Trump as ushering in a new era of action, according to my conversations with several Trump supporters and pollsters in recent days. "Even if they don't agree with everything he's doing, he's doing something, and something is better than nothing," Rich Thau, the president of the nonpartisan qualitative-research firm Engagious, told me.

Despite the relentless stream of shocking deportation stories--Abrego Garcia; the Venezuelan makeup artist; the Honduran child with Stage 4 cancer--many Trump voters see the president's handling of immigration as a highlight. The new administration says that ICE has so far carried out 66,000 deportations, a rate that is lower than that of previous administrations but that is partly the result of historically low border crossings.

"It's a night-and-day difference" from the Biden administration, Ben Cadet, a 24-year-old college student from Fort Lauderdale, Florida, told me. Cadet voted for Joe Biden in 2020 but switched to Trump in 2024, partly because he felt that Democrats had moved too far left and partly because he thought that Biden simply hadn't done enough to address illegal immigration. Trump's "immediate action is something I would have appreciated from a Democrat," he said. In the early days of the new administration, Cadet regularly called a friend to discuss Trump's executive orders on immigration, foreign policy, and "the culture war," he told me. The two would joke that they should cancel their Netflix subscriptions and tune in to Trump instead "because watching everything he does is kind of hilarious."

Read: Donald Trump is very busy

Thau, who conducts monthly focus groups of swing voters who supported Biden in 2020 and Trump in 2024, told me that half of the participants in any given group cannot name a single thing that Biden achieved while in office. For many of them, the past 100 days--including Trump's deportations but also his tariffs, reams of executive orders, college shakedowns, and targeting of the political press--have seemed like "an incredible flurry of activity by comparison to the guy who came before," whom they'd already considered old, infirm, and not really in charge. "I see a lot of politicians that they run and say a lot of things they're going to do, and they don't do any of them," a woman named Mary told Thau in one of his recent focus groups about Trump (Thau identifies participants by their first name only). "But I see him, and I approve."

If Democrats want to win back voters they lost to Trump, it would help them to first comprehend his appeal. That appears to be the conceit of the Working Class Project, a series of focus groups recently launched by the super PAC American Bridge 21st Century that attempt to understand why working-class voters have left the Democratic Party. In one of those recent focus groups, a Latino voter in New Jersey described his feelings this way: "Trump just puts his foot down, and whatever he says, it just happens." My own interviews reflected a similar sentiment. "How many presidents have tried to implement everything they said they wanted to accomplish instead of backpedaling?" Timothy Hance, a 34-year-old manufacturing assembler from Ottumwa, Iowa, told me.

For some Trump voters, this yearning for action makes them willing to indulge more authoritarian impulses. Self-identified MAGA Republicans are about twice as likely as Americans overall to say that detaining legal residents by mistake is "acceptable," according to a new CBS poll. And although most of the Trump supporters I interviewed were not keen on the possibility of sending American citizens convicted of crimes to jail in another country, as Trump has suggested he might do, one voter liked the idea. "They're hardened criminals. If we can't put them to death, the humane thing would be for us to send them away," Hance told me. (He also suggested that Trump should plow through the court orders from "activist judges" holding up deportations. "It's like, just do it," Hance said. "Ignore them.")

For the many Americans who are happy right now, Trump's tariffs represent another exciting paradigm shift. "The dream of globalism is going by the wayside," Joe Marazzo, a 29-year-old property manager from Jacksonville, Florida, told me. "It might not work, but at least we're trying something." Sure, the president has retreated from his original plan to slap enormous import taxes on 90 countries, including the winged populace of Heard Island and McDonald Islands. But the still-high tariffs on Chinese goods are an important course correction and worth any discomfort they might cause, some Trump supporters say. "It'll take a year. You can't build car plants in two days," Jerry Helmer, the chair of the Sauk County Republican Party, in Wisconsin, told me. Theodore John Fitzgerald, the leader of a pro-Trump grassroots group in Luzerne County, Pennsylvania, likened the short-term pain from the tariffs to subsisting on ramen noodles in college--or switching to a healthier diet. "I have diabetes," Fitzgerald told me. "There's a little pain and suffering to make sure I don't lose any more toes."

Read: The Trump voters who are losing patience

Some of Trump's staunchest defenders acknowledged to me that they might reassess their loyalty if a forthcoming trade war results in an untenable increase in their cost of living. Others, though, said that they find it difficult to even fathom such a red line. "My hobby is hot-air ballooning," Hance, from Iowa, told me with a chuckle. He'd rethink his support for Trump "if that was banned."

Of course, Trump and his Republican allies cannot afford to make appeals to only their most ardent supporters. Not everyone is interested in the belt-cinching that tariffs might require. Overall, Americans are unhappy with the nation's economy, and 59 percent of the public now say that Trump has made economic conditions worse, according to a CNN survey released on Monday. "Even folks who like him and think that he has good ideas tell us in focus groups that they hope they don't have to pay a lot in tariffs," Margie Omero, a pollster at the Democratic research firm GBAO, told me. In a recent focus group that Omero conducted of 13 independents who had voted for Trump in the 2024 election, most participants gave the president a B or C grade, although none of them regretted their vote.

With roughly 1,300 days left in Trump's presidency, many of his critics are hopeful that his recent dip in approval marks an inflection point, like the botched withdrawal from Afghanistan that sparked Biden's own backslide in public esteem. Communication is key to keeping Trump's unfavorables high, Omero told me. "Some voters still aren't getting the message" about Trump's actions, she said. Many Americans believe that Trump has been too aggressive with his use of executive power, and in order to defeat him and his political allies, Omero argued, Trump's opponents need to help more Americans understand "that what he's doing is unprecedented and is going against the Court."

Omero is right that many Americans probably haven't paid much attention to the details of Trump's first 100 days. But it's also true that, if and when they eventually tune in, some of them are going to like what they hear.
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Six Books You'll Want to Read Outdoors

Reading has been unfairly maligned as an indoor activity for far too long.

by Bekah Waalkes




Reading has been unfairly maligned as an indoor activity for far too long, in my opinion. As a child, when nice weather came around, I was told to put down my book and go play outside: You can read any old day, adults would say, reminding me that sunshine can be fleeting. The warm days of spring, full of blooming flowers, are certainly worth savoring while you can. But why not bring a book along? Over years of reading outdoors--seated on a park bench, sprawled on a beach blanket--I've come to see reading as an experience that, rather than offering an escape from my surroundings, in fact supplements my appreciation of the setting. Turning pages can be an act of mental and sensory enhancement.

This kind of synergy can work two ways. Books can take readers to new places through vivid detail, allowing them to "see" things that might not even exist. At the same time, reading can be a practice in slow, sustained attention, sharpening one's perception of the trees, the soil, the friends chattering at the next table in the beer garden. The books on this list employ both modes: Some offer intriguing glimpses into faraway places or striking journeys; others meditate on the beauty to be found in a backyard. Crucially, each makes its own case for leaving your reading nook and getting out into the world.








Carpentaria, by Alexis Wright

Great writing has the power to make a place you've never visited feel totally familiar. Carpentaria, Wright's brilliant, surprisingly funny novel, achieves that feat. Its setting, the town of Desperance, situated right below Australia's Gulf of Carpentaria, is the home of the Waanyi people to which Wright herself belongs. Her detailed attention to the environment--the smell of the sea at low tide, the sound of dingoes outside a cave, the feel of trudging through spinifex in the bush--grounds the book in a strong sense of place. Try listening to Carpentaria as an audiobook; the novel unfolds like an oral epic, more thematic than linear, slowly introducing its characters. We meet Normal Phantom, the gruff seagoing patriarch of the Westside Pricklebush people, and his beautiful, impetuous ex-wife, Angel Day, who seems to stir up trouble just by walking through town. Then there's Mozzie Fishman, keeper of Aboriginal history and tradition, and Will Phantom, a prodigal son who violently opposes the town's new mine. Over the span of 500 pages, these people come to feel intensely real, their stories becoming inextricable from their landscape. When I finished, I wasn't sure what I wanted to do more: visit Queensland myself or reread Carpentaria all over again.

Read: Seven books to read in the sunshine








The Living Mountain, by Nan Shepherd

"I am a mountain lover," writes Shepherd, "because my body is at its best in the rarer air of the heights and communicates its elation to the mind." Many avid hikers would agree. Shepherd spent most of her life near the Cairngorm mountains of the Scottish highlands, exploring the flora and fauna of the rugged hills as often as possible. The Living Mountain is a compilation of her reflections from "hillwalking." Written in the 1940s, the manuscript sat in her desk drawer unpublished until 1977--just four years before her death--and it has recently been reissued for American readers. It's a treasure both as a piece of nature writing about the United Kingdom and as a record of Shepherd's almost mystical relationship with the landscape: She was not the type to make for the summit and then quickly turn home. Her reflections emerge from unbounded curiosity paired with deep knowledge of the place and its rhythms. Shepherd is a humble but knowledgeable guide, often looking at a familiar peak or loch for so long that she sees it anew. As she writes, "Often the mountain gives itself most completely when I have no destination, when I reach nowhere in particular, but have gone out merely to be with the mountain as one visits a friend with no intention but to be with him."






Among Flowers: A Walk in the Himalaya, by Jamaica Kincaid

Kincaid's account of her three-week trek in Nepal--undertaken to collect rare seeds with several botanist friends--is sure to make any reader appreciate their local flora. Kincaid views the Himalayas through the lens of her own home garden in Vermont, searching for plants she can cultivate in the North Bennington climate as her group climbs up through the mountains. I often paused as I read to look up the species she mentions, shocked to see some of the huge plants that grow naturally in alpine zones. She approaches the experience as a true amateur, always ready to learn something new, and her honest reflections on the trip's difficulties make the book intimate and amusing. Reading Among Flowers feels like traveling alongside Kincaid: You can experience the highs of the journey (gorgeous vistas, rare native-plant sightings, camaraderie and companionship) alongside the lows (leeches, arduous climbs, Maoist guerrilla groups) without ever having to navigate the forbidding range yourself.

Read: The hidden cost of gardens








Pure Colour, by Sheila Heti

If I could give you one book to read in dappled sunshine, I'd hand you Pure Colour. Heti's writing is witty, reflective, and just bizarre enough to capture your interest even as people mill about in your peripheral vision. The book is more fable than novel, following a girl named Mira as she grows up, gets a job at a lamp store, and then goes to school to become an art critic, where she falls in love. But things get a bit weirder when Mira's father, with whom she was especially close, dies. While Mira is grieving, she visits a tree that they both liked, and there, the souls of Mira and her father become literally conjoined in a leaf. Her time in the leaf makes up a short but highly potent part of the novel: Mira and her father enter into a wordless conversation on life, death, grief, and art, until Mira must be coaxed out of the leaf and back into the human world. In Pure Colour, Heti creates a world strange and wild enough to make readers look at their own life with renewed wonder.






The Rings of Saturn, by W. G. Sebald

"In August 1992, when the dog days were drawing to an end, I set off to walk the county of Suffolk, in the hope of dispelling the emptiness that takes hold of me whenever I have completed a long stint of work," the melancholic, semi-autobiographical narrator of Sebald's genre-defying novel tells the reader. The Rings of Saturn has a peripatetic form: Not only does it follow a man wandering through Suffolk, but the novel's action largely lies in the meandering, digressive nature of memory itself. As he crosses the landscape, the narrator finds unexpected connections between the path under his feet and Joseph Conrad's seafaring days, Dowager Empress Cixi, the silk industry in Norwich, and Rembrandt's The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp, among other remembered bits of culture. The Rings of Saturn twists and turns in surprising ways, a reminder that much of what we see around us has its own intricate history, whether remembered or lost.

Read: The unbearable smugness of walking






Devotions, by Mary Oliver

Lots of poets write work that makes one want to go out for a ramble, but Oliver's poems are particularly motivating. Many of her compositions recount quiet, daily revelations from the biosphere, ones that are experienced through sitting still and looking closely. For Oliver, this is a posture of respect--every bird or small pond or sunset is worthy of acknowledgment and inquiry. She is never sentimental or trite about nature, often dwelling on the death or on the overwhelming darkness of the world. Devotions offers a wide selection of poems from across Oliver's career: It is a perfect introduction to her work for the uninitiated, but with enough deeper cuts to entertain those who have already memorized "Wild Geese." Tuck Devotions in a bag and tramp through a wetland or forest, taking a break to read when you're tired. Don't feel bad for getting distracted by the bugs or birds around you. As Oliver writes, "When it's over, I want to say: all my life / I was a bride married to amazement. / I was the bridegroom, taking the world into my arms."
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Trump Is Fulfilling Kissinger's Dream

The president is not the first American leader to disregard the role of morality in foreign policy, but he's taking things much further than anyone has before.

by Gal Beckerman




Behind closed doors, the late Henry Kissinger left no doubt about how little he valued human rights. Exhibit A is the conversation he had with his boss, President Richard Nixon, on March 1, 1973, which was caught, like so much else, on Nixon's Oval Office recording device. The two have just said goodbye to Golda Meir, the Israeli prime minister, and they are casually discussing a matter that came up during her White House visit: whether the administration should do anything to help Soviet Jews, a population persecuted in their country but also denied the possibility of leaving it. "The emigration of Jews from the Soviet Union is not an objective of American foreign policy," Secretary of State Kissinger asserts. "And if they put Jews into gas chambers in the Soviet Union, it is not an American concern. Maybe a humanitarian concern." Maybe.

Coming from a Jewish man who fled Nazi Germany in 1938 and found refuge in the United States, this is some ice-cold stuff. But it is also classic Kissinger, the purest distillation of the chessboard logic of his realpolitik diplomatic philosophy: When it comes to dealing with other countries, pragmatism must prevail; there is no room for morality, for America's "missionary vigor," as he scornfully called it in his book Diplomacy.

Perhaps no other American statesman has ever disdained the role of idealism in foreign policy--the meddling of human-rights activists and democracy crusaders--quite like Kissinger. Until now, that is. In just the first 100 days of Donald Trump's second term, not only has the president sidestepped those annoying do-gooders Kissinger had to contend with, but he has pretty definitively blown them away with a few robust huffs and puffs. And the change, which Kissinger could have only dreamed about, is bewildering to consider.

By defunding the U.S. Agency for International Development and rooting out offices dealing with human rights and democracy at the State Department, Trump decimated, almost overnight, a whole government sector focused on defending fundamental (and, it once seemed, deeply American) principles. Freedom House, established in 1941, one of the oldest human-rights organizations in the world, will now end 80 percent of its programming. Government-funded groups such as the National Democratic Institute and the International Republican Institute, which monitor elections overseas and support anti-corruption efforts, have faced the chain saws of DOGE--both have had to furlough two-thirds of their staff and are closing offices all over the world. A third group, the National Endowment for Democracy, is in a fight for its life to get its funding restored by an act of Congress.

Adrienne LaFrance: A ticking clock on American freedom

Then there was the executive order killing the U.S. Agency for Global Media, which runs Voice of America, Radio Free Europe, and Radio Free Asia, and broadcasts into countries including Iran, Venezuela, and North Korea. Their radio waves were transmitted to 420 million people in more than 100 countries each week. No more. The Trump administration even did away with the Wilson Center, a foreign-policy think tank whose thinking may have been too closely associated with its namesake, Woodrow Wilson, a president known for championing "moral diplomacy."

Would Kissinger be pleased?

He certainly had negative feelings about human rights, but that was because they were a bothersome obstacle to an overriding goal: world stability and the avoidance of nuclear war. To give his own ethical vision its due, he thought that, by maintaining a balance of power among major states based on intersecting webs of self-interest, he might keep at bay the forces of geopolitical chaos and unpredictability. If a few Soviet Jews had to go to the gas chambers as collateral damage, that was, he seemed to be saying, a price worth paying for the greater good of avoiding a showdown with the Soviet Union that could blow up the world.

Though this represented transactionalism toward a greater purpose--morally corrupting though it may have been--what we are seeing now is transactionalism all the way down. Trump seems to want to sweep aside moral concerns not because they preclude the new world order he envisions, but because he believes they are inherently worthless--or, as his secretary of state, Marco Rubio, put it, the fruits of a "radical political ideology." This is not to say that past presidents were necessarily more idealistic at their core (though Jimmy Carter probably was). They found ways to use human rights and democracy promotion as rhetorical weapons for achieving their own global aims--such as Ronald Reagan's attack on communism as a godless and immoral system, and George W. Bush's framing of the Iraq War as part of a grand strategy to bring democracy to the Middle East. Trump has no use for these ideas. The world is dog-eat-dog, and the United States needs to assert itself as the biggest dog. End of story.

I asked Jeremi Suri, a history professor at the University of Texas at Austin and the author of Henry Kissinger and the American Century, to imagine these past 100 days from Kissinger's perspective. "He would have been happy to see an emphasis on power over ideals," Suri said. "He long criticized the United States for having this Wilsonian obsession and placing the soft elements, the idealistic elements, ahead of the power elements." And Kissinger would have appreciated Trump's emphasis on powerful nations and contempt for international bodies, such as the European Union and the United Nations, which the statesman considered "a nuisance at best," Suri said.

Stephen Sestanovich: The humbling of Henry Kissinger

Kissinger had his own Trumpy moments of impetuous bullying, in which he exercised American power without much thought to its consequences. The covert intervention in Chile is perhaps the best example. When the socialist Salvador Allende won the country's election in 1970, Kissinger feared the spread of communism in the Western Hemisphere, but rather than creating a counterbalance, he decided to try to immediately stomp out the threat. "I don't see why we need to stand by and watch a country go communist due to the irresponsibility of its people," he reportedly said. (It's not so hard to imagine Trump saying a similar thing after Canada's recent parliamentary election, in which the winning Liberal party won roughly 44 percent of the vote.)

The military coup that Kissinger helped foment in Chile, which ushered in the brutal regime of Augusto Pinochet, only further destabilized the region (and undermined his larger goal of global stability). Where his approach was more effective--more enduring and less Trumpy--was in bringing about "systemic shifts" in world power, as Suri put it: detente with the Soviet Union (those Jews be damned); the diplomatic opening to China (tens of millions of Mao's victims be damned). Morality was not a factor here either, but at least these moves were based on a strategy of arriving at more security and calm. Whether this was a worthy trade-off is the question that Kissinger's legacy leaves us with.

What he would never have anticipated is a world in which the "missionary" strain in American foreign policy would cease to be a factor at all. The idealists were foils for Kissinger, even when they called him a "war criminal," as Christopher Hitchens did. But Kissinger knew they existed as a countervailing force, one as old as the country itself. What does it mean that this might no longer be the case, that an even colder, crueler, more self-interested version of realpolitik is upon us?

An NPR story on the new changes at the State Department contained a particularly chilling detail: According to a memo, employees were asked to "streamline" the annual human-rights reports issued by the department, so that they might align with "recently issued Executive Orders." In practice, the memo explained, the reports should be scrubbed of references such as those to prison abuses, government corruption, and locking up dissidents without due process. They should now contain only the minimum that was legally mandated by Congress. In the report on El Salvador, whose penal system has become a dumping ground for migrants deported from the United States, there will be no details on the conditions in those prisons. Regarding Hungary, where Trump has a strongman ally in Viktor Orban, the section titled "Corruption in Government" is to be struck, the memo shows.

Read: Looks like Mussolini, quacks like Mussolini

Even when America neglected its ideals, or just paid lip service to them, or had leaders like Kissinger who actively circumvented them, the country still presented itself as a record keeper of last resort when it came to abuses carried out by the forces of despotism. If you were a dissident or a persecuted minority, there was solace in knowing that, somewhere in the government of the most powerful country in the world, someone was working on a report that might bear witness to widespread discrimination or killing. America offered the chance to at least be heard--a hotline with some assurance of a sympathetic ear at the other end. But Trump is now going further than Kissinger himself might have wanted. He is disconnecting that line. There is no longer anyone left to pick up the phone.

*Illustration Sources: White House / CNP / Getty; Tom Chalky / Digital Vintage Library; Alex Wroblewski / Tetiana Dzhafarova / AFP / Getty; Getty
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Why Are Young People Everywhere So Unhappy?

Here's the answer to that--and what we can do about it.

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.

We've heard a lot lately about how miserable young Americans are. In the recently released World Happiness Report, the United States dropped to its lowest ranking since that survey began--and that result was driven by the unhappiness of people under 30 in this country. So what's going on?

I have some skepticism about these international rankings of happiness. The organizations that produce them always attract a lot of attention by answering "Which is the world's happiest country?" They derive that answer--usually Finland, with Denmark and other Nordics close behind--by getting people in multiple countries to answer a single self-assessment question about life satisfaction. I don't place much stock in this methodology because we can't accurately compare nations based on such limited self-assessment: People in different cultures will answer in different ways.

But I am very interested in the change within countries, such as the falling happiness of young adults in America. New research digs deeply into this issue, and many others: The Global Flourishing Study, based on a survey undertaken by a consortium of institutions including my Harvard colleagues at the Human Flourishing Program. This survey also uses self-reporting, but it collects much more comprehensive data on well-being, in about half a dozen distinct dimensions and in 22 countries, from more than 200,000 individuals whom it follows over five years. Most significant to me, the survey shows that although young people's emotional and psychological distress is more pronounced in wealthy, industrialized nations such as the United States, it is occurring across the world.

Scholars have long noted that happiness tends to follow a U-shape across the lifespan: Self-reported happiness declines gradually in young and middle adulthood, then turns upward later in life, starting around age 50. The Dartmouth University economist David G. Blanchflower--who, together with his co-author, Andrew J. Oswald, pioneered the U-shape hypothesis in 2008--has reproduced the result in 145 countries.

The left-hand side of the U-shape would suggest that adolescents and young adults were traditionally, on average, happier than people in middle age. But given the well-documented increase over the past decades in diagnosed mood disorders among adolescents and young adults, we might expect that left side to be pushed down in newer estimates. And sure enough, this is exactly what the new GFS study finds, in the U.S. and around the world: The flourishing scores don't fall from early adulthood, because they now start low; they stay low until they start to rise at the expected age.

That's the bad news, which is plenty bad. But there is some good news. The flourishing survey discovers one notable exception to this global pattern: a more traditional U-shaped curve among those young people who have more friends and intimate social relationships. This dovetails with my own research into how young adults in today's era of technologically mediated socializing are lacking real-life human contact and love--without which no one can truly flourish. This exception created by greater human connection is the starting point for how we might address this pandemic of young people's unhappiness.

Arthur C. Brooks: Eight Ways to Banish Misery

A plausible explanation for the more pronounced happiness problem that wealthy Western countries like the U.S. have is growing secularization--measured in the increasing numbers of so-called nones, people who profess no religious affiliation. In the United States, the percentage of the population with no religious affiliation has nearly doubled since 2007, to 29 percent. Scholars have long found that religious people are, on average, happier than nonreligious people.

How to account for this paradox that a practice that gives so many people a tangible well-being boost is in such clear decline? Researchers have hypothesized that the phenomenon's predominance in well-to-do countries is essentially a function of that affluence: As society grows richer, people become less religious because they no longer need the comfort of religion to cope with such miseries as hunger and early mortality.

I have my doubts about this economic-determinist account. As one would expect from past studies, the new survey shows that people who attend a worship service at least weekly score, on worldwide average, 8 percent higher in flourishing measures than nonattenders. But it further reveals that this positive effect is strongest among the richest and most secular nations. This finding suggests that, contrary to the materialist hypothesis, wealth is not a great source of metaphysical comfort--and the well-being effect of religious attendance is relatively independent of economic factors.

This leads to the question of what exactly is missing for so many people in wealthy countries when religion declines. Community connection and social capital are two answers. But a deeper answer is meaning, one of the study's categories of flourishing, which it measures by asking participants whether they feel their daily activities are worthwhile and whether they understand their life's purpose. GDP per capita, the survey finds, is inversely correlated with this sense of meaning: The wealthier a country gets, the more bereft of meaning its citizens feel.

Others have previously observed this pattern as well. Researchers writing in the journal Psychological Science in 2013 looked at a far larger sample of nations (132) and came to the same conclusion as the GFS: In answer to the question "Do you feel your life has an important purpose or meaning?," respondents to the survey in higher-income nations expressed much weaker conviction than those in lower-income countries. The researchers also found that these results were likely explained by secularism in richer nations.

This raises the issue of whether something about material success in a society naturally drives down religion or spirituality, and thus meaning, and so also flourishing. Many writers and thinkers throughout history have made this case, of course. Indeed, we could go back to the Bible and the New Testament story in which a rich young man asks Jesus what he needs to do to gain admission to heaven. Jesus tells the young man to sell all he has, give it to the poor, and follow him. "At this the man's face fell," the Gospel says. "He went away sad, because he had great wealth."

Arthur C. Brooks: Nostalgia is a shield against unhappiness

The Global Flourishing Study exposes many interesting patterns and will undoubtedly stimulate additional research for years to come. But you don't have to wait for that to apply the findings to your life--especially if you are a young adult living in a wealthy, post-industrial country. Here are three immediate things you can do:

1. Put close relationships with family and friends before virtually everything else. Where possible, avoid using technological platforms for interactions with these loved ones; focus on face-to-face contact. Humans are made to relate to one another in person.
 2. Consider how you might develop your inner life. Given the trend toward being a none, which I've written about in an earlier column, this might seem a countercultural move. But let's define spirituality broadly as beliefs, practices, and experiences not confined to organized religion--even a philosophical journey that can help you transcend the daily grind and find purpose and meaning.
 3. Material comforts are great, but they're no substitute for what your heart truly needs. Money can't buy happiness; only meaning can give you that.


That last is a truism, I know. But truisms do have the merit of being true--and the flourishing survey reveals how we're in danger of forgetting these important verities. Sometimes, the cold, hard data are what we need to remind us of what we always knew but had come to overlook.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/05/young-people-global-unhappiness/682632/?utm_source=feed
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Why Is Trump So Into Crypto?

The president's enthusiasm for digital currency could destabilize America's financial systems.

by Hanna Rosin




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

In 2019, President Donald Trump asserted that cryptocurrency was "highly volatile and based on thin air." The description is still highly accurate--but Trump seems to no longer believe it. These days, he praises the crypto community as brimming with "the kind of spirit that built our country and is exciting to watch."

What happened between Trump's first and second terms is fairly predictable. Crypto advocates flattered him, and then he and his family personally invested in various crypto-related ventures. Just before his inauguration in 2025, he launched a $TRUMP meme coin, which reportedly has made his family and their partners a lot of money. Trump's oldest sons recently invested in a bitcoin-mining operation. And they hold majority stakes in World Liberty Financial, making them major dealers in the crypto world. That might help explain why the president has declared that he wants the United States to be the "crypto capital of the world."

What's less predictable is how the president's change of opinion could destabilize the American financial system. In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk with the Atlantic staff writer Annie Lowrey, who covers the economy and politics, about Trump's plans to integrate crypto into the government and mainstream banking. What happens when Trump weakens regulation on a notoriously unstable currency? Who benefits? Who is likely to get duped? And when the crypto-induced financial crisis comes, how will it surprise us?



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music] 

News reader: The bitcoin boom persists. The price has not dipped since Donald Trump was elected--skyrocketing 40 percent in just the past two weeks. The president-elect vowing to turn the United States into the "crypto capital of the planet."


Hanna Rosin: Cryptocurrencies like bitcoin have been around for a while now. And headlines about crypto always have a boom-and-bust quality: overnight billionaires and tech entrepreneurs, scams and collapses on absurd scales.

It wasn't clear which way the crypto story was headed, because Trump opposed it in his first term, but now he's made a big turnaround. Trump has become very pro-crypto, pushing to change regulations and create a world where crypto plays a much bigger role in Wall Street and in Washington--all while he and his family stand to profit from crypto investments of their own.

I'm Hanna Rosin. And this week on Radio Atlantic: crypto in the new Trump era.

With so many high-stakes changes coming from the administration, it's easy to push the crypto story aside.

Annie Lowrey: There's just so many things going on right now, and people are so excited about some things and so upset by other things.


Rosin: That's Atlantic staff writer Annie Lowrey, who writes about the economy and politics, and she's here to tell us why we shouldn't lose sight of this one, because what Trump is proposing could have real risks for all of us. And the people who are paying the most attention are the ones pushing for it to happen. 

Lowrey: Crypto legislation is only the No. 1 most salient priority for crypto people. So the people that members of Congress are going to hear from are the crypto people.


Rosin: So let me just start basic: What was the initial idea of cryptocurrency, and how did it evolve over time?

Lowrey: Cryptocurrency initially started as basically a way to create a financial structure outside of governments and outside of the banking system.

Andreas Antonopoulos: Bitcoin is disruption. It's disruption on a scale that most people haven't even begun to imagine.
 News reporter: In the world of libertarian high techies, skepticism about government-issued paper money abounds.
 Jake Tapper: If enough people use bitcoin, it could help bring down the dollar. You think that's a real possibility?


Lowrey: It was really, really outsidery. It was kind of utopian.

Antonopoulos: Radical disruption. Completely decentralized money with no borders.
 Brock Pierce: Every industry in the world is going to be affected, and it's going to be a beautiful, beautiful thing.


Lowrey: It was very, very techy. And from the very outset, it was simultaneously a currency, so supposed to be a store of value, an investment--perhaps something that you could put money in and get more money back later--and also a financial technology that would allow people to transfer money between each other without having to go through the kind of financial conduits that are controlled by governments and banks.

Don Tapscott: For the first time now in human history, people everywhere can trust each other and transact peer to peer.


Lowrey: So a certain level of anonymity and privacy--that you wouldn't necessarily have, you know, Uncle Sam looking over your shoulder--and again, just something that was outside the aegis of the system that a lot of early crypto adopters really felt was suspect, something that could be, you know, universal, global.

Antonopoulos: Bitcoin is about the other 6 billion. Bitcoin is about unbanked and borderless.


Lowrey: There were some other kind of kookier ideas out there too, right: that this would come to supplant the dollar; that, you know, this would be a way to rebuild the entire globe's financial architecture. I think none of that is true at this point. But it was a very heady idea, and I feel like the idea of crypto has in some ways gotten smaller and smaller and smaller.

Rosin: So what evolved? What's going on with crypto these days?

Lowrey: When I say that the idea has gotten smaller, I think that unless you are a die-hard crypto booster in Silicon Valley or elsewhere, you no longer think, probably, that this is going to supplant the global financial ecosystem, that this is going to lead to the demise of the dollar and the euro and the yen, that this is going to eliminate banking and radically change how we use money.

This is a speculative instrument, right? So I'm going to buy and hold with the hope that it's going to go up in price. Or, you know, I'm going to bet against it and hope that it's going to go down. Or I'm going to invest in these crypto companies, and I think this one is going to make a lot more money than that one.

And I would note that I feel like people somehow underrate the degree to which crypto remains a foundational part of black markets, even today, right? It's been a big part of our regulatory skepticism and legal skepticism of it--is that it is used for human trafficking. It is used for drug trafficking. It is used for terrorism, state sponsored and not state sponsored. And a lot of crypto activity happens outside of the United States precisely because companies cannot or do not want to comply with American securities and banking laws.

Rosin: You said, "speculative instrument." What does that mean exactly?

Lowrey: I mean, so for a lot of people, it's a very, very lucrative investment, particularly if you bought early, right?

News clip: He became a millionaire at 24, all by investing in bitcoin.


Lowrey: But we say it's a speculative asset. You know, it's a price that is unusual in the sense that it's completely untethered. So when we think about investments in general--so a stock, right? You know, if I'm going to buy a share of a stock, I'm not just getting the value of the stock itself; I'm getting the money that that company is going to remit to shareholders. The value of the stock and the amount of money that's going to get remitted to shareholders is based on the company's core financials, what they're buying and selling.

Bitcoin is different in the sense that there's nothing underneath at all. There's no way in which it's generating and throwing off cash over time, and there's literally nothing there.

It's like a lottery ticket. Even something like gold, which is a really speculative asset in the same way--gold itself does have, like, industrial uses. There are things you can do with gold. You know, there's really almost nothing like it. You know, even Beanie Babies or tulip bulbs, right? You have the Beanie Baby. You have the tulip bulb.

Here, it's, like, nothing. It's a bunch of numbers. That's it.

Rosin: Right, right. And what's the significance of that? Like, I know it sounds weird and alarming and virtual, but why is that an important thing to think about? Because money is also nothing. It's just, like, a thing that we've all agreed is worth a certain thing that can be traded for other things.

So why does it matter that there is no there there with bitcoin?

Lowrey: It means that the price is purely speculative and completely and only based--literally only solely based--on interest in the asset.

So imagine that everybody decides, No more bitcoin. We're all moving to ether or another cryptocurrency. There's nothing underlying the value of bitcoin. If bitcoin had some beating heart of an investment, right--like, it was an apartment building where you could rent the apartments out, it was a farm where you could eat or sell the apples, any of a million other things I could think of--there would still be some base value to it. And the thing with crypto is that there's nothing.

And so you'll see these, you know, smaller cryptocurrencies just completely crash and burn. And so it means that they're much more volatile, and it also means that they're harder to assess the value of, because there's no underlying value. It's just literally a bet on who's going to want it at what price.

Rosin: Okay. I think I'm starting to understand, in your voice--you haven't said this yet--but I think what I'm starting to understand is it's: The volatility probably makes everything more risky, and people involved in it more vulnerable, and makes it more vulnerable to manipulation.

Lowrey: Absolutely. And so if we were talking about somebody that we wanted to advise to have investments but to have pretty safe investments, usually we talk about, like, a bond, right? And bonds are low risk because they come with these kind of steady income streams--even, like, a government bond, you're going to need the government to decide not to pay the bondholder in order for that to be a bad investment in some cases. And there's sort of--I'm simplifying a lot here, right? And with crypto, you might be pretty confident that the price is going somewhere, but there's no guarantees about anything, and it's like you're in a room in which you're trying to suss out what everybody else is trying to do.

Rosin: Is the riskiness theoretical? How volatile has it actually been?

[Music]

Lowrey: I mean, it has boomed and busted and boomed and busted and boomed and busted, and it's boomingish right now but kind of busting a little bit at the moment.

If you remember back to just a few years ago, crypto had this big mainstream advertising push. The Staples Center was renamed the Crypto.com Arena. You started to see ads on television challenging people to embrace risk and invest in crypto.

Matt Damon: History is filled with "almosts," with those who almost adventured, who almost achieved. But ultimately, for them it proved to be too much.


Lowrey: In the 2022 Super Bowl, there were these ads with LeBron James and Larry David that were hawking crypto.

Commercial actor: Like I was saying, it's FTX. It's a safe and easy way to get into crypto.
 Larry David: Eh, I don't think so, and I'm never wrong about this stuff.


Lowrey: And just months later, FTX, which was Sam Bankman-Fried's crypto mega-exchange, it collapsed. And that fed a giant blowup in the crypto market, this enormous collapse in prices.

News clip: In less than a year, crypto or digital currencies have now lost $2 trillion in value after peaking at $3 trillion in November 2021.


Lowrey: One thing that I've also written about is that, you know, in 2021 and 2022, you had a lot of targeted advertising in Black communities, which were slow to adopt crypto--kind of late to get in. But there was a ton of advertisement basically, you know, kind of making this argument to Black folks who might have been kind of skeptical investors that this was their chance outside of, you know, these stodgy U.S. financial companies that had redlined them and hadn't treated them fairly--that this was their big opportunity.

And because there's such great racial wealth disparities in this country, I think that this was a very kind of attractive case, and a lot of Black folks bought in when the bubble was about to burst, right--when the bubble was getting blown up. And then, you know, they bought in when crypto was really expensive, and then they saw the price of their investment crater.

Rosin: So into this boom-bust world of incredible volatility walks Donald Trump. What does his return to office mean for crypto?

Lowrey: So Donald Trump had been a crypto hater for a long time. He was like, I don't like it.

News clip: Trump tweeted yesterday, quote, "I am not a fan of Bitcoin and other Cryptocurrencies, which are not money, and whose value is highly volatile and based on thin air."


Lowrey: He's a real-estate guy, right? These are real assets.

Rosin: Tangible, touchable assets, yeah.

Lowrey: Tangible, touchable assets. But he's also, you know, part of the scam economy, right? His Trump Steaks and his Trump shoes and his Trump Bibles and his Trump University.

And my sense of what happened by talking to people in this industry is that crypto folks began flattering Donald Trump, and they started sending him a ton of money, and they started setting up business ventures with his family members--with his sons--and all of a sudden, he became wildly pro-crypto, probably more than any but just a couple handful of members of Congress.

Donald Trump: The energy and passion of the crypto community is the kind of spirit that built our country, and it is exciting to watch as you invent the future of finance.


Lowrey: And so he said he was going to make, you know, the United States the crypto capital of the world. He was promising pro-crypto legislation. He said that the Biden administration had basically been strangling this nascent industry and punishing it by attempting to get it to comply with United States securities laws and banking laws. And that's where we are right now.

Trump: Together we'll make America the undisputed bitcoin superpower and the crypto capital of the world.


Rosin: All right, so Trump is into crypto now, and I get that that's risky. You've said that. But what if I never want to buy crypto or I never even want to think about it? Why do I care? What does it matter to me?

Lowrey: Right now, you or I or anybody can go buy crypto assets, right? We can go get bitcoin. We can go get any number of crypto assets. And that risk is ours. We can lose all our money on crypto if we want to. Crypto is not really knitted in with the American financial system, although that is changing slowly and is about to change quickly.

And so when these really volatile assets crash, you can have a lot of kind of personal pain. A lot of people could personally get scammed. They can lose a lot of money. But there isn't broad public risk. Donald Trump is planning on doing a few things.

So first, he's planning on cutting financial regulations for all financial businesses, so deregulating. He's reducing financial regulatory enforcement through the SEC and the other alphabet-soup agencies that do that in the United States. He's thinking about creating a crypto reserve, so using public assets to purchase bitcoin, ether, probably some other currencies. And then he's promised to sign a bill that would change the regulatory status of crypto, among other things.

At the same time, it's also worth noting that his family and he are kind of in the crypto business now. They're staked in a company called World Liberty Financial, which sells tokens. His older sons recently invested in a [bitcoin]-mining operation. And before the inauguration, they launched a $TRUMP meme coin, which cratered in value but appears to have made his family and their partners a lot of money, just from skimming from the transactions.

And so all of these things are happening at once. And the thing that I fear is that you could end up with less price volatility because you have this kind of stable government investment and this government interest--now a public interest--in stable crypto prices.

But you're socializing risk. It could be the taxpayer that's called on to bail out crypto businesses, the taxpayer that's putting, you know, public resources on the line. And I worry that Donald Trump is taking risk away from crypto investors--particularly big crypto magnates--and is putting it on the American taxpayer, on the citizen, in a way that, you know, I don't know that the taxpayer, the citizen is going to have those benefits redound to them.

Rosin: Okay, that was a lot. Let me make sure I understand that. So before, crypto was in a separate world, and whoever invested in it just took on the risk themselves. It wasn't integrated in the American economy in any particular way. And was it heavily regulated? Is that one of the things Trump is changing?

Lowrey: So crypto was interesting. And this is all really technical. Basically, there had been an argument from the crypto industry that crypto assets were different than the assets that were regulated by financial regulators like the CFTC and the SEC--basically that crypto needed its own legislation.

American financial regulators, by and large, rejected this argument. And so Gary Gensler, the former head of the SEC, basically said, Almost all crypto assets are securities, and securities are regulated by me here at the Securities and Exchange Commission, and we don't need new legislation. We need all of you to comply with securities laws, which are quite strict.

News reader: SEC Chair Gary Gensler describing the world of cryptocurrencies as the "Wild West."


Lowrey: And I think to give the crypto industry some benefit of the doubt on this, there were some questions about, like, Okay, is this a commodity or a security? Who should regulate? How does this rule exactly apply for a bunch of really technical reasons? But that was the world that we're in.

And from my perspective, it worked fine, right? You know, there were lots of crypto companies in the United States. You know, the financial system was mostly protected from this quite scammy, quite volatile industry. But the industry didn't like it, in part because Main Street and Wall Street banks declined to do a lot of business with crypto firms, because of questions about how they would be regulated.

If they did that, would it be safe for them? Would they get into trouble with their regulators? And that's really one of the things that's changing now that we're on the precipice of pro-crypto legislation coming out that, I think, is going to dramatically increase risk in the American financial system.

[Music]

Rosin: When we're back: What does a crypto-doomsday scenario look like? And how worried do we really need to be?

[Break]

Trump: Last year, I promised to make America the bitcoin superpower of the world and the crypto capital of the planet, and we're taking historic action to deliver on that promise.
 Yesterday, I signed an executive order officially creating our strategic bitcoin reserve. And this will be a virtual Fort Knox for digital gold to be housed within the United States Treasury. That's a big thing, Scott.
 [Applause]


Rosin: Okay, one thing you said that isn't so clear to me: You mentioned a bitcoin reserve. Like, I understand what an oil reserve is. I can visualize it. I can get what it's for. What is a bitcoin reserve, and why is that interesting to Trump?

Lowrey: I wish I had a great answer for this, because there's no point. This is a pointless, stupid thing to do, right?

Rosin: Uh-huh. (Laughs.)

Lowrey: Sorry, I don't know if I should say that.

Rosin: No, I mean, maybe I feel better. Maybe that's why I don't understand it. Yeah.

Lowrey: This is a pointless, stupid thing to do on a lot of levels. So the plan, you know--and again, we don't know yet--but the plan is to take $100 billion or so and to buy bitcoin and ether and a bunch of other cryptocurrencies.

And the U.S. government owns, depending on the day and the market value, roughly $20 billion of cryptocurrency that it has seized as a civil-asset forfeiture or in criminal cases. So they probably put that in there.

And look--the United States has a bunch of strategic reserves for strategically important goods. So petroleum: They will release that when gas prices spike because of crude-oil shortages. We have strategic stockpiles of kinds of pharmaceuticals, certain minerals that are important in defense, that sort of thing.

But yeah, what's the strategic point of the United States holding crypto? There is none, right? And this is a huge, huge boon--huge giveaway--to the crypto industry, an enormous one.

Rosin: Okay, so you have inched towards answering my big question, which is: Let's say I never plan to buy or even think about crypto. I listen to this conversation. We talk about weakened regulations, no more enforcement. What risks do I have? Like, what risks am I holding?

Lowrey: Well, there's two. The first has to do with public corruption. Donald Trump has, you know, taken a stake in this venture where we've had a foreign national with involvement with the American legal system, regulatory system effectively buying him off, right? Investing in these tokens, and then Trump gets a stake of that. He gets money from it.

Members of his family or representatives of his family have reportedly been holding talks to take a stake in the U.S. arm of Binance, which is the world's biggest crypto exchange. That's a company that pled guilty to violating American money-laundering laws.

Because of those kinds of laws, it runs a smaller offshoot in the U.S. And so Americans don't actually access, generally don't access the big Binance. My favorite fact about Binance is that it will not even name what jurisdiction it is based in.

And the founder of Binance pled guilty to violating money-laundering rules and is reportedly seeking a pardon from Donald Trump.

Rosin: So that's effectively just another way in which we are becoming a corrupt, banana republic kind of country.

Lowrey: Yes, this is like the Trump Hotel next to the White House on steroids, right?

Rosin: Right, right, right.

Lowrey: So I worry about that. And I worry about President Trump and his agents in office not acting in the public interest in ways that might be opaque.

And so then the second, more material big problem that I'm worried about: So say you don't have any investment in bitcoin. And so you're like, Yeah, you know, the government's getting in on it. But, you know, I'm not personally exposed. The thing that I am worried about is that Wall Street firms, in particular, will take the pro-crypto legislation and they will reformat parts of their business as crypto businesses in order to skirt financial regulations.

You know, this might sound outlandish, right? Maybe you'd say, Oh, wait. But all these Wall Street companies, aren't they regulated by the CFTC and the SEC and OCC and the Fed and Treasury? And can they really do that? And would they really do that?

And I would say that, yeah, the U.S. financial industry excels in regulatory arbitrage. That's, like, one of the main things that they do, is figure out how to get out from regulations. And so I worry about them investing in crypto, and crypto showing up on their books. But, you know, volatile crypto prices, I think that that'll be somewhat self-limiting.

And the thing I really worry about is, you know, a repeat of 2008.

[Music]

Lowrey: I worry about bitcoin being today's credit-default swap, today's mortgage-backed security. I worry about it being the instrument that--through its lack of regulation, through its opacity--being, you know, the lit match with a lot of kindling around. That's really what I worry about.

And that could be affecting people who have nothing to do with crypto, who have no idea it exists, who don't have crypto investments but have a mortgage or have a retirement account or, you know, want to open a business by getting a small-business loan. Because the financial system, it's based on trust. And, you know, if we increase risk in an opaque way in the financial system and reduce trust in it, I am terrified.

Rosin: Yeah. I mean, it doesn't sound outlandish to me, and that's exactly what I was going to say. The reason it doesn't sound outlandish is because we all lived through the subprime-mortgage crisis, and we understood, eventually, that there were a whole bunch of things happening behind the scenes, like complicated financial arrangements, that weren't exactly under the radar, but they did turn out to deeply affect the average American, and not just people who are out there speculating.

Lowrey: And that really was a fin-reg problem. And, you know, we had Dodd- Frank in the wake of that, which, you know, really made the system safer and has held up. And now they're going to gut it.

Rosin: Right. We have a lot of soul searching and response to that, and yet that doesn't really matter at this moment. Like, we're not reading the crypto crisis coming in exactly that same way. Why?

Lowrey: I think crypto is seen as this fringy, edgy, hyper-speculative: Oh, it's boomed and busted before.

Rosin: Ah, okay.

Lowrey: That's my guess, is part of what is happening here. And I think that history repeats itself and we forget so often.

So one of the things that Dodd-Frank did was it set up this little institution in Washington called the CFPB, the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, because there was a recognition that the many financial regulators that the United States has--from the Fed to kind of obscure ones like OCC and, you know, important ones like FDIC--they're not really consumer facing.

And so they set up an organization that was really aimed at consumers, would really talk in plain language, and would not just help consumers who are getting ripped off by financial firms but would also watch for problems.

Rosin: Like, Don't sign that mortgage paper.

Lowrey: Yeah.

Rosin: Exactly, exactly.

Lowrey: And then could communicate those problems to the Fed and Treasury and other organizations that could maybe do something about it. And that agency's just gone.

Rosin: Right.

Lowrey: (Laughs.)

Rosin: I knew--as soon as you said that, I was like, Right. Of course. Right. That is gone. So we did set up guardrails that are now just destroyed.

Lowrey: Destroyed or in the process of being destroyed. The issue is still in court, but the Trump administration has functionally closed the CFPB. No work is getting done there right now.

Rosin: So aside from the subprime analogy, are there risks that are unique to crypto, like, different from what we saw unfolding?

Lowrey: The other risk with crypto--and in some ways, I think people underrate this--but it's really scammy. There are a lot of companies that kind of get set up overnight, and they make a bunch of promises, and they target people who might not have a lot of savvy, not a lot of technical knowledge. And these people get ripped off, and they get ripped off in bitcoin, so it's really hard to get the money back.

And so, you know, if you or I walked into a bank and we said, I want to send $10,000 to somebody in Southeast Asia, that would trigger a bunch of internal flags, both within the bank and also regulatory flags, right? Like, Why are you doing that? You know, Are you sure? Are you absolutely positive you want to do that? Okay. And probably somebody would sort of say, Okay, are you getting scammed? Did you read this pamphlet? Are you absolutely positive? And, you know, the problem--and ultimately, if you did really want to do that, like, it's your money. You could send it. But there's guardrails there.

And, you know, with crypto, we now have all of these, you know, older Americans, veterans, people trying to start businesses, people who are just, like, looking for a boyfriend on Hinge or a girlfriend on Bumble who are getting scammed. And this industry is worth, like, billions and billions of dollars. And there's the kind of, like, little ticky-tacky personal scams, which, you know, people can lose their entire life savings in--you know, the little texts that come up: Hey. It's Steve. How are you doing?

But then there's also businesses that get set up that completely misrepresent what they're doing and scam larger numbers of people. And, you know, we've had several Ponzi schemes in crypto.

And so I really, really worry about that too.

Rosin: At the total other end, what about other state actors?

Lowrey: Ugh.

Rosin: Like, is it vulnerable in that way? Did you say--

Lowrey: Yeah, it's so bad. So, you know, it was just a couple weeks ago. Probably most people didn't notice this. But, you know, there was a Dubai-based exchange called Bybit that got hacked. And it seems like the hackers, something called the Lazarus Group, which is run out of North Korea--out of the North Korean military dictatorship.

There's a tremendous amount of state-sanctioned theft, state-sanctioned terrorism that runs through here. And one thing that I quite worry about is: If the United States government is invested in these crypto businesses, and these crypto businesses are sort of being under-regulated in the American system, you know, what happens if China or North Korea or another adversarial country--or just, you know, an adversarial terrorist group that isn't state sponsored--comes in and decides to screw with the crypto markets?

So one way in which this could happen is something--I'm not going to get into the details of it, because it's very detailed--but it's something called a "51 percent attack," which is that in a given crypto market, if somebody can take over kind of 51 percent of a blockchain, they can control the whole blockchain and kind of change rules within it. And, you know, we haven't totally seen this happen, because it would be expensive to do. But I don't know--maybe if you have state resources, it's not so expensive to do, and maybe you want to do it now that Washington is going all in.

Rosin: Right.

Lowrey: And, you know, going back to what we were talking about before, about, you know, 2007-08 and the global financial crisis: One thing that I worry about a little bit is, you know, one way or another, Donald Trump is not going to be president four years from now, right?

Rosin: (Laughs.)

Lowrey: And it, well, I--

Rosin: From your mouth to God's ears, Annie. But yes.

Lowrey: (Laughs.) I'm going to put a small--according to current American law, he shouldn't be president four years from now.

Rosin: Mm-hmm. Thank you.

Lowrey: And financial crises tend to take a long time to brew.

Rosin: Ah, okay.

Lowrey: It took a long time for the 2007-08 crisis to really kind of sink in and the conditions to come that, you know, it just all started to fall apart.

And I think that especially if, you know, the U.S. doesn't go into a downturn, the markets are probably going to be fine for a while. It's going to take a while for Congress to pass legislation. And, you know, I really worry that it might not be the president after Trump, if current law holds, or the president after that or the president after that--that's one thing that I really worry about.

Rosin: Wait. That you worry about or have hope in? The idea that they're, you know--if he's not president forever, people will reinstate some regulations, some rules. They'll put a block in the slow brewing of collapse.

Lowrey: That's a good point, but no. I mean, I don't think they're going to bother to reinstate rules afterwards, is my guess.

Rosin: Oh, okay. Yeah.

Lowrey: Who is going to prioritize floor time in the House to make sure that they get all the little Dodd-Frank provisions back? And industries, you know, the stronger they get, the stronger they lobby.

And so if you, all of a sudden, have all of these Wall Street, Main Street banks, crypto companies coming in and saying, like, No, no, no, no. Don't go back to the old regime. Don't do that.

Rosin: Right. Right. The motivations run in the opposite direction. Like, they're suddenly making unregulated money through crypto, and why would anyone have the motivation to stop that train?

Lowrey: I mean, I think it'll take another financial crisis for them to fix it--

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Lowrey: --is my guess.

Rosin: Well, Annie, thank you for paying attention, and thank you for coming on the show.

Lowrey: Thanks for having me.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Kevin Townsend and edited by Claudine Ebeid. We had engineering support from Rob Smierciak and fact-checking by Sara Krolewski. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

Listeners, if you like what you hear on Radio Atlantic, remember you can support our work and the work of all Atlantic journalists when you subscribe to The Atlantic at theatlantic.com/podsub. That's theatlantic.com/podsub.

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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What Parents of Boys Should Know

Daughters tend to receive higher levels of affection and patience at home than sons. But the sons might need it more.

by Joshua Coleman




Apparently, I cried a lot as a child. I don't know if I cried a lot compared with other boys. But for whatever reason, my parents nicknamed me Tiny Tears, after the American Character doll that shed faux tears when her stomach was pressed. I hated the label, because the message was clear: Crying was not only a problem but akin to being a baby--worse, a baby girl.

My parents' labeling, however misguided, perhaps stemmed from a belief, popular at the time, that boys who showed "weakness" were going to get hurt. Today, I'm a psychologist, and I can report that although none of my male friends, clients, or colleagues remembers being referred to as Tiny Tears, virtually all of them recall messages from parents, coaches, and peers to not be a "wuss" and, above all, not be vulnerable. The logic: Toughening up boys to meet the toughness of the world would help them thrive.

That notion is now resurgent--in politics, in popular culture, in content emanating from the "manosphere" and social-media influencers who preach that physical strength and emotional stoicism represent the pinnacle of manliness. But this attitude is in direct conflict with research suggesting that sons need the same nurturing that many parents so naturally bestow on daughters: time, conversation, patience, and affection. In fact, they might need it more.

Read: What the men of the internet are trying to prove

And yet, in many homes, boys get less tender nurturing than girls do, or the care that they receive tends to emphasize physical activity over more intimate emotional interactions. A 2016 study, drawing on wide-scale data sets from the United States, Canada, and the United Kingdom, found that mothers and fathers spent more time telling stories, singing, and reading to young daughters compared with sons, from babyhood leading up to preschool. In 2013, the economists Marianne Bertrand and Jessica Pan published an analysis of longitudinal data that followed more than 20,000 U.S. children who had started kindergarten in 1998; they found that parents of daughters reported feeling closer to their kindergarten-age child than parents of sons, and that parents were more likely to report being too busy to play with sons.

Over the decades, smaller observational studies of parents and their children have also revealed differences in the frequency and style with which mothers and fathers verbally engage with their sons versus their daughters. A 2014 study of 33 infants suggested that starting from birth, mothers may be more likely to chat back to daughters' early sounds than to those of sons, although the opposite was true for fathers. Another study, from 2006, found that during play sessions with their infants, mothers of daughters interacted more frequently with their child than mothers of sons, and comforted and hugged them more. A 2017 study suggested that dads tended to be less attentively engaged with and responsive toward sons than toward daughters, and that they used subtly different vocabularies: They spoke in more emotion-focused language with girls, whereas with boys, they used terms related to competition and achievement.

As one of three brothers, and as a father of twin sons and a daughter, I wasn't entirely surprised to learn that many parents spend more time reading and talking with daughters than with sons. My daughter, when she was little, had a calm, introspective temperament, more conducive to reading and conversation. My boys were loud, rowdy, and constantly in motion. More of my parental reserves went to corralling them so they wouldn't disassemble the house and build a bicycle ramp out of the spare parts. If a conversation was going to end loudly and gracelessly with my declaring "because I said so," then more likely, I was addressing one of my sons.

When I became a father, I knew that I didn't want to repeat the mistakes of my parents and shame my kids--my boys, especially--for crying or showing other forms of vulnerability. But I wasn't great at that. My parental temperament, when my kids were young, had a low boiling point, which meant that I sometimes said things I had sworn I would never say. I didn't call my sons Tiny Tears when they cried, but (I am not proud to admit) I did call them "sissies" when they complained that it was too cold to take the garbage cans to the curb.

Parents blow it all the time. Getting everything right in every circumstance is impossible. But our messaging to boys matters, as do our responses to their developmental and emotional needs. "The most consistent findings are not just that boys are more aggressive or rambunctious or anything else particularly 'boyish,'" the journalist Ruth Whippman writes in her book Boymom: Reimagining Boyhood in the Age of Impossible Masculinity. "They are also--by almost every measure--more sensitive, fragile, and emotionally vulnerable."

Whippman cites research by the UCLA psychology professor Allan N. Schore, whose work explains that the brain circuits regulating stress mature more slowly in the prenatal, perinatal, and postnatal periods for boys compared with girls. Schore's findings echo observations made by the British child-and-adolescent psychiatrist Sebastian Kraemer, who in 2000 published an article in The British Medical Journal in which he wrote that "even from conception, before social effects come into play, males are more vulnerable than females." From a physiological perspective, Kraemer wrote, boys are born about a month behind girls developmentally. They also tend to be less proficient at regulating their emotions and more affected when things go wrong--and things go wrong, in part, when parents feel overwhelmed by boys' behavior, or when they neglect, intentionally or not, sons' need for affection and attention.

From the October 2022 issue: Redshirt the boys

Of course, biology and parents' nurturing styles are not the only influences affecting outcomes for boys. Social and economic factors play a major role as well.

Research suggests, for instance, that boys raised in poor households, many by single mothers under tremendous stress, tend to fare worse than girls from similar environments in measurements of academic achievement; boys from unstable or single-mother families also have more trouble with emotional regulation. In their 2013 analysis, Bertrand and Pan found that boys raised in single-mother households showed significantly higher rates of behavioral problems and troubles at school than girls from comparable households did. Meanwhile, evidence from England suggests that government programs that offer families adequate support and services--which can increase parents' capacity to nurture--can be excellent tools for addressing behavioral gaps. Together, these studies indicate that boys may be especially sensitive to the quality of early caregiving--an argument to both increase social support for families and resist dubious assumptions that boys do not require substantial affectionate nurturing.

This is all crucial to consider given that boys' challenges with emotional regulation can persist into adulthood, and can lead to repercussions not only for the men in question but also for people around them. Kraemer wrote in his 2000 paper that men are more at risk than women for "conduct" disorders--characterized by lying, destruction of property, stealing, and physical aggression--and that boys might be better-inoculated against such behaviors if parents were "more aware of male sensitivity" and guided to "change the way they treat their sons." In 2019, in a submission to the U.K. Parliament's Women and Equalities Committee, Kraemer wrote that when he first published his article, "the press said I was suggesting that boys should be treated more like girls." Not so, he argued. "I said that boys should be treated more like human beings."

The idea that boys are weakened by a more nurturing approach from parents still weaves its way through American culture, and is perpetuated by men and women. It affects not only how we perceive boys but also how we respond to them. As the sociologist Alicia M. Walker, the author of Chasing Masculinity: Men, Validation, and Infidelity, observed to me in an email, "The enduring belief that boys are somehow diminished or emasculated by tenderness, compassion, or emotional nurturance is rooted in traditional gender expectations that demand stoicism from men."

How did these beliefs become so common? Historians and other researchers trace disparities in parental conduct to evolving cultural narratives starting in the 19th century. Stephanie Coontz, a historian of marriage and family life, told me that through the early 1800s, American boys got "reinforcement for being loving and kind" and had "really tight bonds" with their mothers, and with other male figures: "Men were affectionate in public, open about their tender feelings for each other." But in the late 19th century came Teddy Roosevelt and his Rough Riders, and an embrace of competitive capitalism--at which point, cultural expectations began to shift. Steven Mintz, a historian and the author of Huck's Raft: A History of American Childhood, told me that "when Darwinian notions about life as a struggle began to spread through the culture, fathers, in particular, began to emphasize instilling toughness in boys."

A new kind of matrophobia also set in, in which men were believed to be made weak or effeminate by the love and affection shown to them by their mothers. Women were warned that "they were turning their sons into sissies," Coontz told me, "a word that was once affectionate slang for little sister." Amid all this, a notion took hold that being male meant being the opposite of female. Before that, according to Coontz, people were more likely to say that "the opposite of a man was a child."

Today, for any parent seeking guidance on raising sons, the competing narratives coming from the public sphere couldn't be more contradictory and confusing. Some influencers and political leaders on the right seem to endorse what the journalist Susan Faludi termed "ornamental," or performative, masculinity--the projection of physical strength and machismo--and a wish to return to a time when men's pride and identity rested on women's and children's dependence on men. Some on the left have been more likely to assert that any whiff of traditional masculinity is toxic, effectively shaming boys and men without expressing empathy for the ways in which they may be confused or hurting. "From the right, you've got 'Man up. Squash your emotions. Don't speak out. Don't talk about your pain,'" Whippman told me. "And from the left, you've got 'Be quiet. Time for somebody else to have a turn.'"

Read: The problem with a fight against toxic masculinity

Although the policing of boys' emotions is often associated with fathers, mothers also engage in demarcating the acceptable and unacceptable when it comes to male expressions of vulnerability. "In our research helping couples become parents, we found that as men began to show more tenderness as fathers, they weren't always supported by their wives in doing so," Philip Cowan, a UC Berkeley professor emeritus of psychology, told me. These days, "men are encouraged to be more vulnerable and open but not always treated well by their partners when they are"--and if boys witness that dynamic, it can send a strong message.

How masculinity is defined and enforced within households is a concern for families. But even the most sensitive parenting can't fully insulate boys from the cultural forces that equate masculinity with stoicism, dominance, and economic power--pressures that can shape male identity across class lines, and that can have societal reverberations. The many boys and young men Whippman interviewed for Boymom, some of whom belonged to misogynist online incel forums that glorify violence against women, spoke repeatedly about the torment of trying to achieve a certain type of masculinity. "A wide body of research shows that it is not masculinity itself that makes men violent, but the sense of shame that they are not masculine enough," Whippman wrote. "Men who score high on measures for what researchers call masculine discrepancy stress--meaning, stress derived from a belief that they fall short of society's standards for manhood--are significantly more likely to be violent in a variety of ways, including intimate partner violence, sexual violence, and gun violence." All of this underscores the importance of challenging society's broader narratives about what it means to be a man.

What with the cultural, economic, and political privileges that many men have traditionally enjoyed, some people might object to the idea that it is anyone's responsibility besides boys and men themselves to be accountable for their behavior. People might also object to any preoccupation with boys' welfare, or any suggestion that boys should be given more attention than girls. But just as, in more recent generations, a movement grew to support and empower girls, boys also need a revolution, Barbara Risman, a University of Illinois at Chicago sociology professor who studies gender, told me. And that kind of revolution demands the participation of men and women. "The kinds of traits that we used to call 'feminine' and 'masculine'--that is, empathy, nurturance, warmth, intuitiveness, efficacy, and agency," Risman said, are all "parts of humanity." Some people want to construct a new masculinity, she noted. "Others, like me, think we should focus on raising good people and de-emphasizing masculinity and femininity." We should try, she said, to holistically integrate "the best of both stereotypes."

It took several decades to begin to reverse American stereotypes about what was possible for girls. It may likewise take decades to reverse current attitudes and perceptions, in our politics and culture, about what boys should be. But if Americans truly want to improve the outcomes for boys--and, by extension, for society--the place to begin is at home, with fathers' and mothers' first attempts at nurturing.
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Well, That's One Way to Address America's Vaping Problem

Millions of Americans are inhaling e-cigarettes illegally imported from China. Because of tariffs, they're about to get a lot more expensive.

by Nicholas Florko




The EBCreate "Miami Mint"-flavored vape is truly a wonder. The device is not particularly technologically advanced; the electronic components inside consist of little more than a battery and a heating coil that turns liquid into mist. The vape smells like a mojito that's gone a bit sour. But for $25 at my local vape shop, I got this tiny trinket that, by one estimate, contains the amount of nicotine found in 25 packs of cigarettes.



Along with nearly every other flavored vape, it's also illegal. Though these products are popular and easy to find, they haven't received the regulatory approval necessary to be sold in stores. Health officials have been unsuccessful at cracking down on these e-cigarettes in large part because they are made overseas and then smuggled into the country. Without government oversight, these devices can be unsafe: Vaping is essentially the equivalent of inhaling a pharmaceutical drug from an unregistered factory, and the devices risk hooking teens on nicotine. But the tricky thing about vapes is that eradicating them might not be in the interest of public health. As I've previously written, they're a helpful off-ramp from smoking for adults who aren't ready to kick nicotine. Because they don't burn tobacco, vapes are much safer than cigarettes yet still deliver a similar high.



Read: Public health as a blueberry-banana problem



Soon, however, flavored vapes could get much less affordable. The overwhelming majority of illicit vapes are made in China--including mine, which, according to its packaging, was manufactured in Hong Kong. That means these devices are now caught up in President Donald Trump's tariffs. Chinese-made vapes are subject to a 170 percent tax when they enter the U.S., which will "end up being reflected in the form of higher prices that consumers pay," Mike Pesko, an economist at the University of Missouri who studies vapes, told me. By most accounts, Trump's trade war with China is incredibly reckless and shortsighted. But on the issue of vapes, it may actually inject some reason into the chaos.



Exactly how vapes make their way from Hong Kong to smoke shops in Brooklyn or Tuscaloosa is convoluted. At times, the industry can be gallingly lawless. Consider my Miami Mint vape. The brand that made it, EBCreate, used to be called Elf Bar. Its products were especially popular with kids, so the company quickly landed in the crosshairs of FDA regulators. The agency has sent warnings to the companies distributing these products on behalf of Elf Bar, it has fined the shops that sell them, and regulators have even attempted to ban their import into the United States. And yet, the company continues to operate and regularly ship its products here; the name change from Elf Bar was reportedly an attempt to evade the recent import ban. (EBCreate did not respond to a request for comment.)



Because Chinese vapes are illegal, many of the larger chains that sell cigarettes refuse to stock them. So specialty vape shops and smaller convenience stores have taken on all the risk. Exactly how tariffs on vapes will play out isn't yet clear. For now, prices haven't budged, but expect price hikes. One retailer has published a blog post warning that "the price of e-cigarettes will definitely increase significantly."



Although Chinese vape manufacturers have reportedly been known to purposefully mislabel their products as battery chargers or flashlights, the fact that Trump's tariffs are applied to all goods from China will make it "very hard for the Chinese manufacturers just to mislabel an e-cigarette" in an effort to avoid a tariff, Donald Kenkel, an economist at Cornell, told me. Most vape shops are not massive corporations that can afford to absorb a tariff and sacrifice profits to keep customers happy, so they might have little choice but to raise prices. Paying $50 for a Miami Mint e-cigarette might seem worth the cost to someone who is hooked on nicotine, but when vape prices go up, research suggests that some consumers stop buying. If the tariffs persist in their current form, the price hikes could be steep enough that vape stores go out of business.



Considering that more than 1.6 million American kids are regularly vaping, the mass closure of smoke shops might feel a bit like fumigating an infestation. Higher prices come with a trade-off: When vapes get more expensive, some people turn back to cigarettes. Still, tariffs could simultaneously help root out the most concerning aspects of vapes while maintaining much of their promise. Adults who want to vape have a few legal options. Three vape companies have received FDA authorization to sell their products, and you can find them in major convenience stores such as 7/11. But they are struggling to compete with their illegal counterparts. Doug Kantor, the general counsel of the National Association of Convenience Stores, a lobbying group, told me that many of his association's members "have lost customers and a lot of sales to people who are willing to carry illegal products."



Part of the problem is that the legal vapes come in just two flavors: menthol and tobacco. (Smokers can find more flavors in nicotine pouches such as Zyn, which is currently available in 10 different flavors, including cinnamon, citrus, coffee, and whatever "Chill" is.) The Chinese-made versions also just offer far more bang for your buck. A legal product like R. J. Reynolds Vuse Alto appears at first glance to be cheaper than its Chinese competitors--my local 7/11 charges $18.99 for a single "All-in-one kit." But that vape contains only 1.8 milliliters of nicotine vape juice. For just a few dollars more, you can choose from many Chinese alternatives that contain seven times the amount of nicotine. In January, the tobacco giant Altria, which sells the e-cigarette Njoy, warned investors that its vape business wasn't growing as expected, because "the illicit e-vapor market has grown to a size and scale beyond our expectations."



Tariffs could give an edge to legal vapes. Unlike those of their Chinese competitors, their bottom lines will not be seriously hurt by the trade war. A spokesperson for Reynolds American told me in a statement that the company has "diversified some of our production to locations outside of China, so we feel that we are well-positioned" to weather the tariffs. Yesterday, Altria noted on an earnings call that it is "predominantly a U.S. company with a U.S.-focused supply chain." It's hard to get excited about a trade policy that ends up propping up the likes of Altria and Reynolds American, both of which sell billions of deadly cigarettes each year. But hiking the price of illegal vapes will likely improve public health. Yes, a portion of vapers will go back to smoking because of the tariffs, but others will turn to products that have actually been vetted by regulators for safety. And the more expensive the vape, the less likely kids are to pick it up.



Trump's tariffs are akin to performing surgery on the economy with a sword rather than a scalpel. But in the case of vaping, none of the precision policies has worked. Millions of Americans are inhaling an addictive substance into their lungs that is being illegally sold in stores with no oversight. Tariffs, for all their faults, might finally offer a solution.
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The End of the 'Generic' Grocery-Store Brand

They're no longer terrible--in fact, they're often the draw.

by Ellen Cushing




Inflation was high, economic growth was stagnant, and food prices were soaring: It was the 1970s, and everyone needed to eat to stay alive, but no one had any money. So a few enterprising grocery stores had an idea--they began purchasing their own food straight from the manufacturer, putting it in ostentatiously no-frills packaging, and selling it for significantly less than the name-brand stuff. These products were called "generics," and if out-of-control costs were the problem, they were the solution.

Well, sort of. The peas were starchy; the corn was bland. Generics weren't awful, but they weren't that good, either. "They basically were kind of a lesser version of products that people wanted to buy," Gavan Fitzsimons, a professor of marketing and psychology at Duke University, told me. Before Fitzsimons was a consumer psychologist, he was a high-school stock clerk at his local grocery store, and he remembers a lot of the store-brand stuff being "terrible." It went on the bottom shelf, and both the retailer and the consumer knew that it was an inferior product. "There was," Greg Sleter, the executive editor of the trade publication Store Brands, told me, "nothing sexy about it." People hated generics so much that the name itself became a mild insult, synonymous with anything unoriginal or uninspired.

Fifty years later, inflation is (pretty) high, economic growth is stagnant, food prices are soaring, and Americans are once again turning to store-brand goods: In 2024, sales grew 3.9 percent, and the year before that, 5 percent. But this time, people actually want to be buying the stuff. One survey indicates that in 2023 and 2024, more than half of shoppers made decisions about where to shop based on stores' brands, compared with a third in 2016. If grocery-store products used to be unremarkable, undesirable, inferior--the thing you bought because it was cheap and available--they have, over the past decade or so, become a draw. And they genuinely, truly taste much better than they used to.

Read: How snacks took over American life

The new term of art for a store or house brand is private label, and it comes with all the surface-level signifiers of exclusivity and refinement that phrase is meant to connote: chic packages, blandly appealing brand names, unique and limited-edition flavors, even if the quality is variable. Walk into a Target or Wegmans or Whole Foods now, and the house-branded pasta, canned beans, and salad dressings are likely to be on a middle shelf, at eye level, where grocers put the stuff they want you to see. These products are sometimes the exact same as those from national brands--the somewhat misleading grocery-industry term for name brands, such as Coca-Cola and Lysol--just in different packaging. Sometimes, they're the same with small tweaks. But more and more often, these products are conceived by the grocery-store company itself and then formulated in partnership with a manufacturer, at higher quality than they would have been a decade or two ago. At this point, from both a taste perspective and a branding perspective, "a lot of people would be hard-pressed to tell what are actually the private-label brands and what are the national brands," Jeff Wells, who edits the industry publication Grocery Dive, told me.

Grocery stores have a huge incentive to invest in their own private-label goods. The margins on these goods are higher, because they're being sold directly to consumers, and they give grocery stores bargaining power in the market, because stores are now less reliant on individual middleman suppliers to stock their shelves. Private-label goods are also free marketing, a chance for the grocery store to get its brand in front of people--"It's like the restaurant's name on matchbooks," Michael Ruhlman, the author of Grocery: The Buying and Selling of Food in America, told me. They are, simply put, a great deal for grocers. This is why Joe Coulombe--you might know him better as Trader Joe--decided to go all in on his own type of grocery-store-branded products, ones that were cheaper than national brands but had more personality than generics.

Coulombe took a little while to figure it out, but when it worked, it really worked. Trader Joe's is one of the greatest success stories in American grocery stores--the stuff of business-school case studies and rapturous (and, honestly, sometimes baffling) consumer behavior. Just about all the major grocery stores have "programs built on the same essential DNA" as Trader Joe's, as Benjamin Lorr writes in The Secret Life of Groceries. Ten or 20 years ago, a big grocery chain might have brought in consultants to help develop its house brand; now stores have in-house divisions devoted to this work, Wells told me: "They're hiring packaging designers and brand marketers and people who, in some cases, have worked for these national brands."

The house-brand boom has been made possible, in large part, by the fact that grocery stores, because they sell a lot of goods under one roof, know basically everything about how you eat--when and where and how often you shop, what you buy, in some cases what you don't buy. Big packaged-good brands, on the other hand, have much more limited data: They mostly rely on what the grocery stores themselves tell them, and what they can glean from consumer-data companies such as Nielsen. My local Whole Foods, for instance, knows that yesterday, I bought a bag of fusillotti, a hunk of parm, and two lemons at 6:11 p.m.; the fusilotti maker knows only that it sells Whole Foods a certain number of cases of pasta a month.

Read: The most miraculous--and overlooked--type of milk

So using those data, grocery stores are developing ever-more-specialized products, with new and unique flavors that align with larger food trends: spicy dill-pickle potato chips at Kroger, "cookies & creme" granola at Target. "They're at the bleeding edge of flavor trends," Wells told me, whereas "it used to be that private label was a step or two or three behind." Grocery stores are also creating brands to sell these ever-more-specialized products to ever-more-segmented consumer groups--now a store might have a dedicated brand just for plant-based foods, or for wine, or for Millennials, or for discerning home cooks. Each one can get a respectable name such as Simple Truth and Kindfull. Target alone has 59 different house brands, including nine distinct wine labels. Last year, Walmart launched a "culinary-first" grocery brand, whatever that means.

When robust data and sophisticated research and development collide with novelty culture, you get new things to buy. For example, until recently, if you wanted canned whipped cream, you probably bought Reddi-wip. The company was founded in 1948 and is best known for making one flavor: plain. Now Target, under its Favorite Day house brand, sells "whipped dairy topping" in all kinds of seasonal flavors--including, right now, lavender lemonade, peaches and cream, and sweet-cream cold foam. People are very enthusiastic about this; when the Instagram account @snackolator posted about Target's new spring flavors, more than 35,000 users smashed the "Like" button. A can of Favorite Day dairy topping is $3.59--cheaper than Reddi-wip at Target, but not cheaper than Reddi-wip at some other stores. "Some of these price points," Sleter told me, "are creeping toward the equal level of national brands."

As such, private labels may be losing the very thing that makes them appealing in the first place: their cheap, uncomplicated basic-ness, or what the Wharton marketing professor Americus Reed II calls their appeal to "efficient misers." "People observe these private-label brands growing, and then there are more and more of them, and then they offer less utility," he told me. At some point, a slickly packaged, not-so-inexpensive private label begins to seem like any other brand--premiocre, endless, engineered using big data and expensive marketing--and then you might as well buy the national brand. When it's brands, brands, brands, all the way down, they start feeling simply generic: nothing special about them.
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This Is the Way a World Order Ends

Americans once associated spheres of influence with a cynical, volatile European past. Now Washington is resurrecting them.

by Margaret MacMillan




In his memoir, The World of Yesterday, the Austrian writer Stefan Zweig looked back on Europe before the First World War. That was, he wrote, the Golden Age of Security, when institutions such as the Habsburg monarchy appeared destined to last forever. Zweig lived to see much of his world swept away by first one war and then another, even more devastating, which was raging when he died by suicide in 1942.

The Europeans of Zweig's youth did not grasp the fragility of their world, with its growing domestic tensions and fraying international order. Many of us in today's West have suffered the same failure of imagination. We are stunned and dismayed that what we took for granted appears to be vanishing: democracy in the United States, which was a model for much of the world, and international institutions and norms that allowed many nations to work together to avoid war and confront shared problems, such as climate change and pandemic disease.

As a historian, I study those moments in the past when an old order decays beyond the point of return and a new one emerges, but I never expected to live through one. I should have. Today's world is lurching toward great-power rivalry, suspicion, and fear--an international order where the strong do what they will, as Thucydides wrote, and "the weak suffer what they must." Imperialism, which never really disappeared, is back. Governments and think tanks now speak of spheres of influence, something the U.S. long opposed. If history is a guide, this will not be an easy or pleasant transition.



The past holds many examples of great change: regimes ending, monarchies becoming republics, whole civilizations vanishing, ways of managing relations between peoples and states swept aside, to be replaced by new ones.

Change can come slowly or suddenly. The Roman empire and its successor in the East decayed gradually, with intervals of revival. The French Revolution of 1789, Russia's in 1917, and, much more recently, the end of the Soviet regime and the Cold War happened within weeks or months.

Warnings beforehand can tell us, if we pay attention, that the old structures and rules are giving way. As with an apparently solid house, the foundations start to shift, the roof leaks, and greedy neighbors start to encroach on the grounds. When old regimes fall, the causes tend to be economic: France before 1789 was effectively bankrupt. Sometimes governments have ceased to function, and large sections of society, including elites, have become disaffected. By 1917 in Russia, housewives were marching in city streets to protest a lack of food, peasants were seizing land, and many Russians saw the czarist government as irrelevant, even treasonous. Soviet citizens in the 1980s could no longer ignore the glaring differences between the utopian promises of communism and the reality of an autocratic and incompetent regime. Even party members no longer believed.

George Packer: The Trump world order

International orders collapse in the same way. Pressures mount on the system from within and without. Support ebbs, even among those who have benefited most from the existing order, while those who would defy it grow bolder, and embolden one another. Before the First World War, the fading Ottoman empire promised rich pickings in North Africa, the Balkans, and the Middle East. Nevertheless, the world's powers shared a general understanding that they would leave it alone, for fear of setting off a major conflict among themselves. Then, in 1911, the relatively new state of Italy, using the flimsiest of excuses, invaded what later became Libya. The Balkan states watched with interest as the other great powers did very little. The next year, several of them banded together to launch their own attack on the Ottoman empire.

We should never underestimate the power of example in human affairs. In our own time, we are seeing one country and then another flouting what had been a basic rule since the end of World War II: that ownership by one country of territory seized by force from another would not be recognized. President Vladimir Putin of Russia took parts of Georgia in 2008, and in 2014 invaded Ukraine to seize Crimea and part of the Donbas region to further his mission of rebuilding the czarist empire. The peace negotiations under way between Ukraine, which is being abandoned by the United States, and Russia seem almost certain to allow Russia to keep that territory and very likely acquire even more. Israel seems to be maneuvering toward annexing parts of Gaza and maybe even southern Lebanon, while in Africa, Rwandan troops are pushing into neighboring Democratic Republic of the Congo. China can only be encouraged to think that the world will accept its bringing Taiwan under its rule.

A new world order with new rules is taking shape.



The alternative to an accepted international order, much like the alternative to government, is Thomas Hobbes's dystopia: a grim, anarchic world with "no arts; no letters; no society; and which is worst of all, continual fear and danger of violent death; and the life of man, solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short." The way back to a sustainable and effective international order, once that order has been lost, is long and difficult.

Until recent centuries, international orders were not global but regional in scale. Those regional orders became the models for much bigger ones later on, but until the end of the 15th century, travel was slow and frequently dangerous, and one part of the world did not always know much, if anything, about the others.

The underpinnings of a global order can be traced to the age of discovery, when Europeans first learned to circumnavigate the globe, then established a presence at vast distances, and followed that with empires. The Industrial Revolution in the 19th century produced, among much else, railways, steamships, and telegraphs, which connected people in far-flung territories with one another. The international orders that followed these advances assumed many different shapes. Sometimes, as in 18th-century Europe, powers balanced against one another, forging alliances and leaving them in a jostling for advantage that could easily topple into war. Sometimes international relations fell under the sway of a powerful hegemon--or of outright imperialism, where a single state, such as Rome, or an outside invader, such as the Ottoman empire, dominated its neighbors and provided them with security. For centuries, the Chinese believed that their land was the center of the world and that their emperor held the mandate of heaven to govern it. The British empire was the world's hegemon from the second half of the 19th century until, arguably, the start of the Second World War--just as the United States was from 1989 until now.

Michael Schuman: Trump hands the world to China

Under the Trump administration, the United States no longer demonstrates the will to dominate the globe, and China does not yet have the capacity. History offers yet another model for the present situation, and perhaps for the future: spheres of influence, in which great powers dominate their own neighborhoods or strategic points, such as the Suez Canal for the British empire or Panama for the U.S., while lesser powers within the sphere accept, not always willingly, their sway, and outside ones steer clear to preserve their own dominions. Western powers and Japan carved out such spheres of influence in the 19th century, when they took advantage of a declining China to establish exclusive zones of interest there. Britain and Russia did something similar in Iran in 1907.

Such an order is inherently unstable: The regions where the spheres meet become fields of conflict known as "shatter zones." Austria-Hungary and Russia vied for dominance in the Balkans before the First World War, just as China and India do with the countries between them and along around their shared border today. One power can be tempted to intrude on another's sphere when it thinks a rival's grip is slackening. And the influence that powers have in their spheres can wax and wane depending on domestic factors, including political upheavals and economic downturns. Lesser powers that find themselves under the dominion of a great power against their wishes can be resentful and rebellious. By its words and actions, for example, the Trump administration has reignited anti-Americanism in much of Latin America and turned Canadians against their neighbor.

A once-dominant power that fears it is declining can be particularly reckless. In 1914, Austria-Hungary saw that Serbia, nominally within its sphere of influence, had fallen under Russia's influence. Resentful and determined to destroy Serbia, Austria-Hungary instead precipitated a world war that destroyed the empire itself and much else.



Perhaps history can offer some hope as well as warning. The notion of an international order based on rules, norms, and broadly shared values has deep roots. Hugo Grotius, the great Dutch scholar of the 16th and 17th centuries, talked of an international society with laws and ways of settling disputes. A century later, Immanuel Kant proposed a League of Nations, which he imagined would prevent wars and eventually enfold all the countries of the world into one peaceful society.

For a time in the 19th century, what Kant called the "crooked timber of humanity" appeared to be straightening. Democracy spread globally, and with it, challenges to the received idea of the national interest as something determined by autocratic elites, or of military power as the only kind that mattered. Democratic leaders and thinkers began to envision a new and better international order--one with worldwide laws, institutions, and values. The First World War turned such musings into a plan of action.

The conflict's outbreak came as a shock to many Europeans, but signs were visible before 1914. Jobs for Europe's skilled workers were vanishing, or their wages were lowering, as production moved to areas of the world where labor was cheaper. Populist leaders stirred resentment against minorities--Jews, immigrants, elites. Revolutionaries condemned the whole system as unequal and unjust and called for the creation of a new order. At the same time, the willingness of the great powers to work with one another, as they had done in the first half of the century in the Concert of Europe, evaporated. New alliances emerged--one among Austria-Hungary, Germany, and Italy, and the other among France, Britain, and Russia. Crises and wars in the Balkans in the first years of the 20th century fueled resentments, desires for revenge, and an arms race. Europe had entered a danger zone where a sudden crisis could start a chain reaction. And that is what happened with the assassination of the heir to the Austrian throne in June 1914.

Ryan Crow: I've seen how 'America First' ends

The war's consequences were so devastating for Europe and the wider world that many feared humanity was doomed. But catastrophes have a way of focusing attention on solutions that might once have been dismissed as fanciful or impossible.

Woodrow Wilson, the president who took the United States into the war in 1917, made clear that he wanted nothing for his own country, and that his overriding aim was a new international order animated by ideals of fairness: Peoples are entitled to self-determination, and the nations of the world must come together to protect the defenseless and prevent future wars. Wilson told Congress in January 1918 that "reason and justice and the common interests of mankind shall prevail." To that end, a new institution, the League of Nations, would provide collective security for its members, confront aggression (with military force if necessary), and endeavor to improve the lot of humanity. When Wilson traveled to Europe for the peace conference in Paris, adoring crowds greeted him as a savior.

Historians now describe the league as a failure, because in the 1930s, the revisionist powers--Germany, Japan, and Italy, which were members--defied it to wage unprovoked war: Germany on its neighbours, Japan on China, and Italy on Ethiopia. Other powers, including the Soviet Union, France, Britain, and the United States, expressed disapproval and imposed some ineffective sanctions, but shrank from anything more drastic. A second and even more destructive world war was the result. But the hope and the idea behind the league did not die. If anything, the scale of the Second World War and the advent of the atom bomb made the quest for a peaceable international order more urgent than ever.

Another American president, Franklin D. Roosevelt, had been talking about an organization of the world's nations even before the U.S. came into the war. He gained British support and brought the American people and Congress along with him, something Wilson had failed to do. He also managed to gain Joseph Stalin's grudging assent that the Soviet Union would join the new order, which included not only the United Nations but also the Bretton Woods institutions, established to organize global economic relations.

After 1945, these instruments and the order they upheld allowed the world's powers to manage many of their antagonisms without resorting to war. A strong web of international bodies, special agencies, treaties, laws, and NGOs bound the globe ever closer. The Cold War threatened at times to break that web apart, and shooting wars were always present somewhere in the world. But the order held, such that even the United States and the Soviet Union found ways to reach agreements and ease tensions. When the Cold War abruptly ended with the collapse of first the Soviet empire in Europe and then the Soviet Union itself, the world looked set for greater cooperation, and perhaps even the onward march of democracy.



History has a way of clarifying that what looks like the only possible future at one moment is actually just one possibility among others. Few in the 1990s anticipated the emergence of revisionist powers, for whom the existing order was a sham, a cover for the dominance of the United States and its allies. These actors saw the post-World War II order as an obstacle to their nations' ambitions, whether to restore past glories, reclaim land they felt was rightfully theirs, or dominate their own people and regions. In Hungary, Prime Minister Viktor Orban has threatened to reconsider the Treaty of Trianon, which assigned much of Hungary's territory to its neighbors after World War I. The greatest revisionist of all, so far, is Putin. But perhaps the most serious rebuke to the liberal international order has come from inside the democracies, where populist parties have hitched economic grievances, anti-immigrant sentiments, and the loss of faith in their own elites and institutions to an authoritarian domestic turn.

Resentments and goals may differ from country to country, but populism is fueled everywhere by the promise of undoing the mistakes of the past. Internationally, this translates into contempt for the liberal rules-based order and international organizations such as the United Nations. Far-right leaders prefer to work with like-minded counterparts to further their own interests, even at the expense of others.

Yair Rosenberg: Trump is remaking the world in his image

Nowhere is this shift more consequential than in the United States, which was the original visionary and anchor of the postwar order. The Trump administration has characterized that role as one for suckers, in which the United States restrained its hard power and allowed other countries to bleed its wealth. Donald Trump has proposed instead for the United States to use its economic and military predominance as tools of naked coercion, dispensing entirely with the niceties of international agreements and even domestic constitutional constraint.

We are witnessing the resurrection of spheres of influence. In the past, U.S. leaders decried these as characteristic of the cynical old Europe that Americans had escaped. But in truth, the Monroe Doctrine, which warned outside powers to stay away from the Western Hemisphere, asserted an American sphere of influence; during the Cold War, the United States implicitly accepted Soviet hegemony over Eastern Europe and extended its own influence over the West. Yet, however imperfectly, the U.S. also stood for another, better order, which recognized the rights of small nations and spoke to much of humanity's hope for a world run for the collective good, not just for the benefit of a few powerful states. Today's American administration, however, seems openly wedded to the idea of dividing the globe among great powers, and oblivious to the potential for conflict where spheres interact and struggle against one another--for example, U.S. and China in the Pacific.

The recent leaked proposal to drastically reduce the State Department and the Foreign Service and reorganize what is left into four regional "corps"--Eurasia, the Middle East, Latin America, and the Indo-Pacific--is a first step toward accepting such a division. The fact that Canada would come directly under the aegis of the secretary of state suggests that the Trump administration sees the whole of the Western Hemisphere as its own. In a recent Time interview, the president repeated his airy claims that Canada was a burden on the U.S. and went on: "We don't need anything from Canada. And I say the only way this thing really works is for Canada to become a state." In a new division of the world, Russia could presumably preside over Central Asia and most or all of Europe, dismissed so contemptuously by Vice President J. D. Vance and others. China may well claim hegemony in East Asia. The current drift toward authoritarian leaders in this fractured world will leave international relations at the mercy of their whims, dreams, and follies.

As is often the case in history, what appears sudden isn't really. Pressures build; small changes accrete--and then burst into view. The first months of 2025 have felt like a movie suddenly speeding up, images rushing by so fast that the dialogue is an almost incomprehensible gabble. What the world once took for granted in the U.S.--checks and balances, respect for the courts, reverence for democratic values and practices--is now in question. And because America was the crucial player in the international order, the tremors of its earthquake are felt everywhere. In Asia and Europe, U.S. allies prepare to face China and Russia alone. In the Americas, a president who sounds like a 19th-century imperialist crossed with a New York real-estate developer talks about taking over Greenland, Panama, and Canada. And all at once, spheres of influence have ceased to be just something historians and political scientists study, but the emerging reality of a volatile new world.
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The Trump Administration Accidentally Texted Me Its War Plans

U.S. national-security leaders included me in a group chat about upcoming military strikes in Yemen. I didn't think it could be real. Then the bombs started falling.

by Jeffrey Goldberg




The world found out shortly before 2 p.m. eastern time on March 15 that the United States was bombing Houthi targets across Yemen.


I, however, knew two hours before the first bombs exploded that the attack might be coming. The reason I knew this is that Pete Hegseth, the secretary of defense, had texted me the war plan at 11:44 a.m. The plan included precise information about weapons packages, targets, and timing.

This is going to require some explaining.



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



The story technically begins shortly after the Hamas invasion of southern Israel, in October 2023. The Houthis--an Iran-backed terrorist organization whose motto is "God is great, death to America, death to Israel, curse on the Jews, victory to Islam"--soon launched attacks on Israel and on international shipping, creating havoc for global trade. Throughout 2024, the Biden administration was ineffective in countering these Houthi attacks; the incoming Trump administration promised a tougher response.

This is where Pete Hegseth and I come in.

On Tuesday, March 11, I received a connection request on Signal from a user identified as Michael Waltz. Signal is an open-source encrypted messaging service popular with journalists and others who seek more privacy than other text-messaging services are capable of delivering. I assumed that the Michael Waltz in question was President Donald Trump's national security adviser. I did not assume, however, that the request was from the actual Michael Waltz. I have met him in the past, and though I didn't find it particularly strange that he might be reaching out to me, I did think it somewhat unusual, given the Trump administration's contentious relationship with journalists--and Trump's periodic fixation on me specifically. It immediately crossed my mind that someone could be masquerading as Waltz in order to somehow entrap me. It is not at all uncommon these days for nefarious actors to try to induce journalists to share information that could be used against them.

I accepted the connection request, hoping that this was the actual national security adviser, and that he wanted to chat about Ukraine, or Iran, or some other important matter.

Two days later--Thursday--at 4:28 p.m., I received a notice that I was to be included in a Signal chat group. It was called the "Houthi PC small group."

A message to the group, from "Michael Waltz," read as follows: "Team - establishing a principles [sic] group for coordination on Houthis, particularly for over the next 72 hours. My deputy Alex Wong is pulling together a tiger team at deputies/agency Chief of Staff level following up from the meeting in the Sit Room this morning for action items and will be sending that out later this evening."

The message continued, "Pls provide the best staff POC from your team for us to coordinate with over the next couple days and over the weekend. Thx."

Read: Here are the attack plans that Trump's advisers shared on Signal

The term principals committee generally refers to a group of the senior-most national-security officials, including the secretaries of defense, state, and the treasury, as well as the director of the CIA. It should go without saying--but I'll say it anyway--that I have never been invited to a White House principals-committee meeting, and that, in my many years of reporting on national-security matters, I had never heard of one being convened over a commercial messaging app.

One minute later, a person identified only as "MAR"--the secretary of state is Marco Antonio Rubio--wrote, "Mike Needham for State," apparently designating the current counselor of the State Department as his representative. At that same moment, a Signal user identified as "JD Vance" wrote, "Andy baker for VP." One minute after that, "TG" (presumably Tulsi Gabbard, the director of national intelligence, or someone masquerading as her) wrote, "Joe Kent for DNI." Nine minutes later, "Scott B"--apparently Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent, or someone spoofing his identity, wrote, "Dan Katz for Treasury." At 4:53 p.m., a user called "Pete Hegseth" wrote, "Dan Caldwell for DoD." And at 6:34 p.m., "Brian" wrote "Brian McCormack for NSC." One more person responded: "John Ratcliffe" wrote at 5:24 p.m. with the name of a CIA official to be included in the group. I am not publishing that name, because that person is an active intelligence officer.

The principals had apparently assembled. In all, 18 individuals were listed as members of this group, including various National Security Council officials; Steve Witkoff, President Trump's Middle East and Ukraine negotiator; Susie Wiles, the White House chief of staff; and someone identified only as "S M," which I took to stand for Stephen Miller. I appeared on my own screen only as "JG."

That was the end of the Thursday text chain.

After receiving the Waltz text related to the "Houthi PC small group," I consulted a number of colleagues. We discussed the possibility that these texts were part of a disinformation campaign, initiated by either a foreign intelligence service or, more likely, a media-gadfly organization, the sort of group that attempts to place journalists in embarrassing positions, and sometimes succeeds. I had very strong doubts that this text group was real, because I could not believe that the national-security leadership of the United States would communicate on Signal about imminent war plans. I also could not believe that the national security adviser to the president would be so reckless as to include the editor in chief of The Atlantic in such discussions with senior U.S. officials, up to and including the vice president.



The next day, things got even stranger.

At 8:05 a.m. on Friday, March 14, "Michael Waltz" texted the group: "Team, you should have a statement of conclusions with taskings per the Presidents guidance this morning in your high side inboxes." (High side, in government parlance, refers to classified computer and communications systems.) "State and DOD, we developed suggested notification lists for regional Allies and partners. Joint Staff is sending this am a more specific sequence of events in the coming days and we will work w DOD to ensure COS, OVP and POTUS are briefed."

At this point, a fascinating policy discussion commenced. The account labeled "JD Vance" responded at 8:16: "Team, I am out for the day doing an economic event in Michigan. But I think we are making a mistake." (Vance was indeed in Michigan that day.) The Vance account goes on to state, "3 percent of US trade runs through the suez. 40 percent of European trade does. There is a real risk that the public doesn't understand this or why it's necessary. The strongest reason to do this is, as POTUS said, to send a message."

The Vance account then goes on to make a noteworthy statement, considering that the vice president has not deviated publicly from Trump's position on virtually any issue. "I am not sure the president is aware how inconsistent this is with his message on Europe right now. There's a further risk that we see a moderate to severe spike in oil prices. I am willing to support the consensus of the team and keep these concerns to myself. But there is a strong argument for delaying this a month, doing the messaging work on why this matters, seeing where the economy is, etc."

A person identified in Signal as "Joe Kent" (Trump's nominee to run the National Counterterrorism Center is named Joe Kent) wrote at 8:22, "There is nothing time sensitive driving the time line. We'll have the exact same options in a month."

Then, at 8:26 a.m., a message landed in my Signal app from the user "John Ratcliffe." The message contained information that might be interpreted as related to actual and current intelligence operations.

At 8:27, a message arrived from the "Pete Hegseth" account. "VP: I understand your concerns - and fully support you raising w/ POTUS. Important considerations, most of which are tough to know how they play out (economy, Ukraine peace, Gaza, etc). I think messaging is going to be tough no matter what - nobody knows who the Houthis are - which is why we would need to stay focused on: 1) Biden failed & 2) Iran funded."

The Hegseth message goes on to state, "Waiting a few weeks or a month does not fundamentally change the calculus. 2 immediate risks on waiting: 1) this leaks, and we look indecisive; 2) Israel takes an action first - or Gaza cease fire falls apart - and we don't get to start this on our own terms. We can manage both. We are prepared to execute, and if I had final go or no go vote, I believe we should. This [is] not about the Houthis. I see it as two things: 1) Restoring Freedom of Navigation, a core national interest; and 2) Reestablish deterrence, which Biden cratered. But, we can easily pause. And if we do, I will do all we can to enforce 100% OPSEC"--operations security. "I welcome other thoughts."

A few minutes later, the "Michael Waltz" account posted a lengthy note about trade figures, and the limited capabilities of European navies. "Whether it's now or several weeks from now, it will have to be the United States that reopens these shipping lanes. Per the president's request we are working with DOD and State to determine how to compile the cost associated and levy them on the Europeans."

The account identified as "JD Vance" addressed a message at 8:45 to @Pete Hegseth: "if you think we should do it let's go. I just hate bailing Europe out again." (The administration has argued that America's European allies benefit economically from the U.S. Navy's protection of international shipping lanes.)

The user identified as Hegseth responded three minutes later: "VP: I fully share your loathing of European free-loading. It's PATHETIC. But Mike is correct, we are the only ones on the planet (on our side of the ledger) who can do this. Nobody else even close. Question is timing. I feel like now is as good a time as any, given POTUS directive to reopen shipping lanes. I think we should go; but POTUS still retains 24 hours of decision space."

At this point, the previously silent "S M" joined the conversation. "As I heard it, the president was clear: green light, but we soon make clear to Egypt and Europe what we expect in return. We also need to figure out how to enforce such a requirement. EG, if Europe doesn't remunerate, then what? If the US successfully restores freedom of navigation at great cost there needs to be some further economic gain extracted in return."











A screenshot from the Signal group shows debate over the president's views ahead of the attack.



That message from "S M"--presumably President Trump's confidant Stephen Miller, the deputy White House chief of staff, or someone playing Stephen Miller--effectively shut down the conversation. The last text of the day came from "Pete Hegseth," who wrote at 9:46 a.m., "Agree."

After reading this chain, I recognized that this conversation possessed a high degree of verisimilitude. The texts, in their word choice and arguments, sounded as if they were written by the people who purportedly sent them, or by a particularly adept AI text generator. I was still concerned that this could be a disinformation operation, or a simulation of some sort. And I remained mystified that no one in the group seemed to have noticed my presence. But if it was a hoax, the quality of mimicry and the level of foreign-policy insight were impressive.



It was the next morning, Saturday, March 15, when this story became truly bizarre.

At 11:44 a.m., the account labeled "Pete Hegseth" posted in Signal a "TEAM UPDATE." I will not quote from this update, or from certain other subsequent texts. The information contained in them, if they had been read by an adversary of the United States, could conceivably have been used to harm American military and intelligence personnel, particularly in the broader Middle East, Central Command's area of responsibility. What I will say, in order to illustrate the shocking recklessness of this Signal conversation, is that the Hegseth post contained operational details of forthcoming strikes on Yemen, including information about targets, weapons the U.S. would be deploying, and attack sequencing.

The only person to reply to the update from Hegseth was the person identified as the vice president. "I will say a prayer for victory," Vance wrote. (Two other users subsequently added prayer emoji.)

According to the lengthy Hegseth text, the first detonations in Yemen would be felt two hours hence, at 1:45 p.m. eastern time. So I waited in my car in a supermarket parking lot. If this Signal chat was real, I reasoned, Houthi targets would soon be bombed. At about 1:55, I checked X and searched Yemen. Explosions were then being heard across Sanaa, the capital city.

I went back to the Signal channel. At 1:48, "Michael Waltz" had provided the group an update. Again, I won't quote from this text, except to note that he described the operation as an "amazing job." A few minutes later, "John Ratcliffe" wrote, "A good start." Not long after, Waltz responded with three emoji: a fist, an American flag, and fire. Others soon joined in, including "MAR," who wrote, "Good Job Pete and your team!!," and "Susie Wiles," who texted, "Kudos to all - most particularly those in theater and CENTCOM! Really great. God bless." "Steve Witkoff" responded with five emoji: two hands-praying, a flexed bicep, and two American flags. "TG" responded, "Great work and effects!" The after-action discussion included assessments of damage done, including the likely death of a specific individual. The Houthi-run Yemeni health ministry reported that at least 53 people were killed in the strikes, a number that has not been independently verified.


A screenshot from the Signal group shows reactions to the strikes.



On Sunday, Waltz appeared on ABC's This Week and contrasted the strikes with the Biden administration's more hesitant approach. "These were not kind of pinprick, back-and-forth--what ultimately proved to be feckless attacks," he said. "This was an overwhelming response that actually targeted multiple Houthi leaders and took them out."

The Signal chat group, I concluded, was almost certainly real. Having come to this realization, one that seemed nearly impossible only hours before, I removed myself from the Signal group, understanding that this would trigger an automatic notification to the group's creator, "Michael Waltz," that I had left. No one in the chat had seemed to notice that I was there. And I received no subsequent questions about why I left--or, more to the point, who I was.

Earlier today, I emailed Waltz and sent him a message on his Signal account. I also wrote to Pete Hegseth, John Ratcliffe, Tulsi Gabbard, and other officials. In an email, I outlined some of my questions: Is the "Houthi PC small group" a genuine Signal thread? Did they know that I was included in this group? Was I (on the off chance) included on purpose? If not, who did they think I was? Did anyone realize who I was when I was added, or when I removed myself from the group? Do senior Trump-administration officials use Signal regularly for sensitive discussions? Do the officials believe that the use of such a channel could endanger American personnel?

Brian Hughes, the spokesman for the National Security Council, responded two hours later, confirming the veracity of the Signal group. "This appears to be an authentic message chain, and we are reviewing how an inadvertent number was added to the chain," Hughes wrote. "The thread is a demonstration of the deep and thoughtful policy coordination between senior officials. The ongoing success of the Houthi operation demonstrates that there were no threats to troops or national security."

William Martin, a spokesperson for Vance, said that despite the impression created by the texts, the vice president is fully aligned with the president. "The Vice President's first priority is always making sure that the President's advisers are adequately briefing him on the substance of their internal deliberations," he said. "Vice President Vance unequivocally supports this administration's foreign policy. The President and the Vice President have had subsequent conversations about this matter and are in complete agreement."



I have never seen a breach quite like this. It is not uncommon for national-security officials to communicate on Signal. But the app is used primarily for meeting planning and other logistical matters--not for detailed and highly confidential discussions of a pending military action. And, of course, I've never heard of an instance in which a journalist has been invited to such a discussion.

Read: A conversation with Jeffrey Goldberg about his extraordinary scoop

Conceivably, Waltz, by coordinating a national-security-related action over Signal, may have violated several provisions of the Espionage Act, which governs the handling of "national defense" information, according to several national-security lawyers interviewed by my colleague Shane Harris for this story. Harris asked them to consider a hypothetical scenario in which a senior U.S. official creates a Signal thread for the express purpose of sharing information with Cabinet officials about an active military operation. He did not show them the actual Signal messages or tell them specifically what had occurred.

All of these lawyers said that a U.S. official should not establish a Signal thread in the first place. Information about an active operation would presumably fit the law's definition of "national defense" information. The Signal app is not approved by the government for sharing classified information. The government has its own systems for that purpose. If officials want to discuss military activity, they should go into a specially designed space known as a sensitive compartmented information facility, or SCIF--most Cabinet-level national-security officials have one installed in their home--or communicate only on approved government equipment, the lawyers said. Normally, cellphones are not permitted inside a SCIF, which suggests that as these officials were sharing information about an active military operation, they could have been moving around in public. Had they lost their phones, or had they been stolen, the potential risk to national security would have been severe.

Hegseth, Ratcliffe, and other Cabinet-level officials presumably would have the authority to declassify information, and several of the national-security lawyers noted that the hypothetical officials on the Signal chain might claim that they had declassified the information they shared. But this argument rings hollow, they cautioned, because Signal is not an authorized venue for sharing information of such a sensitive nature, regardless of whether it has been stamped "top secret" or not.

There was another potential problem: Waltz set some of the messages in the Signal group to disappear after one week, and some after four. That raises questions about whether the officials may have violated federal records law: Text messages about official acts are considered records that should be preserved.

"Under the records laws applicable to the White House and federal agencies, all government employees are prohibited from using electronic-messaging applications such as Signal for official business, unless those messages are promptly forwarded or copied to an official government account," Jason R. Baron, a professor at the University of Maryland and the former director of litigation at the National Archives and Records Administration, told Harris.

"Intentional violations of these requirements are a basis for disciplinary action. Additionally, agencies such as the Department of Defense restrict electronic messaging containing classified information to classified government networks and/or networks with government-approved encrypted features," Baron said.

Several former U.S. officials told Harris and me that they had used Signal to share unclassified information and to discuss routine matters, particularly when traveling overseas without access to U.S. government systems. But they knew never to share classified or sensitive information on the app, because their phones could have been hacked by a foreign intelligence service, which would have been able to read the messages on the devices. It is worth noting that Donald Trump, as a candidate for president (and as president), repeatedly and vociferously demanded that Hillary Clinton be imprisoned for using a private email server for official business when she was secretary of state. (It is also worth noting that Trump was indicted in 2023 for mishandling classified documents, but the charges were dropped after his election.)

Waltz and the other Cabinet-level officials were already potentially violating government policy and the law simply by texting one another about the operation. But when Waltz added a journalist--presumably by mistake--to his principals committee, he created new security and legal issues. Now the group was transmitting information to someone not authorized to receive it. That is the classic definition of a leak, even if it was unintentional, and even if the recipient of the leak did not actually believe it was a leak until Yemen came under American attack.

All along, members of the Signal group were aware of the need for secrecy and operations security. In his text detailing aspects of the forthcoming attack on Houthi targets, Hegseth wrote to the group--which, at the time, included me--"We are currently clean on OPSEC."

Shane Harris contributed reporting. 
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Read <em>The Atlantic</em>'s Interview With Donald Trump

A conversation with the president about executive power, Signalgate, and 24-karat gold

by Jeffrey Goldberg

On Thursday, April 24, I joined my colleagues Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer in the White House to interview President Donald Trump. The story behind this meeting is a strange one, told in their new Atlantic cover story, which you can read here.

Ashley and Michael had been seeking an Oval Office meeting for some time. It had been scheduled, then angrily unscheduled, then followed by an impromptu interview from the president's cellphone, and then by an apparent pocket dial from the president one night at 1:28 a.m., and then by a promise, again, for a sit-down, this time with a specific request from Trump that I accompany Ashley and Michael. This invitation was followed by a Truth Social posting from the president that read, in part, "Later today I will be meeting with, of all people, Jeffrey Goldberg, the Editor of The Atlantic, and the person responsible for many fictional stories about me." Not entirely fictional in the president's eyes, apparently, was the Signalgate controversy, which he said I was "somewhat more 'successful' with."

We found the president--in an Oval Office redecorated in what I would call the Louis XIV Overripe Casino style--in an upbeat and friendly mood. Our numberless transgressions were, if not forgiven, then mainly ignored. Joining the president were his chief of staff, Susie Wiles; his communications director, Steven Cheung; the press secretary, Karoline Leavitt; and numerous other staff members.

What follows are substantial excerpts from our conversation, condensed and edited for clarity. Our main goal in the interview was to encourage the president to analyze his unprecedented political comeback, and explain the way he is now wielding power--including the question of whether he sees any limits to what a president can do. Trump's main goal, it seemed, was to convince us that he has placed his presidency in service of the nation and of humanity. (A subsidiary goal was to ask us if we thought he should hang a chandelier in the Oval Office. The Atlantic takes no position on that matter.) He said many noteworthy things about Ukraine, about tariffs, and about the retribution-driven nature of his second term. I found our encounter fascinating and illuminating.



Welcome to the Oval Office 

Donald Trump: This will be very, very interesting. You think Biden would do this? I don't think so. How are you, folks?

Ashley Parker: Good, how are you? Thanks for having us in.

Trump: I'm good. Thank you very much.

Jeffrey Goldberg: Nice to see you. And thanks for announcing the interview on Truth Social.

Parker: Thank you for your discretion!

Trump: I wanted to put a little extra pressure on you. But at the same time, you'll sell about five times more magazines.

Goldberg: Believe me, I understand the marketing here.

Trump: I did it for you. [He makes a sweeping gesture.] If you take a look back, Jeffrey, this is the new Oval Office--and people love it. Those paintings were all in the vaults. We have vaults downstairs. They have about 4,000 pictures, and I took some of the great presidents.

Goldberg: It really does look different.

Trump: Well, now it looks like it's supposed to look. Before, they didn't take care of it. There was no tender loving care.

Parker: Are you using your own money for the Oval Office?

Trump: Yeah, I do it on my own. You see up top? That came all out of Mar-a-Lago.

Parker: Really?

Trump: Yeah.

Goldberg: Wait, the gilded--?

Trump: Yeah, the gold. And that's all 24-karat gold, which is interesting because they've never come up with a paint that looks like gold. They've never come up with a paint where you can just paint it and it looks like gold.

Michael Scherer: Is there truth to the rumor you're going to do the ceiling?

Trump: Yeah, I'm doing that. The question is: Do I do a chandelier? Beautiful crystal chandelier, top of the line, beautiful. Would be nice in here. It almost calls for it, but I don't know. We're more focused on China, Russia.

But you know, this is all new. The George Washington was in the vaults. Most of those pictures were in the vaults. And it's a great thing, you know. We just had the secretary-general of NATO, Mark Rutte. And we had the prime minister of Norway just preceding you. We have a lot of great relationships with people. People don't talk about it much, but they all want to meet. So we're trying to get the killing field ended, you know, in Russia.

Goldberg: Yes, we want to talk about that. But I first wanted to thank you for having us in. I think it's better to talk than not talk. We are trying to do a cover story that I think is both fair and balanced.

Trump: That's all I want. Fair. Fair and balanced. I've heard that before.

Goldberg: The animating question of our cover story is how you did it. If you look at January 2021, February 2021, people would not have bet that you would come back. And just to be fair, I wanted to ask you what you think I don't understand about your presidency.

Trump: I really believe that what I'm doing is good for the country, good for people, good for humanity.

As you just heard, I was just with the prime minister of Norway and separately, outside, is the head of NATO. We also had the former head of NATO just a few minutes ago: Stoltenberg. Terrific guy; both terrific people. And they made a statement. They said, "If you don't get this war ended, it will never end; it will go on forever, and people are going to be killed for a long time to come." And, you know, they're losing--I was saying 2,500 people a week; it's close to 5,000 people a week, for the most part Russian and Ukrainian soldiers. And if we can stop that, that would be a great thing.

Goldberg: But let me ask you, because the portrait of Ronald Reagan is sitting right above your shoulder.

Trump: Yeah.

Goldberg: For 100 years, American presidents have innately sympathized with the smaller nations and peoples that have been bullied or oppressed by Russia. You don't seem to have that same innate sympathy. It's not just Ronald Reagan. It's Jimmy Carter, JFK, and so on. Why don't you seem to have that same feeling for these bullied, oppressed nations that every other American president has had?

Trump: I think I do. I think I'm saving that nation. I think that nation will be crushed very shortly. It's a big war machine. Let's face it. And if it weren't for me--I'm the one that gave them the Javelins that knocked out the tanks. You know, that tank moment was a big moment, when the tanks got stuck in the mud, and I gave them tremendous numbers of Javelins. That's the anti-tank busters. And they took out all those tanks when they got caught in the mud. You know, that was a big moment because, had those tanks gone in, they were 71 miles outside of Kyiv and they were going to take over Kyiv. That was the end of the war; it would've ended in one day.

And that was one of the reasons it went on. Now, I could also make the case that it's too bad it went on, because a lot of people have died. A lot more people died in that war than is being reported. Not just soldiers. It's a lot of soldiers, but it's a lot of other people too. And, you know, I really can make the case that I've been very good because I'm saving that country. The prime minister of Norway--very respected guy--says that if President Trump didn't get involved, this war would never end. I think I'm doing a great service to Ukraine. I believe that.

Goldberg: The Ukrainians don't believe that, though.

Trump: Well, they don't because they have pretty good publicity. Look, the war in Ukraine would've never happened if I were president. It would've never happened, and it didn't happen for four years.

On Signalgate

Goldberg: I want to ask you about something that you just wrote in your Truth Social post. By the way, I love the line "I will be meeting with, of all people, Jeffrey Goldberg."

Trump: Oh, you like that? I had to do that.

Goldberg: It's a nice flair.

Trump: I had to explain to people. That's my way of explaining to people that you're up here, because most people would say, "Why are you doing that?" I'm doing that because there is a certain respect.

Goldberg: You wrote, after talking about "many fictional stories," that I was "somewhat more 'successful'" with Signalgate. I just didn't understand what that means.

Trump: Well, I only meant that it got--

Goldberg: Are you saying that Signalgate was real?

Trump: Yeah, it was real. And I was gonna put in something else, but I didn't have enough time.

Goldberg: How long does it take you to write these?

Trump: Not long.

Goldberg: I didn't think so.

Trump: I go quickly as hell. You'd be amazed. You'd be impressed. And I like doing them myself. Sometimes I dictate them out, but I like doing them myself. What I'm saying is that it became a big story. You were successful, and it became a big story.

Goldberg: But you're not saying that it was successful in the sense that it exposed an operations-security problem that you have to fix.

Trump: No. What I'm saying is, it was successful in that you got it out very much to the public.

Goldberg: Oh.

Trump: You were able to get something out. It became a very big story.

Goldberg: But is there any policy lesson from that, that you've derived and have talked to [Secretary of Defense] Pete Hegseth about, and [National Security Adviser] Mike Waltz?

Trump: I think we learned: Maybe don't use Signal, okay? If you want to know the truth. I would frankly tell these people not to use Signal, although it's been used by a lot of people. But, whatever it is, whoever has it, whoever owns it, I wouldn't want to use it.

Parker: You don't use Signal yourself?

Trump: I don't use it, no.

Parker: You're a big supporter of Pete Hegseth's, but he's fired three top advisers in recent weeks, he rotated out his chief of staff, he installed a makeup studio at the Pentagon, he put attack plans in two different Signal chats, including one with his wife and personal attorney. Have you had a talk with him about getting things together?

Trump: Yeah, I have.

Parker: What did you say?

Trump: Pete's gone through a hard time. I think he's gonna get it together. I think he's a smart guy. He is a talented guy. He's got a lot of energy. He's been beat up by this, very much so. But I had a talk with him, a positive talk, but I had a talk with him.

Parker: How does he explain it?

Trump: Look, you had a secretary of defense that was missing in action for a week and nobody had any idea where he was. Think of that. And whether we like it or not, Afghanistan was perhaps the most embarrassing moment in the history of our country. I thought it was terrible. I was getting out. I would've kept Bagram Air Base. I was going to keep Bagram because it's right next to where China makes their nuclear weapons. But you had a secretary of defense that did that, that led to that whole disaster, and, you know, I think that's far, far worse.

Parker: But for now, you think Hegseth stays?

Trump: Yeah, he's safe.

Parker: Does he stay longer than Mike Waltz?

Trump: Waltz is fine. I mean, he's here. He just left this office. He's fine. He was beat up also.

Scherer: A few weeks ago, several people on the National Security Council were dismissed. People like Laura Loomer and others have come to you with concerns about some people currently in your government. Should the American people expect that there will be more changes coming in terms of who's working in your government?

Trump: I hope not, but you know, sometimes you learn about people later on. And people will give you recommendations. You would take recommendations about a writer, and then you find out six months later they did something that you weren't happy with, and you probably let them go or admonish them, or let them go. And I hire, indirectly or directly, 10,000 people.

That's a lot. You know, this office is where it all begins. It's sort of an amazing office. Funny, I have the biggest people in the world coming into this office. They have great offices, they have great power, they have great companies or countries, and they all want to stop and they want to look: It's the Oval Office.

You know, it's an amazing thing. But through this office, I hire about 10,000 people. They say directly/indirectly, you know, from secretary of state and others, and appointments of Supreme Court justices--three--to much lower-level people. And during the course of all of those hirings, you know, you're going to find out that you made a mistake.

On His Comeback

Parker: Our story is tracking the arc of a remarkable comeback. And not just the comeback. It feels like you are wielding power quite differently now. But my question has to do with January 2021--you're in exile; you're fighting for your political life.

Trump: I don't think of it that way, but you're right, I guess. There could be some truth to that.

Parker: When was the first moment when you realized you could return, when you realized that it could happen again?

Trump: So, I'm a very positive thinker. I was questioning whether or not I would want to come back, but I never thought that I wouldn't be able to.

You had Ron DeSantis, who was a hot prospect. People were saying, "Oh, he's gonna do great." And you had, on the Democrat side--I guess--you had some that were hot. Who knows? I didn't think they were hot. Biden, in my opinion, was a failed president. He let millions and millions of people into the country who shouldn't be here. It's a tremendous problem.

I thought that maybe I wouldn't do it, but I thought if I did do it, I'd win. But I never considered it a comeback. A lot of people call it a comeback. Most people, I guess, call it the greatest political comeback in history. I think that's an honor, but I don't view it as a comeback. I just sort of view it as: I just keep trudging along.

I shouldn't be embarrassed by that word, because it's probably accurate. I just didn't view it as a comeback.

Scherer: When I came to the Oval Office last week as part of the press pool, I asked you a question about the IRS going after Harvard, and you talked pretty passionately about conservatives being targeted by the IRS. You also put out the executive order--Chris Krebs, you accused him of violating the First Amendment, but you're punishing him for his view on the 2020 election.

Trump: Right.

Scherer: There is a lot of concern in the country that your use of executive power to go after people you disagree with represents a slide toward authoritarianism. You put on Truth Social, maybe it was a joke: "He who saves his Country does not violate any Law." Should people be concerned that the nature of the presidency is changing under you?

Trump: No. Look, in history, there's nobody that's been gone after like me. It may be harder for you guys to see because you're on the other side of the ledger. But nobody's been gone after like me. I didn't realize it for a little while. I was told--when I fired [former FBI Director James] Comey, I was told that was a terrible, terrible mistake to fire him, that it'll come back to haunt you. When I fired him, it was like a rock was thrown into a hornet's nest. The whole thing went crazy in the FBI. And that's where we found the insurance-policy statement. You remember the famous statement, "Don't worry, he's gonna lose. But if he doesn't, we have an insurance policy"? The insurance policy was what they were doing.

There's never been anybody that's been gone after like I have. I say that in the first presidency, we accomplished a lot; you know, I've been given very good marks by, well, let's say by people in the middle and on the right. On the right, definitely. But I've been given very good marks. And, you know, when you look at the economy, we then got hit with COVID, and when we handed back the stock market after COVID, it was higher than it was prior to COVID coming in, which is frankly pretty amazing.

But the real thing was: While I was here, I was being spied on; they spied on the initial campaign. And now that's been proven--you know, many of these things were proven, the whole Mueller witch hunt; I mean, the bottom line on that was I had nothing to do with Russia.

Scherer: Let's just--

Trump: Just to finish. This is a much more powerful presidency than I had the first time, but I accomplished a tremendous amount the first time. But the first time, I was fighting for survival and I was fighting to run the country. This time I'm fighting to help the world and to help the country. You know, it's a much different presidency.

On Retribution

Goldberg: Let's stipulate just for the purpose of the conversation that you are right about all of the things that you say happened to you. But you're back on top now. Wouldn't it be better to spend your time focused on China and all the other major issues, rather than vendettas against people who you think persecuted you four or eight years ago?

Trump: So, you have two types of people. You have some people that said, "You just had one of the greatest elections in the history of our country. Go do a great job, serve your time, and just make America great again." Right? Then you have a group of people that say, "Do that. Go on and do a great job. But you can't let people get away with what they got away with." I am in the first group, believe it or not.

Goldberg: I'm not sure I believe it.

Trump: Yeah. But a lot of people that are in the administration aren't. They feel that I was really badly treated. And there are things that you would say that I had to do with that I actually didn't. Going after--and I don't know if you say "going after"--but people that went after me, people in this administration who like or love Donald Trump and love MAGA and love all of it. I think it's the most important political movement in the history of our country, MAGA.

Goldberg: Bigger than the founding of the Republican Party in the 1850s?

Trump: No, no, no, but it's a big movement. There's been few movements like it. So, it's just been an amazing movement, and I think I have great loyalty. I have people that don't like the way I was treated.

Goldberg: The thing that I can't get my mind around is that you're one of the most successful people in history, right? You've won the presidency twice--

Trump: Three times.

Goldberg: This is exactly the question! At this point in your career, don't you think you can let go of this idea that you won? I mean, I don't believe you that you won the 2020 election.

Trump: I'm not asking you to.

Goldberg: Most people don't believe you won the 2020 election. A lot of people don't believe you won. It goes to this point about vengeance versus moving forward.

Trump: Look, it would be easy for me not to just respond, when you say that, and I could just let you go on. But I'm a very honest person. I believe--I don't believe; I know the election was rigged. Biden didn't get 80 million votes. And he didn't beat Barack Hussein Obama with the Black vote in the swing states--only in the swing states; it's interesting. We have lots of other things. I mean, we have so much information, from the 51 agents--that was so crooked--to the laptop from hell, to all of these different things.

So it would be easier as you say that to just let you go on. But I'm a very honest person, and I believe it with all my heart, and I believe it with fact--you know, more important than heart. I believe it with fact. And it was a bad four years for this country. This country has been beaten up. We had a president that truly didn't have it. I left some very smart people from other countries today, and I have them all the time. And I think maybe one of the things I've been most successful with is foreign relations.

Goldberg: I think the Canadians would disagree.

Trump: Well, the Canadians. Here's the problem I have with Canada: We're subsidizing them to the tune of $200 billion a year. And we don't need their gasoline; we don't need their oil; we don't need their lumber. We don't need their energy of any type. We don't need anything they have. I say it would make a great 51st state. I love other nations. I love Canada. I have great friends. Wayne Gretzky's a friend of mine. I mean, I have great friends. I said to Wayne, "I'm gonna give you a pass, Wayne." I don't want to ruin his reputation in Canada. I said, "Just pretend you don't know me." But they're great people.

You know, they do 95 percent of their business with us. Remember, if they're a state, there's no tariffs. They have lower taxes. We have to guard them militarily.

Goldberg: You seriously want them to become a state?

Trump: I think it would be great.

Goldberg: A hell of a big Democratic state.

Trump: A lot of people say that, but I'm okay with it if it has to be, because I think, you know, actually, until I came along--

Goldberg: I'm no political genius, but I know which way they're going to vote. They have socialized medicine.

Trump: You know, until I came along, remember that the conservative was leading by 25 points.

Parker: It's true.

Trump: Then I was disliked by enough of the Canadians that I've thrown the election into a close call, right? I don't even know if it's a close call. But the conservative, they didn't like Governor Trudeau too much, and I would call him Governor Trudeau, but he wasn't fond of that.

On Whether He Will Try to Run in 2028

Parker: The Trump Organization is selling "Trump 2028" hats. Have you sought out a legal opinion about running a third time?

Trump: No.

Parker: I look at you and your presidency this time, and you've shattered so many norms, democratic norms--

Trump: That would be a big shattering, wouldn't it?

Parker: That's kind of my question.

Goldberg: That's the biggest shattering of all.

Trump: Well, maybe I'm just trying to shatter--look.

Parker: Is that a norm too far?

Trump: Oh, people are screaming all the time, no matter where I go, "2028!" They're happy. People are very happy with this presidency. I've had great polls, other than Fox. Fox never gives me great polls, but even at Fox, I have great polls, but Fox never gives me good polls. Fox is in many ways a disgrace for that. But, you know, I wrote something today, I said, "Rupert Murdoch for years has been telling me he's gonna get rid of his pollsters," but they never have--they've never treated me properly, the Fox people. But I've had great polls, including at Fox.

Parker: "Trump 2028," that's not a norm you're willing to shatter?

Trump: Well, I just will tell you this. I don't want to really talk about it, but it's not something that I'm looking to do. It's not something that I'm looking to do. And I think it would be a very hard thing to do. But I do have it shouted at me: "No, no, you've gotta run."

On Due Process

Scherer: You've talked about moving American criminals to foreign prisons. You've criticized the courts for requiring due-process steps for deporting undocumented immigrants here in the country. Are there, in your mind, clear limits of how far you will go?

Trump: Yeah.

Scherer: Is there any reason that an American citizen would have to be concerned about their due-process rights being honored by your government? Or, and I mean, the Declaration of Independence reads: We don't want to be subject to foreign jurisdiction--

Trump: Oh, could you open that? Pull that. [He directs Karoline Leavitt, the White House press secretary, to pull the blue curtains shielding a recently installed copy of the Declaration of Independence.]

Trump: How's Karoline? How's Karoline doing? Good? Doing a good job?

Goldberg: Karoline? She's very tough on me.

Trump: Oh, is she? Uh-oh.

Goldberg: Oh, yeah.

Trump: I didn't know that.

Goldberg: I probably just got her a raise by saying that.

Trump: Wow.

Karoline Leavitt: I did a whole briefing on Jeffrey Goldberg.

Trump: Oh, really? Ooooh, she could be tough. She could be tough. Anyway, this is pretty cool. That was in the vaults for many years, downstairs.

Scherer: So the original question was: What are the limits? Should American citizens be concerned about being sent to foreign prisons?

Trump: I did say that.

Scherer: Yes, and the issue the courts have raised is that people who are accused of being here illegally are being deported without due process. That raises the possibility that someone would be nabbed accidentally or improperly and deported, if you don't have due process.

Trump: Well, they're here illegally to start off with.

Scherer: But what if there's a mistake? You might get the wrong person, right?

Trump: Let me tell you that nothing will ever be perfect in this world. But if you think about it: Clinton, Bush, and every president before me--nobody's ever been challenged when they had so-called illegal immigrants in the country; they took them out of the country, and they took them out very easily and very successfully. With me, we're going through a lot with this MS-13 person from, right now, from--where is he from? Where does he come from?

Steven Cheung: El Salvador.

Trump: Well, he actually comes initially from El Salvador, I guess. Yeah, I guess he comes from El Salvador. I knew he was outside of this country, way outside of this country, and then it turns out that his record is bad. They made him, like, the nicest guy in the world, a wonderful family man. And then they saw the MS-13, by mistake, on his knuckles, and they saw lots of other things.

Parker: But what about Americans who aren't here illegally who may have committed a crime? Do you feel like they are guaranteed due process?

Trump: If a person is legally in the country? That's a big difference between being legally in the country and illegally.

These people are illegally in the country, all of them. So we have 250,000 people that we want to bring out. They're rough, tough people. Rough, tough. Many arrests, some from hitting women over the head with a baseball bat when they weren't looking; some from driving a motorcycle, pulling her along the street, she hits a lamppost, is horribly hurt. If you look at the registers, some from pushing people in the subway just prior to the subway train coming, chugging along, and they get pushed into the train and either get very badly hurt or die, mostly die.

And I said "if," "if," in terms of foreign prison, "if it's legal," and I always say "if it's legal." Jeffrey, I said--I did talk about this--I would love it, you have people that are back and forth between sentences 28 times, people that are put back and forth into jail, they immediately go out and they whack somebody or they hurt somebody, or they do something very bad, and they go back, and they'll have, like, 28 different sentences.

If it was legal to do--and nobody's given me a definitive answer on that--but if it was legal to do, I would have no problem with moving them out of the country into a foreign jail, which would cost a lot less money.

Scherer: In terms of a definitive answer, you still believe the judiciary is an equal branch of government and you will abide by whatever the Supreme Court says in the end?

Trump: Oh, yeah. No, I always have. I always have, yeah. I always have. I've relied on that. I haven't always agreed with the decision, but I've never done anything but rely on it. No, you have to do that. And with that being said, we have some judges that are very, very tough. I believe you could have a 100 percent case--in other words, a case that's not losable--and you will lose violently. Some of these judges are really unfair.

But I do say, Jeff--I do say "if it's legal." I always preface it by saying that, because I think it sets a different standard.

On the Economy  

Scherer: There's talk on Wall Street of what they call a "Trump put," meaning that there's a bottom to how far the market will fall, because if we're headed to a recession, you'll change your tariff policy. If we're headed to de-dollarization and bond interest rates are rising, you're going to change your tariff policy to adjust for that. Is that a fair characterization, that you're watching the markets and that you're going to try and protect the American economy?

Trump: I don't think so. I don't see how I could possibly change, because I saw what was happening. I've been saying this for 35, 40 years: I've watched this country get ripped off by other nations, and I say "friend and foe." And believe me, the friends are in many cases worse than the foe. Look, we lost trillions of dollars last year on trade with this guy [Biden], trillions of dollars. And every year, we lose trillions. Trillions, right? Hundreds of billions, but basically trillions; we went over the ledge into the T word. And I can't imagine it's sustainable to have a country that can lose that much money for years into the future.

And I felt somebody had to do something about it. And already, I have tariffs on cars, as you know, of 25 percent; tariffs on steel of 25 percent; tariffs on aluminum of 25 percent. I have a base tariff of 10 percent for everybody, for every country, and that'll be changed. And a little bit of a misnomer: I have a lot of negotiations going on, but I don't have to. I do that because I want to see how they're feeling. But I'm like somebody that has a very valuable store and everybody wants to shop in that store. And I have to protect that store. And I set the prices.

And we're gonna be very rich. We're gonna make a lot of money. So I don't think the answer is that it will affect me. It always affects you a little bit, but I don't think--and certainly there's no theory, like you say, that if it hits a certain number--I don't know where it is today. How's the stock market?

Goldberg: I don't track it hour to hour.

Trump: Anybody know? Let's see. Just give me the good news if it's good.

Leavitt: It's up. All green.

Trump: How much is it up?

Leavitt: Dow is up 419 points; NASDAQ's up--

Trump: This is a transition period. It's a big transition. I'm resetting the table. I'm resetting a lot of years. Not from the beginning, you know. Our country was most successful from 1850 or so to, think of this, from 1870--really, from 1870 to 1913. And it was all tariffs. And then some great genius said, "Let's go and tax the people instead of taxing other countries."

We were so successful that the president set up committees, blue-ribbon committees, on how to give away the money. We were making so much money. And then we went to an income-tax system after that. And by the way, they brought the tariffs back, and after the Depression started, you know, they liked to say, "Oh, tariffs caused--" I might as well get that little plug in, because the one thing they say, "Well, tariffs caused the Depression." No, no, we went into the Depression. We were in there for a while and they said, "Maybe we could go back to tariffs and save it." But that ship had sailed.

On Reality

Parker: Another theme of our story: You mentioned being a positive thinker. Putting the 2020 election aside, what have you learned about your ability to will reality into existence, or to shape the world around yourself? Can you tell us how that works?

Trump: Well, I think a vast majority of the Republican Party thinks I won in 2020. And I don't think it's necessarily what I've said. I think they have their own eyes and they have their own minds. They're very smart people, actually.

Parker: The election aside, how are you able to do that? It seems like you sometimes are able to create reality, to make things true, simply by saying them.

Trump: Well, I'd like to say that that is reality. You know, I'm not creating it. But maybe you could use another subject, because probably I do create some things, but I didn't create that; I think that is reality. I have an amazing group of people that love what I'm saying.

We don't want crime. We don't want people getting mugged and killed and slapped and beat up. We don't want to be taken advantage of on trade and all these other things. We want to keep the taxes low. We want to have a nice life. And we weren't having a nice life these last four years. People were really, really unhappy. And you saw that in the election. It's hard to win all seven swing states. And I won them by a lot. You know, I won all seven.

I just think that I say what's on my mind.

On Democrats

Trump: I also say things that are common sense, but it's not that I say them because they're common sense. It's because that's what I believe. It turns out to be common sense. When I hear--I watched this morning a congressman, who I don't even know, fighting like hell to have men play in women's sports.

And I think it's a 95 percent--you know, they say it's an 80-20 issue; I think it's probably a 95 percent issue. And I don't fight it too much. I don't even mention it now. I save it for before an election, because I don't want to talk them out of it. I see this Congresswoman Crockett [a Democrat from Texas], who's so bad, and they say she's the face of the party. If she's what they have to offer, they don't have a chance.

I think that the Democrats have lost their confidence in the truest sense. I don't think they know what they're doing. I think they have no leader. You know, if you ask me now, I know a lot about the Democrat Party, right? I can't tell you who their leader is. I can't tell you that I see anybody on the horizon. I would tell you, if you said, "Well, who do you think it would be?"

Parker: Yeah, who?

Trump: I don't see anybody on the horizon. Now, maybe there's somebody--

Goldberg: Not Wes Moore, Shapiro, Beshear, any of these?

Trump: So I spoke to Shapiro the other day. I liked him. I called him about his house, which was terrible. I said, "We're behind you 100 percent." And we had our people look and everything. It was a hell of a fire. You know, usually you hear that stuff and you see not much damage. That was--that place was burned out. I spoke to him. I like Shapiro. I think he's good. I don't know that he catches on. You never know what's going to catch on.

Parker: Gretchen Whitmer?

Trump: I think she's very good. She was here. You know, she took a lot of heat. She was here because she wanted to have me keep open an Air Force base, a very big one up in Michigan. A very noble cause.

Scherer: When we first talked to you on the phone, I asked if you were having fun. You said you were having a lot of fun. That was a month and a half ago. Has something between then and now been much harder than you expected?

Trump: It's much softer than it was the last time. If you look at the inauguration, the first time, I didn't have any of the people that you saw the second time, or the third time, I guess you would call it.

Scherer: Do they call you to complain about their portfolios, their net worth, with the stock market going down?

Trump: No, nobody--nobody called. Most people say, "You're doing the right thing." I mean, they're doing the right thing. It's not sustainable what was happening with our country. We were letting other countries just rip us to pieces.

I think I'm doing the country a great service. It would be easier for me if I didn't do it. I could have a really easy presidency. Just come in here, leave everything alone, don't go through the tariff stuff. And I don't find it hard. I don't find it hard to sell. All you have to do is say, "We lost trillions of dollars last year on trade." And, you know, other countries made trillions. You know, China made one and a half trillion dollars on trade. They built--they're building the biggest military you've ever seen with that. And they're building it with our money.

On Zelensky and Putin

Goldberg: Just to go back to the Russia question. "Vladimir, STOP!" You wrote that today on Truth Social.

Trump: Yeah, I did.

Goldberg: He doesn't strike me as the kind of guy who will say, "Oh, well, Trump told me he wants to stop, so I'm going to stop."

Trump: You may be surprised.

Goldberg: Well, if that's the case, I'll come back and say, "You were right. I was wrong." But I think I'm right. He's not the kind of guy who's going to just stop trying to take over all of Ukraine. The question is: If he advances, if he has more military success--

Trump: Which is possible.

Goldberg: Blowing up apartment buildings--

Trump: Sure.

Goldberg: Do you ever see a situation in which you're going to come in, not with troops, but with more weaponry, with full-blown support for Ukraine to keep its territorial integrity?

Trump: Doesn't have to be weapons. There are many forms of weapons. Doesn't have to be weapons with bullets. It can be weapons with sanctions. It can be weapons with banking. It can be many other weapons.

Goldberg: Is there anything that Putin could do that would cause you to say, "You know what? I'm on Zelensky's side now."

Trump: Not necessarily on Zelensky's side, but on Ukraine's side, yes. Yeah. But not necessarily on Zelensky's side. I've had a hard time with Zelensky. You saw that over here when he was sitting right in that chair, when he just couldn't get it.

Goldberg: That was one of the strangest things I've ever seen in the Oval Office.

Trump: All he had to do is be quiet, you know? He won his point. He won his point. But instead of saying "Okay" when I made the statement, I said, "Well, we're working to get it solved. We're trying to help." He said, "No, no, we need security too." I said, "Security?"

Goldberg: Well, isn't he supposed to advocate for his country?

Trump: Yeah, he is, but somehow, let's get the war solved first. I actually said, "I don't even know if we're gonna be able to end it." You know, he was talking about security after. After. And then he made the statement, something to the effect that they fought it alone, they've had no help. I said, "Well, we've helped you with $350 billion, and Europe has helped you with far less money," which is another thing that bothers me.

We'll have to see what happens over the next period of pretty much a week. We're down to final strokes. And again, this is Biden's war. I'm not gonna get saddled--I don't wanna be saddled with it. It's a terrible war. Should have never happened. It would've never happened, as sure as you're sitting there.

Goldberg: So that scene with President Zelensky over here, you don't think that scared Taiwan or scared South Korea or Japan?

Trump: No. No.

Goldberg: They're not asking, "That's the way he treats allies?"

Trump: Well, look. Ready? We've been treated so badly by others. We went to South Korea and we took care of them because of the war. We took care of them and we never stopped. You know, we have 42,000 troops in South Korea. Costs us a fortune. I actually got them to pay $3 billion, and then Biden terminated it. I don't know why. They've become very rich. They took shipping; they took our cars. You know, they took a lot of our businesses, a lot of our technology.

You don't have to feel sorry for these other countries. These other countries have done very well at our expense, very well. And I want to protect this country. I want to make sure that you have a great country in another hundred years. It's a very important time. Jeffrey, this is a very important time right now. This is one of the most important periods of time in the history of our country right now.

One Final Thing

Scherer: Did you mean to call me at 1:30 in the morning after the UFC fight? I got a call--

Trump: After what?

Scherer: After the UFC fight in Miami, I got a call from your cellphone number at 1:30 a.m.

Trump: Really? Oh, no, that's another--that sounds like another Signal thing.
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'I Run the Country and the World'

Donald Trump believes he's invincible. But the cracks are beginning to show.

by Ashley Parker, Michael Scherer




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

Before we begin, a primer on the science of arranging an interview with a sitting American president:

In ordinary times, reporters seeking an on-the-record encounter with the commander in chief first write an elaborate proposal. The proposal details the goals of the interview, the broad areas of concern, and the many reasons the president must, for his own good, talk to these particular reporters and not other, perfectly adequate but still lesser reporters. This pitch is then sent to White House officials. If the universe bends favorably, negotiations ensue. If the staff feel reasonably confident that the interview will somehow help their cause, they will ask the president--with trepidation, at times--to sit for the interview. Sometimes, the president will agree.

Such is what happened recently to us. We went through this process in the course of reporting the story you are reading. We made our pitch, which went like this: President Donald Trump, by virtue of winning a second term and so dramatically reshaping the country and the world, can now be considered the most consequential American leader of the 21st century, and we want to describe, in detail, how this came to be. Just four years ago, after the violent insurrection he fomented, Trump appeared to be finished. Social-media companies had banned or suspended him, and he had been repudiated by corporate donors. Republicans had denounced him, and the country was moving on to the fresh start of Joe Biden's presidency. Then came further blows--the indictments, the civil judgments, and the endless disavowals by people who once worked for him.

And yet, here we are, months into a second Trump term. We wanted to hear, in his own words, how he'd pulled off one of the most remarkable comebacks in political history, and what lessons, if any, he'd internalized along the way.

Trump agreed to see us. We were tentatively promised a meeting and a photo shoot--likely in the Oval Office, though possibly the Lincoln Bedroom. But then, as is so often the case with this White House, everything went sideways.

The week our interview was supposed to occur, Trump posted a vituperative message on Truth Social, attacking us by name. "Ashley Parker is not capable of doing a fair and unbiased interview. She is a Radical Left Lunatic, and has been as terrible as is possible for as long as I have known her," he wrote. "To this date, she doesn't even know that I won the Presidency THREE times." (That last sentence is true--Ashley Parker does not know that Trump won the presidency three times.) "Likewise, Michael Scherer has never written a fair story about me, only negative, and virtually always LIES."

Apparently, as word of our meeting spread through Trump's inner circle, someone had reminded him of some of the things we (specifically Ashley) had said and written that he didn't like. We still don't know who it was--but we immediately understood the consequences: no photo shoot, no tour of the newly redecorated Oval Office or the Lincoln Bedroom, and definitely no interview.

But we've both covered Trump long enough to know that his first word is rarely his final one. So at 10:45 on a Saturday morning in late March, we called him on his cellphone. (Don't ask how we got his number. All we can say is that the White House staff have imperfect control over Trump's personal communication devices.) The president was at the country club he owns in Bedminster, New Jersey. The number that flashed on his screen was an unfamiliar one, but he answered anyway. "Who's calling?" he asked.

Despite his attacks on us a few days earlier, the president, evidently feeling buoyed by a week of successes, was eager to talk about his accomplishments. As we spoke, the sounds of another conversation, perhaps from a television, hummed in the background.

The president seemed exhilarated by everything he had managed to do in the first two months of his second term: He had begun a purge of diversity efforts from the federal government; granted clemency to nearly 1,600 supporters who had participated in the invasion of the U.S. Capitol on January 6, 2021, including those caught beating police officers on camera; and signed 98 executive orders and counting (26 of them on his first day in office). He had fired independent regulators; gutted entire agencies; laid off great swaths of the federal workforce; and invoked 18th-century wartime powers to use against a criminal gang from Venezuela. He had adjusted tariffs like a DJ spinning knobs in the booth, upsetting the rhythms of global trade and inducing vertigo in the financial markets. He had raged at the leader of Ukraine, a democratic ally repelling an imperialist invasion, for not being "thankful"--and praised the leader of the invading country, Russia, as "very smart," reversing in an instant 80 years of U.S. foreign-policy doctrine, and prompting the countries of NATO to prepare for their own defense, without the protective umbrella of American power, for the first time since 1945.


Donald Trump after being sworn in as president for his second term in the Rotunda of the United States Capitol (Shawn Thew / Reuters)



He had empowered one of his top political donors, Elon Musk, the richest man in the world, to slice away at the federal government and take control of its operating systems. He had disemboweled ethics and anti-corruption architecture installed after Watergate, and had declared that he, not the attorney general, was the nation's chief law-enforcement officer. He had revoked Secret Service protection and security clearances from political opponents, including some facing Iranian death threats for carrying out actions Trump himself had ordered in his first term. He had announced plans to pave over part of the Rose Garden, and he had redecorated the Oval Office--gold trim and gold trophies and gold frames to go with an array of past presidential portraits, making the room look like a Palm Beach approximation of an 18th-century royal court.

Old foes were pleading for his grace. Meta--whose founder, Mark Zuckerberg, had become an enthusiastic supplicant--had paid $25 million to settle a civil lawsuit with Trump that many experts believed was meritless. Amazon's founder, Jeff Bezos, the owner of The Washington Post, announced that he was banning his opinion writers from holding certain opinions--and then joined Trump for dinner the same night at the White House.

"He's 100 percent. He's been great," the president told us, referring to Bezos. "Zuckerberg's been great."

"You saw yesterday with Columbia University. What do you think of the law firm? Were you shocked at that?" Trump asked us. Yes--all of it was shocking, much of it without precedent.

We asked Trump why he thought the billionaire class was prostrating itself before him.

"It's just a higher level of respect. I don't know," Trump said. "Maybe they didn't know me at the beginning, and they know me now."

"I mean, you saw yesterday with the law firm," he said. He was referring to Paul, Weiss, Rifkind, Wharton & Garrison, one of the nation's most prestigious firms, whose leader had come to the Oval Office days earlier to beg for relief from an executive order that could have crippled its business. Trump had issued the order at least partially because a former partner at the firm had in 2021 gone to work for the Manhattan District Attorney's Office, where he was part of an investigation of the Trump Organization's business practices. Also that week, an Ivy League institution, threatened with the cancellation of $400 million in federal funding, had agreed to overhaul its Middle Eastern-studies programs at the Trump administration's request, while also acceding to other significant demands. "You saw yesterday with Columbia University. What do you think of the law firm? Were you shocked at that?" Trump asked us.

Yes--all of it was shocking, much of it without precedent. Legal scholars were drawing comparisons to Franklin D. Roosevelt and the early stages of the New Deal, when Congress had allowed FDR to demolish norms and greatly expand the powers of the presidency.

As ever, Trump was on the hunt for a deal. If he liked the story we wrote, he said, he might even speak with us again.

"Tell the people at The Atlantic, if they'd write good stories and truthful stories, the magazine would be hot," he said. Perhaps the magazine can risk forgoing hotness, he suggested, because it is owned by Laurene Powell Jobs, which buffers it, he implied, from commercial imperatives. But that doesn't guarantee anything, he warned. "You know at some point, they give up," he said, referring to media owners generally and--we suspected--Bezos specifically. "At some point they say, No mas, no mas." He laughed quietly.

Media owners weren't the only ones on his mind. He also seemed to be referring to law firms, universities, broadcast networks, tech titans, artists, research scientists, military commanders, civil servants, moderate Republicans--all the people and institutions he expected to eventually, inevitably, submit to his will.

We asked the president if his second term felt different from his first. He said it did. "The first time, I had two things to do--run the country and survive; I had all these crooked guys," he said. "And the second time, I run the country and the world."

For weeks, we'd been hearing from both inside and outside the White House that the president was having more fun than he'd had in his first term. "The first time, the first weeks, it was just 'Let's blow this place up,' " Brian Ballard, a lobbyist and an ally of the president's, had told us. "This time, he's blowing it up with a twinkle in his eye."

When we put this observation to Trump over the phone, he agreed. "I'm having a lot of fun, considering what I do," he said. "You know, what I do is such serious stuff."



EXILE

That Trump now finds himself once again in a position to blow things up is astonishing, considering the depth of his fall. So much has happened so fast that the improbability of his comeback gets obscured. Perhaps no one in American history has had a political resurrection as remarkable as Donald Trump's.

In the waning days of his first term, his approval rating stood at a pallid 34 percent. A few weeks earlier, he had watched on television while an insurrection he incited overran the Capitol; polls showed that a clear majority of Americans believed he bore responsibility for the attack. The House of Representatives had just impeached him for the second time--making him the only president to ever achieve that ignominy. And although the Senate failed to reach the two-thirds majority required for conviction, seven Republican senators voted to convict--the most members of a president's own party to vote for an impeachment conviction in history.

Twitter and Facebook, his favorite social-media platforms, had banned or effectively silenced him, along with Instagram and YouTube. To try to reestablish direct connection with his followers, he would launch a blog, "From the Desk of Donald J. Trump." But it gained little traction and was abandoned within weeks.

Major corporations announced that they were cutting off political contributions to officials who had supported Trump's election lies. Deutsche Bank and Signature Bank decided to stop doing business with Trump and his companies. Perhaps most painful to the president, the PGA of America yanked its scheduled 2022 championship tournament from Trump's Bedminster golf course. Former members of his own Cabinet and staff--people he had hired--would declare him, or had already declared him, "a moron" (Rex Tillerson, secretary of state), "more dangerous than anyone could ever imagine" (James Mattis, secretary of defense), "the most flawed person I have ever met" (John Kelly, chief of staff), and "a laughing fool" (John Bolton, national security adviser). And now longtime allies were abandoning him. Kevin McCarthy, the Republican House minority leader, had discussed pushing Trump to resign from office. On the evening of the insurrection, Senator Lindsey Graham, a compass reliably magnetized toward wherever power in the Republican Party lies, pointed away from Trump for the first time in four years. "Count me out," Graham had declared on the Senate floor. "Enough is enough." Rupert Murdoch, then the chairman of Fox Corporation, sent an email to a former Fox Broadcasting executive in which he declared, "We want to make Trump a non person." Coming from Murdoch himself, the former Trump adviser Steve Bannon told us recently, "that's a papal bull."

On the morning of Joe Biden's inauguration, Trump was a dozen miles southeast of the festivities, at Joint Base Andrews, preparing to depart for Florida. (Trump was the first president since Andrew Johnson, in 1869, to boycott the swearing-in of his successor.) Standing before a modest crowd, his dark overcoat a meager bulwark against the cold, the soon-to-be-former president cut a diminished figure.

Just before boarding Air Force One for the final time, to head to Mar-a-Lago, Trump spoke to those gathered to bid him farewell. "We will be back in some form," he said, a notably modest framing from such a formerly oversize figure.

Few believed him. It didn't even sound like he believed it himself. The Trump era was over.

Almost as soon as Trump arrived at his gilded Elba, he began plotting his return. He missed the press pool--the gaggle of reporters that tails every president--and once tried to summon it, only to be told that no such pool still existed. But it would turn out that the lack of attention in those first months--and the lack of access to social-media platforms--was a blessing. Enforced obscurity gave him the time and clarity he needed to plan his comeback.

To understand how Trump rose from the political dead, and how he set himself up to wield power in his second term, we spoke with dozens of top advisers, senior aides, allies, adversaries, and confidants. Many who talked with us did so only on the condition of anonymity, in order to be more candid or to avoid angering the president. The story they told us revealed that Trump's time in the political wilderness is crucial to understanding the way he's exercising power now.

He had been in Palm Beach a week when an opportunity presented itself. Trump heard that Kevin McCarthy would be in South Florida for fundraisers. Though the two men had clashed after the Capitol riot, Trump invited McCarthy to Mar-a-Lago. Even before the meeting happened, news of it leaked to The New York Times, shaking the political universe: Were Republican leaders, who had seemed so intent on purging Trump, embracing him again? When Trump and McCarthy met in person, the former president asked the minority leader who had tipped off the Times.


Donald Trump departed Washington in 2021 a pariah, twice impeached, abandoned by former allies, and banned or suspended from his favorite social-media platforms. (Photo-illustration by Paul Spella. Sources: Noam Galai / Getty; Alex Edelman / AFP / Getty; Sepia Times / Universal Images Group / Getty.)



"I know who leaked it--you did," McCarthy replied, multiple people briefed on the exchange told us.

"It's good for both of us," Trump shot back.

Both men were right. McCarthy had already concluded that the path back to Republican control of the House in the 2022 midterms--and his own path to the speakership--required a unified party, one that included Trump and his MAGA base. After the meeting, each man separately released the same photo: the two of them grinning amid the ostentatious splendor of Mar-a-Lago. Trump had taken his first step toward political redemption.

It is a truism that Trump has never felt governed by the traditional rules of politics. And he has always been convinced of his own genius, his pure gut instincts. But never more so than today. The past four years have turned him into a Nietzschean cliche. Banishment, multiple indictments, a 34-count felony conviction, repeated brushes with assassins--all have combined to convince him that he is impervious to challenges that would destroy others. Those years also strengthened in him the salesman's instinct that he can bend reality to his will--turn facts into "fake news," make the inconceivable not just conceivable but actual, transform the Gulf of Mexico into the Gulf of America, make people believe what he's selling in defiance of what they see with their own eyes. This is the core lesson that Trump and his acolytes internalized from the 2020 election and January 6. The real-estate mogul who branded buildings with his name everywhere from Turkey to Uruguay, who sold the "world's greatest steaks" and the "finest" wine and "fantastic" mattresses, had mastered the alchemy of perception. Reality, to Trump, is fungible. While reporting on Trump over the past four years, we were repeatedly struck that, in failing to drive a stake directly through his heart, all of the would-be vampire slayers--Democrats, Never Trumpers, Republican-primary opponents, prosecutors, judges, media critics--only strengthened him. Which brings us to a second lesson: Trump and his team realized that they could behave with near impunity by embracing controversies and scandals that would have taken down just about any other president--as long as they showed no weakness.

Even now, Trump--who described himself to us as "a very positive thinker"--struggles to admit that his return to power was a comeback. To concede that he'd had to come back would be to admit that he had fallen in the first place.

Early in our reporting for this article, we asked the Trump loyalist and former Breitbart News editor Raheem Kassam to explain how the president had been able to bend the country, and the world, to his will. Over a meal of oysters brulees, duck confit, and fries cooked in beef tallow at Butterworth's, the new MAGA haunt on Capitol Hill, he responded crudely, if vividly. "He didn't bend them to his will," Kassam said. "He bent them over."

When we spoke with Trump in late March, his approval ratings seemed steady, his political base apparently unshakable. Institution after institution was submitting to him--"obeying in advance," as the historian of authoritarianism Timothy Snyder has put it. Trump was carrying out his agenda with surprisingly little resistance, even from Democrats. But in the days and weeks that followed, the patina of infallibility began to crack. At the instigation of Elon Musk's DOGE team, critical workers had been getting fired--and then hired back. An embarrassing (and possibly illegal) operations-security snafu, in which the editor of this magazine was included on a Signal group chat that discussed imminent attack plans on Houthi targets in Yemen, made the administration look incompetent, in a fashion reminiscent of the clown-car chaos of Trump 1.0. The president's tariff rollout was shambolic, tanking the stock market and causing even some loyalists to question him publicly. His approval rating on the economy, long a buttress of his polling support, went negative. Was this what happens when a feeling of indomitability curdles into hubris? Or was this just the next setback for Trump--some combination of Houdini and Lazarus--to recover from?

Read: The Trump administration accidentally texted me its war plans

Trump advisers like to tell a story from November 5, 2024, Election Night, just before the networks called Wisconsin, and thus the election, in his favor. He and his aides were preparing to head to the West Palm Beach convention center, where he would deliver his victory speech. His whole senior team was crowded into his private office at Mar-a-Lago. Addressing no one in particular, as though just musing aloud, Trump spoke.

"You know, they made a big mistake," he said. "They could have been getting rid of us by now. But actually, we're just beginning."



THE ART OF THE COMEBACK

He had almost been destroyed before. After a real-estate downturn in the early 1990s, Trump found himself on the brink of financial ruin. His near bankruptcy and recovery led to his 1997 book, The Art of the Comeback. For his political advisers in exile, this book became essential reading.

The first pages list Trump's "Top Ten Comeback Tips." When we met one of his advisers recently, this person recounted from memory some of the rules on the list. "Rule 1 is: Play golf," this adviser told us. "Rule 9 is: Get even." (Rule 10, "Always have a prenuptial agreement," seemed less applicable to politics.)

To stage a comeback, Trump would need the right staff. He had realized, in his exile, that at nearly every turn in his first term, someone on his own team--Reince Priebus, John Kelly, James Mattis, Bill Barr, Gary Cohn--had blocked him. He needed smart people who would figure out how to let him do everything that he wanted to do, in whatever way he wanted to do it. His first key hire was a political operative who had impressed the former president with her retrospective analysis of the 2020 election. Biden had won the election that year by flipping back into the Democratic column five key states--Arizona, Georgia, Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin (along with a lone congressional district in Nebraska). One of the few bright spots for Trump in 2020 had been Florida, where he had increased his winning margin from 2016. What, Trump began asking his allies after the election, had he done right in Florida that he hadn't done in the rest of the country?

The answer, in large part, boiled down to Susie Wiles, who had run Trump's 2016 and 2020 campaigns in the state. Wiles, the daughter of the legendary NFL announcer Pat Summerall, is an experienced campaign operative (she was a scheduler for Ronald Reagan's 1980 presidential campaign), who over the past three decades had developed deep Florida ties. After every campaign she runs, Wiles writes an "after action" report, documenting what worked and what didn't. Over dinner with Trump on the patio at Mar-a-Lago in early 2021, she delivered "the Florida memo." Soon after, he hired her to run his political operation, which eventually became his 2024 campaign.

Wiles saw that one thing that had held Trump back in 2020 was that he had not finished taking over the Republican Party during his first term. Part of Trump's leverage had been his ability to endorse in Republican primaries--influence he was eager to reprise. "When I endorse somebody, they win," Trump told us on the phone. "But even when I endorse them in the general election, mostly they win. It's important." (Now when Trump calls to pressure a fellow Republican about an issue or a vote, they are almost always grateful for his past support, or feel that they owe their seat to him.)

The Wiles process for evaluating potential endorsees--which she undertook with James Blair, now a deputy chief of staff in the White House, and Brian Jack, now a congressman representing Georgia--involved researching how they had spoken about Trump in the past. "The basic thing was their loyalty and their political viability," one adviser told us. "So we were looking for things like: So, what did they say on J6? What did they say during the Access Hollywood tapes? What is their voting record with us?" Trump was building a coalition of loyalists, something he hadn't sufficiently done during the first term.

Wiles had plenty of experience managing men with big personalities. But colleagues say a key reason she's been successful working with Trump (she is now his White House chief of staff) is that she never tries to manage him. She does not imagine that she can control him, as some former top advisers attempted, and she tends not to offer advice unless specifically asked. Her primary role, as she sees it, is to set up processes to help ensure Trump's success, and then to execute his directives, whatever they may be.

At first, Trump's banishment from the big social-media platforms, along with mainstream media outlets' reluctance--including Fox News's--to give him much coverage, seemed potentially devastating. But Trump turned to the far-right platforms and activists still welcoming him. Taylor Budowich--now a White House deputy chief of staff--worked with MAGA influencers to evade the Twitter and Facebook bans: They would print out pro-Trump social-media posts; Budowich would have Trump sign the paper with his Sharpie, and then mail the signed post back to the influencer; almost invariably, the influencer would then post the signed missive, flexing their access and building their audience--while simultaneously amplifying Trump's voice. At the same time, a video ecosystem grew up around Trump, with streaming platforms such as Right Side Broadcasting Network stepping in to cover his events when cable networks would not.

"Him being banned gave rise to people like me, because the president's supporters followed me to find out what he was saying," one MAGA influencer told us. "It backfired on the tech people who deplatformed him, because it platformed all of us."

Trump, meanwhile, continued to promote the lie that he'd won the 2020 election, and that January 6 was just an ordinary Wednesday. Normal political logic suggested that this was a bad strategy. But his shamelessness, as ever, remained a strength. By repeating something frequently enough, he could slowly make it feel true, at least for his supporters.

Not long ago, we sat in Steve Bannon's Capitol Hill rowhouse, where he records his War Room podcast, pressing him on Trump's refusal to accept the results of the 2020 election, and his denial of what transpired on January 6. "Our reality is that we won" and that January 6 was a "fedsurrection," Bannon said, referring to the conspiracy theory that FBI agents had incited the crowd on the Ellipse that day.

But this reality, we pointed out to Bannon, is simply not true.

"Now, here's the interesting thing," Bannon said. "Who's won that argument? I think we have."



"BE READY!"

The first televised hearing of the House select committee on January 6 was scheduled for the beginning of June 2022, and it was sure to be a spectacle that reminded viewers of the horror of the insurrection and emphasized the former president's culpability. Trump's team at Mar-a-Lago was desperate to distract attention from the hearing. At one point, someone proposed a brazen gambit: Trump could announce his 2024 bid for the presidency just minutes before the hearing gaveled in.

Trump's response was telling. "I'm not ready for this," he said. "We're not ready for this right now."

"That was the first moment of, like, 'Okay, he's not just thinking about it; he's seriously thinking about how he wants to do it,' " one of his advisers told us. "He's not going to just use it as a stunt to make a moment. He wants to win."

Before long, Trump began emphasizing behind the scenes that he was serious. "Be ready," he would repeat to people who had served with him the first time around. "Be ready! Be ready! We're coming back! Be ready!"

Still, when Trump did launch his campaign, in November 2022, it did not get off to an auspicious start. Even his most fiercely supportive advisers concede that the announcement, in the form of an hour-long speech at Mar-a-Lago, was a dud.

Surprisingly few political reporters from major outlets were in attendance; it was as though the mainstream media still didn't believe that Trump could be a viable candidate again. Worse, some members of Trump's own family hadn't bothered to show up. As the speech dragged on, even Fox News cut away, switching to what Bannon called "a C-level panel," before returning for the final few minutes.

The campaign struggled to gain traction. Trump's longtime pollster Tony Fabrizio told us that even months later, into early 2023, getting donors to attend the first big super-PAC event "was like pulling teeth." And although Trump was now a declared presidential candidate, his team said it was still having trouble getting him booked even on shows such as Fox & Friends.

The first turning point, several advisers told us, came in February 2023. A Norfolk Southern train carrying hazardous chemicals derailed in East Palestine, Ohio, near the Pennsylvania border, spewing toxic material. Sitting in the West Palm Beach campaign headquarters one day, Trump's team watched Joe Biden's press secretary struggle to answer a question about the president's plans for outreach to East Palestine. Soon after, Susie Wiles received a call from Trump's oldest son, Don Jr., saying that his father ought to just show up there himself. When Wiles brought the suggestion to Trump, in the living room of Mar-a-Lago, his response was unequivocal: "That's a great idea," he enthused. "When can we go?"

Trump's visit to East Palestine--and the footage of him buying McDonald's for the first responders--had a potent effect. "It just reminded everyone that people still like this guy," one adviser told us. "He's still a draw." Nearly two years later, Trump's visit continued to resonate. "People are living their lives and they don't delve that easily into policy," a woman across the border in the swing state of Pennsylvania told our colleague George Packer before the election last fall. "All they know is that Trump was here buying everyone McDonald's" and that Biden hadn't visited for more than a year.

Read: George Packer reports on the 2024 election from Charleroi, Pennsylvania

The halting start to the campaign kept Trump off the radar, giving his team time to plan. Former Trump advisers had used their years out of power to set up their own groups--America First Legal, America First Policy Institute, Center for Renewing America--to prepare for a second Trump administration.

"The people who were the true believers knew Trump was going to run again and win," Caroline Wren, a former top Trump fundraiser, told us, adding that Trump's policy loyalists "sat there and prepared executive orders for four years."

The time out of the spotlight also allowed the team to build a new election strategy. By now, Trump had alienated a significant share of the voting public, and he was polling lower among some demographic groups than in previous elections. The conventional wisdom was that the criminal investigations and legal proceedings then under way would only increase that alienation. His campaign directors decided that the best tactic was to turn this problem into a strength. Chris LaCivita, who was a co-campaign manager alongside Susie Wiles and a military veteran wounded in the Gulf War in 1991, took to exhorting younger staffers with a Marine slogan: "Embrace the suck."

The impulse to let Trump be Trump, so contrary to the instincts of much of the first-term staff, was laid out in a memo that James Blair and Tim Saler, the campaign's lead data expert, sent to Wiles in early 2024. This became known around the campaign as the "gender memo." "Instead of saying, 'Look, we did two points worse with white suburban women between 2016 and 2020' and 'How do we get those points back?,' what if we did it the other way?" an adviser familiar with the memo told us. "What if we said, 'We gained eight points with non-college-educated men. What if we won them by 12?' "


During his brief political exile, Trump hired the campaign operative Susie Wiles. (Photo-illustration by Paul Spella. Sources: ablokhin / Getty; Tom Brenner / The Washington Post / Getty; ZUMA Press / Alamy.)



The strategy had the benefit of letting Trump be the version of himself that appealed to those men. In a moment when the Democratic Party often felt like an amalgamation of East Coast elitists, niggling scolds, and far-left activists, Trump appeared to offer judgment-free populism to a populace sick of being judged.

Trump's own view, we were told, was more self-referential: "Why would I distance myself from my people? They love me."



"IT MADE ME STRONGER"

On Friday, May 31, 2024, the day after Trump was convicted of 34 felony charges in a New York City courtroom, the treasurer at Make America Great Again Inc., the main super PAC supporting the former president, called his boss, Taylor Budowich, with good news. A large wire transfer was incoming--a record $15 million. The call set off an internal scramble, because the bank needed the donor's name to approve the transfer, and nobody knew who it was.

Shortly thereafter, the treasurer called back. "I'm so sorry," he told Budowich. "I misheard him. It's not $15 million--it's $50 million."

"Don't be sorry!" Budowich said. (The donation was eventually traced to Timothy Mellon, an heir to the Mellon banking fortune.)

The Democrats assumed that Trump's legal issues would politically neuter him. "A convicted felon is now seeking the office of the presidency," Biden would say. But all the scandals and controversies that would have sunk a different candidate became background static. "The thing about the court cases is there were too many of them, and this is one of Trump's superpowers--he never just breaks the law a little bit; he does it all over the place," Sarah Longwell, a formerly Republican, anti-MAGA political strategist who regularly conducts focus groups, told us. "And as a result, there were so many court cases that it was just white noise to voters. They couldn't tell them apart."

"If I'm not president, you're fucked," Trump told a roomful of oil executives at Mar-a-Lago.



The Democratic base remained outraged. Trump's base continued to believe his claims that all the criminal investigations and January 6 hearings constituted a "witch hunt." But for the sliver of voters who would actually decide the election, the Democratic argument that Trump was a threat to democracy was too far removed from their more urgent concerns about grocery prices. As time passed and Trump continued to rewrite history to turn insurrectionists into "patriots," the events of January 6 receded into abstraction for many of these voters.

"If you said, 'What's J6?,' it's like, 'What is that? Bingo? Are you playing Battleship?' " the adviser familiar with the gender memo told us, describing what the campaign's voter research had found.

Trump's felony conviction actually proved to be a boon. This did not surprise his advisers. A year earlier, in the spring of 2023, when Trump had been indicted over hush-money payments to a porn star, his support in Republican-primary polls jumped 10 points within a month, to more than 50 percent--a level it would never drop below again. In the first three months of 2023, MAGA Inc. had reported raising only about $600,000; in the three months following the indictment, the group took in nearly $13 million. "Democrats just played right into our hands," Fabrizio, the Trump pollster, told us.

For Trump's base, the cases were energizing, and they put his Republican-primary opponents in the difficult position of having to defend Trump against "lawfare" or risk being seen as supporting the Democrats' position. So even while campaigning against him for the nomination, they were in effect campaigning for him.

During his 2016 campaign, Trump had ignored the traditional fundraising circuit, which increased donor skepticism of him. But during his time in the wilderness, he began to enjoy raising money. He asked advisers to schedule more call time for him with top donors. He wrote personal notes, and he regularly invited wealthy supporters and potential donors to dine with him at Mar-a-Lago. He judged generosity not by the size of the check, his allies told us, but by the size of the check relative to the donor's net worth. He liked pressuring donors to bet on him--and watching them squirm if they hedged. Sometimes he was blunt, invoking the specter of a President Kamala Harris taking their wealth.

("If I'm not president, you're fucked," he would tell a roomful of oil executives at Mar-a-Lago after the election. "Look at your profit-and-loss statements. You realize what would have happened to you if she was president? What's wrong with you?")

The Supreme Court decision in July 2024 regarding a legal challenge to the federal prosecution of Trump for interfering in the 2020 election gave Trump and his allies further momentum. Trump v. United States addressed the question of legal liability for a president, but Trump's allies focused on how the Court described the presidency itself, suggesting that all the powers of the executive branch were imbued in the personage. "Unlike anyone else," the Court wrote, "the President is a branch of government." That the prosecution of Trump both revivified his candidacy and then gave him more executive power in his second term remains a stinging irony for Democrats.

When we talked with Trump, we asked him if he thought the criminal prosecutions had made him stronger. "Shockingly, yes," he said. "Normally, it would knock you out. You wouldn't even live for the next day. You know, you'd announce your resignation, and you'd go back and 'fight for your name,' like everybody says--you know, 'fight for your name, go back to your family.' "

He paused. "Yeah, it made me stronger, made me a lot stronger."

In the final months of the campaign, Democratic strategists working for Vice President Harris focused on seven swing states. Trump, by contrast, told aides that he wanted to put resources into picking up voters even in states he was already certain to win.

"We don't want anyone to know--it's a surprise--but I think we might win the popular vote," Trump would say to his advisers. "We have got to run up the score."

During breaks between events, his team would place calls to groups of voters in red states and put him on the line. "This is your favorite president, Donald Trump," he'd say, before launching into brief remarks. They would make calls from the motorcade, from the campaign plane, as many as 10 a day. In this way, working around the old mass media, Trump reached thousands of voters directly.

"If there was someone in America in some state, still awake, Donald Trump would find a way to get to them," Chris LaCivita told us.

In 2016, Trump had been so frustrated about losing the popular vote to Hillary Clinton that he'd falsely asserted, "I won the popular vote if you deduct the millions of people who voted illegally." Eight years later, he didn't have to pretend. As Election Night gave way to dawn in Palm Beach, Trump basked in the comprehensiveness of his victory--all seven swing states, and a strong showing in the popular-vote tally, which he ultimately won. Several aides got calls from him around 4 a.m. "You won't believe it," Trump crowed, according to one. "I've already had 20 world leaders call me. They all want to kiss my ass."

Some time later, Trump addressed a gathering of supporters in the living room at Mar-a-Lago. During his first term people would say, "Yeah, he won, but he doesn't have a mandate, " Trump told the crowd. "Now they can't say it anymore."



THE TRANSITION

People who worked with Trump in his first term used to play a parlor game of sorts. What would happen, they wondered, if they, the human guardrails, weren't there to correct the president's errors, to explain to him all the things he did not know or understand, to talk him out of or slow-walk his most destructive impulses?

During his first term, he faced resistance and obstruction from all over the government: from the courts and from the Democrats, but also from Republicans in the House and Senate, who at times treated him like a floundering student. The contempt was mutual. "Paul Ryan was a stupid person," Trump told us in March, referring to the former Republican speaker of the House. "And Mitch, Mitch wasn't much better," Trump said of Mitch McConnell, the former Senate Republican leader and, lately, the epicenter of GOP resistance to Trump, such as it is. But some of the most crucial pushback came from within the executive branch. At times, his chief of staff and his White House counsel declined to carry out his orders. Trump had been apoplectic when "his" Justice Department, under Jeff Sessions and Rod Rosenstein, opened an independent-counsel investigation into whether the Russians had influenced the 2016 election and whether the Trump campaign had colluded with them.

Read: Mitch McConnell and the president he calls 'despicable'

This time would be different, because he'd learned from experience. "When I did it before, I never did it, you know?" he told us. "I didn't know people in Washington."

On January 15, at 8 p.m., five days before the inauguration, Trump sent out an incendiary post on Truth Social. In it, he described the sorts of people his incoming administration would not be hiring--a list that included anyone who had ever worked for, in his words, "Americans for No Prosperity (headed by Charles Koch), 'Dumb as a Rock' John Bolton, 'Birdbrain' Nikki Haley, Mike Pence, disloyal Warmongerers Dick Cheney, and his Psycho daughter, Liz," and anyone "suffering from Trump Derangement Syndrome." For those staffing Trump's second term, the missive was doctrine: This time, loyalty would be absolute.

In 2016, few experienced Republicans had been involved in Trump's campaign, so the pool of presumptive loyalists to draw from was small. His incoming team also used key transition picks--Cabinet secretaries, West Wing advisers--to reassure a still-skeptical Republican Party that Trump was one of them. This produced a dysfunctional dichotomy in which Reince Priebus, a mild-mannered traditional Republican from Wisconsin, and Steve Bannon, a revolutionary hell-bent on dismantling the administrative state, shared top billing in the West Wing. The competing camps--the MAGA fire-breathers, the establishment swamp creatures, "Javanka" and the globalists--leaked relentlessly to the media and tried to knife one another. A miasma of chaos surrounded Trump, and impaired the administration's ability to carry out its policy agenda.

But by 2024, Trump had effectively consumed the party, and he had no need to recruit traditional Republicans, if any even remained. Cliff Sims, who during Trump's first term had served as a communications aide in the White House before going to work for the director of national intelligence, helped the transition team manage hiring for the second term. The formula for staffing the administration wasn't hard this time, Sims told us: "Don't hire anyone who wasn't committed to the agenda last time."

"I knew that Stephen Miller would ultimately run the policy operation, with immigration as a top priority," Sims told us, referring to Trump's senior domestic-policy adviser, who is, famously, an immigration hard-liner. "So I just asked him, 'Who do you want? Who should prepare DHS? Who should prepare ICE? Who are the rock stars from your team? Let's get them all rolling.' " Same, too, with trade. Sims called Jamieson Greer, who had served as the chief of staff to the U.S. trade representative in Trump's first term before taking over the role himself this time around. He asked Greer who Trump's pro-tariff "killers on trade" were. "And he's like, 'I've been sitting here hoping someone would call about this; I've already got a list ready,' " Sims told us.

Because the transition hiring for the second term harvested a uniformly loyalist crop of staffers, getting things done the way Trump wants became easier. In the first term, executive orders designed by the MAGA faction were sometimes rushed through without proper legal vetting, in an attempt to prevent a warring faction from killing the directive, someone familiar with this process told us--which made them vulnerable to court challenges. This time around, the process for generating the orders is more disciplined.

Trump's aides and advisers also now understood the hydraulics of the government better. They'd learned, for instance, that immigration policy was not contained solely within the Department of Homeland Security, and that to curb the flow of immigrants across the southern border, they also needed to install loyalists in crucial roles at the Department of Health and Human Services. When it came to the Bureau of Western Hemisphere Affairs at the State Department, they now knew they needed MAGA diehards in key roles. This kind of knowledge would now be applied to thousands of hires across dozens of agencies.

When his Cabinet nominees hit trouble in the Senate, Trump and his team were determined to test their new power. "It was 'You'll eat your breakfast and you'll like it,' " a veteran Republican operative told us. The first major test came during the former Fox News host Pete Hegseth's quest for confirmation as defense secretary.

Senator Joni Ernst of Iowa, a Republican, was skeptical about Hegseth's qualifications. Ernst is the first female combat veteran to serve in the Senate; Hegseth had previously said that women should not serve in combat roles. Ernst is also a sexual-assault survivor; Hegseth has been accused of sexual assault and other misconduct, including alcohol abuse. (Hegseth has denied the accusations.) But when Ernst publicly signaled that she might not be able to support the nomination, Trump's allies leaped into action. On private text chains, they talked about how failing to win confirmation for Hegseth was untenable. The consensus was clear: Because Matt Gaetz had already had to withdraw as Trump's pick for attorney general, if they lost another major nominee, there would be blood in the water. Even the most controversial--Hegseth, Tulsi Gabbard, Robert F. Kennedy Jr., Kash Patel--needed to be muscled through.


Trump and his team saw the confirmation of their most controversial Cabinet nominees--Robert F. Kennedy Jr., Pete Hegseth, Tulsi Gabbard--as a chance to flex their power over the Republican Party. (Photo-illustration by Paul Spella. Sources: Rebecca Noble / Getty; Anna Moneymaker / Getty; Philip Yabut / Getty; Print Collector / Getty.)



They decided to make an example of Ernst, as a warning to other senators about what to expect if they stepped out of line. An op-ed implicitly excoriating her appeared on Breitbart News ; Bannon and the gang on his War Room podcast hammered her relentlessly; and the powerful young conservative activist Charlie Kirk and his Turning Point USA team threatened to send resources to Iowa to oppose her reelection in 2026. Ernst's effort to "end Pete Hegseth," Kirk posted on X in early December, "is a direct attempt to undermine the President and his voters. Pete Hegseth is the redline. If you vote against him, primaries will ensue."

Trump's team knew that once the most prominent MAGA figures began their onslaught, second-tier influencers would follow. Ernst called around to Trump allies, begging them to stop the attacks. But they wouldn't relent; she voted to confirm Hegseth.

Bill Cassidy, a Republican senator and physician from Louisiana, also briefly found himself in the hot seat as he struggled with his confirmation vote on Kennedy, a vaccine critic who has misstated scientific findings, to lead the nation's top health agency. (Cassidy was also viewed as a problem by Trump supporters because he'd voted to convict the president for his role in the January 6 insurrection.)

Cassidy ultimately supported Kennedy's nomination, though he maintained that the vote had nothing to do with his own reelection prospects in 2026. Afterward, in the course of general conversations about the midterms, Cassidy's team sought Trump's support in his upcoming GOP primary. Trump told an aide to relay to Cassidy: "I'll think about it." (A Trump adviser told us that, for the moment, the president and Cassidy have reached "an uneasy detente.")

Business leaders fell more quickly in line. After the election, they descended on Mar-a-Lago.

At dinner with Silicon Valley moguls, Trump would sometimes play "Justice for All"--a song by the J6 Prison Choir that features men imprisoned for their actions on January 6 singing "The Star-Spangled Banner," interspersed with Trump reciting the Pledge of Allegiance. One Trump adviser gleefully recounted how confused the tech billionaires appeared when "Justice for All" started, looking around for cues before inevitably rising and putting their hands over their hearts.

"The troll is strong," the adviser told us.

The Thursday before the inauguration, a friend of Trump's was sitting with him at Mar-a-Lago when the once and future president held up his phone to show off his recent-call log.

"Look who called in the past hour," Trump boasted, then scrolled through a list that included Jeff Bezos, Elon Musk, Mark Zuckerberg, and Tiger Woods. Apart from Woods, all were former Trump critics who, eight years earlier, had tried to keep their distance.



SHOCK AND AWE

The start of a new presidency is a famously harried and jury-rigged affair. But Trump and his team had spent his time out of office preparing for his return. Longwell, the anti-MAGA strategist, told us--echoing something our colleague David Frum had warned about four years ago--that watching Trump's second-term team attack the federal bureaucracy was like watching "the velociraptors who have figured out how to work the doorknobs." Day one of the second term, the product of weeks of meticulous planning, was all about--in the Trump team's words--"shock and awe." "We did all the immigration and border executive orders," an adviser told us. "If we just left it at that, all the stories would have been about what bad people we are--we're kicking people out of this country. But then right after he signed those border executive orders, bam: the J6 pardons." The adviser explained that, along with Trump's multiple speeches that day and inaugural balls that evening, this meant "the media had to choose what to cover. It's either the J6 pardons or the immigration executive orders." This convulsion of activity, the adviser told us, was all "planned"--designed to overwhelm.

"We have everyone kind of in the barrel, like everyone's on the spin cycle, just getting whipped around, and that's advantageous for us," another adviser told us.

In his first term, Trump had floated the idea of buying Greenland--speaking of it almost offhandedly as a potentially intriguing if unusual real-estate acquisition. But now, even before taking office again, he had suggested that Canada should be America's 51st state, threatened to reclaim the Panama Canal, and vowed to gain control of Greenland--"one way or the other," as he would later put it. He followed this during his inaugural address by invoking "manifest destiny," the 19th-century idea that the United States has a divinely ordained right to control North America.

"This time it's 'Hey, fuck you, Greenland's ours,' " Bannon told us.

He added that many of the things that, in his first term, Trump had floated as provocations or trollings or idle musings are now things the president realizes he can actually do. "These are all doable," Bannon told us. "When you've come back from such long odds, you clearly feel, 'I can do anything.' "

In his first term, Trump and his team had not done certain things--fired key bureaucrats, upended certain alliances, overhauled various initiatives--because, as one former adviser told us, "we thought they were red-hot.

"And then you touch it," the former adviser continued, "and you realize it's actually not that hot." This may be the key insight of Trump's second term. The first time around, aides were constantly warning him that the stove was too hot. This time, no one is even telling him not to touch the stove.

Tradition holds that artists honored with lifetime-achievement awards at the Kennedy Center meet with the sitting president. During Trump's first term, some of the most prominent artists refused to do so. He, in turn, didn't attend a single performance there.

"I didn't really get to go the first time, because I was always getting impeached or some bullshit, and I could never enjoy a show," Trump said, according to an adviser familiar with the comments. But as planning for the second inauguration got under way, someone mentioned the possibility of holding an event there, impelling Trump to muse aloud about naming himself chairman of the Kennedy Center, a position that had long been held by the philanthropist and Carlyle Group founder David Rubenstein. Trump ordered, "Call David Rubenstein and tell him he's fired."


Overnight, Trump's cultural remit went from queuing oldies on his iPad on the patio of Mar-a-Lago to being chairman of the Kennedy Center, one of the nation's premier arts institutions. (Chip Somodevilla / Getty)



Some of Trump's advisers have learned to operate by an unofficial rule: They make sure to do things after he says them twice. This is a necessary and important rule because, as one adviser explained, "he says a lot of shit." So the second time Trump mentioned wanting to take over the Kennedy Center, his aides got to work, and in early February, Trump fired most of the board and named himself chairman. His cultural remit had gone overnight from entertaining his aides by playing oldies on his iPad on the patio of Mar-a-Lago to being chairman of the board of one of the nation's premier arts institutions.

One of the most chaotic departures from convention has been Elon Musk's prominent role in the administration. The disruption Musk has unleashed through DOGE, putting swaths of government "into the wood chipper," as he described it, has tended to obscure the fact that the richest man in the world, who is one of Trump's biggest financial donors, is attending Cabinet meetings while continuing to run his private businesses, which benefit from billions of dollars in federal contracts. The conflicts of interest here run fathoms deep. But Trump has confidently normalized all of it, even going so far as to conduct an infomercial for Tesla on the White House grounds.

In previous presidencies, Musk's role in the administration would have been a scandal that dominated the media and congressional hearings for months. In Trump's second term, this--by design--gets drowned out by everything else.

So, too, does Trump's complete departure from convention regarding the Justice Department, which has historically had some independence from the president. In April, Trump ordered the DOJ to investigate Chris Krebs, who in Trump's first term ran the Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency, which declared the 2020 election secure and Biden the legitimate winner. Trump, in short, wanted to prosecute Krebs for accepting reality. He has also made clear that he wants the attorney general to protect his supporters, including Musk, whose Tesla dealerships and charging stations have been targeted by vandals. "When I see things going on like what they're doing to Elon, that's terrible," Trump told us. "That's a terrible thing. That's terrorism."

Trump boasted to us of Musk's private business successes as if they were his own. One of Musk's companies, SpaceX, had just helped to retrieve astronauts who had been marooned for months on the International Space Station. "They don't come out of there at some point, you know, the bones start to break down," Trump said.

Trump marveled at the media's coverage of the splashdown. "They said, 'And the rocket's coming down in the Gulf of America.' They didn't make a big deal. They didn't say Trump named it," he told us. "It was like it was old hat. And it's been the Gulf of Mexico for hundreds of years, literally hundreds of years. The Gulf of Mexico, before our country was formed. It's been a long time. And that's good."



"THAT IS NOT WHAT THEY SIGNED UP FOR"

For all of Trump's success in dominating the political sphere, Democrats have grown more optimistic that his political fortunes may be changing. Senator Elissa Slotkin of Michigan, who gave the Democratic rebuttal to Trump's address to Congress in early March, told us that some of her constituents say their votes for Trump were born of despair. "They'll say to me, 'Look, it's like I'm a Stage 4 cancer patient. My life has been getting worse, from my grandfather to my father, from my father to me, and my kids are going to do worse than me, so I need experimental chemo. Trump is my experimental chemo. It may hurt like hell. It may not work at all. But I'm at the end of my rope, and I'll try anything.' "

We asked her whether now, several months into the second Trump administration, her constituents think the chemo is working. "I can't tell you how many Trump voters have said to me, like, 'Look, I voted for him to make the economy work. I did not vote for all of this craziness, and I certainly didn't vote, for instance, for cuts to the VA,' " Slotkin said. "That is not what they signed up for."

But in nearly every conversation we had with various Trump advisers, they told us that delivering on what people had voted for was in fact essential to holding the House and the Senate in the 2026 midterms. Trump himself has his eyes on a larger, long-term political realignment. "It's a much different party," he told us. "I got 38 percent of the male Black vote. Nobody knew that was possible. That's a lot. I got 56 percent of Hispanics. How about that one? Every county along the Texas border is Hispanic. I won every one of them." Though every single number he cited was wrong, the general thrust of his observation was correct.

Delivering on Trump's campaign promises, his advisers told us, was the key not only to securing his legacy but to transforming the MAGA base into Republican voters for decades to come. (This project--persuading MAGA supporters to vote for Republicans even when Trump is not on the ballot--is a "central theme" of this presidency, one adviser repeatedly told us.) During the campaign and then the transition, Trump's aides kept a shared document that meticulously cataloged and updated his promises for what he would do on day one, as well as what he'd promised to do more generally. The advisers we spoke with said that voters had absolutely known what they were asking for when they pulled the lever for Trump--and Trump's team was determined to deliver.

But this is where the now nationally ingrained tendency to take Trump seriously but not literally may have created a disconnect between what Trump's supporters thought they were voting for and what they are now getting, even among his most committed base. Over the years, Trump said many things that never came to fruition. Or he spoke with such hyperbole that everyone substantially discounted the reality of what he was ostensibly committing to. Or the policy implications of what he said would get obscured in the cloud of his ruminations about shark attacks and electrocutions and Hannibal Lecter--allowing voters to focus on what they liked and to ignore the riskier, more worrisome aspects of his promises. So although it's true that Trump is delivering on commitments to impose tariffs, cut government waste, and aggressively deport immigrants, many of his voters are only now beginning to realize the effect these policies will have on their daily lives.

Several months into his second chance, the blitzkrieg of the early days continues--but it seems to be meeting more substantial resistance. Federal courts are once again blocking--or at least trying to block--Trump plans that flout the Constitution or stretch legal reasoning. The repeated rollouts and rollbacks and re-rollouts of his tariff measures have pushed the world toward an economic breaking point. (Even in the best-case scenario, any renaissance of the U.S. industrial base remains a long way off.) The Federal Reserve recently adjusted short-term-inflation projections higher, and GDP projections are getting lower. Financial analysts say the odds of a recession have risen significantly. The stock market just had its worst quarter in three years. When we talked with him in March, Trump had told us that Vladimir Putin "is going to be fine" in the Ukraine peace negotiations--but Putin has thwarted Trump's promise of a quick deal. ("I'm trying to save a lot of lives in the world," Trump told us. "You know, Ukraine and Russia--it's not our lives, but it could end up in a Third World War.")

The Signalgate fiasco appalled even a majority of Republicans. (Here Trump has so far stuck to his second-term policy of conceding essentially nothing, of never admitting weakness or a lie. To date, no one has been fired over Signalgate--though advisers we spoke with privately predicted that National Security Adviser Michael Waltz, who inadvertently added The Atlantic's editor in chief to the attack-planning chain, would exit the administration by the end of the year, if not much sooner.) Mass anti-Trump protests, notably absent during the first two months of this term, have become more frequent, including in red states.

Jeffrey Goldberg: Signalgate, Trump, and The Atlantic

Even as Trump continually seeks to expand his presidential powers, he at times seems to acknowledge that they have limits. In our March conversation, he seemed frustrated at the notion that a court might try to curb his ability to deport anyone he wanted, however he wanted. Yet when we asked if he would go so far as to actively disregard a judicial order, his answer suggested that he understood the Constitution would not allow that. "I think the judge is horrible," he said, referring to James Boasberg, the federal-district-court judge who had tried to stop deportations of Venezuelan migrants to El Salvador. But Trump then referenced the Supreme Court's more congenial opinion in Trump v. United States, which had given him immunity from criminal prosecution for anything he does as part of his core "official" duties as president. "But I've had a lot of horrible judges, and I won on appeal, right? I got immunity on appeal," he said. He told us that the Court is "going to do what's right" when reviewing his expansive use of executive power, and he spoke with uncharacteristic charity about the Court's Democratic appointees. "I see them at the State of the Union, things that I do, and I think they're very good people," he said.

When questioned, Trump has sought to evade direct responsibility for individual deportations by his administration, legal challenges to which are wending their way through the courts.

"You know, I'm not involved in that. I have many people, many layers of people that do that," Trump told us when we asked if he was worried that he may have mistakenly deported innocent people. "I would say they are all extremely tough, dangerous people. I would say that. And, don't forget, they came in the country illegally."

Trump's advisers argue that, overall, the shock-and-awe approach is working. "Think about everything that's happened immediately on immigration," Cliff Sims told us. "Oh, we're just going to ship gang members to a prison in El Salvador? 'Sure.' We're going to send Tom Homan"--Trump's border czar--"to kick down the door of every criminal illegally in the country? 'Have at it.' It is the ultimate example of the ruthless efficiency of Trump 2.0."

"I got indicted five different times by five different scumbags, and they're all looking for jobs now, so it's one of those things. Who would have thought, right? It's been pretty amazing."



We asked Trump about the portraits on the walls of the Oval Office. Who, we wondered, had a legacy that he himself might like to have? "Ronald Reagan, I like in terms of style. But he was not good on trade--terrible on trade," Trump replied. We pointed out that Reagan was also far more welcoming of immigrants. "Well, the toughest one in immigration was Eisenhower, believe it or not," Trump said. "He was tough, and he just didn't want people to come in illegally, like, you know, me. Well, I'm great on trade."

Trump has also started talking publicly about running for a third term, which the Twenty-Second Amendment clearly prohibits. This started as joking comments with advisers--before making them, he would sometimes teasingly instruct the sober-minded Wiles, "Susie, close your ears"--but now seems to have become more serious. MAGA acolytes outside the administration have said they've been investigating ways of getting around the Twenty-Second Amendment, and an adviser acknowledged that if Trump thought a third term could somehow be made feasible, he would likely consider it.

We asked Trump about a rumor we'd heard that he had tasked his Justice Department with looking into the legality of his running again in 2028. He said he hadn't, but then seemed to leave open the possibility. Was this the rare democratic norm he was unwilling to shatter? "That would be a big shattering, wouldn't it?" he mused, laughing. "Well, maybe I'm just trying to shatter." He noted, twice, that his supporters regularly shout for him to seek a third term, but concluded, "It's not something that I'm looking to do. And I think it would be a very hard thing to do." But not, it appears, a hard thing to profit from: The Trump Organization is now selling "Trump 2028" hats.

As a final question during our conversation in March, we asked the president whether he had concerns that his successor will follow his precedent and directly steer the powers of the presidency against his opponents, something he had accused Biden of doing against him. Wasn't he laying the groundwork for an endless cycle of tit-for-tat retribution?

"Oh, I don't know. I've already gone through it," the president told us. "I got indicted five different times by five different scumbags, and they're all looking for jobs now, so it's one of those things. Who would have thought, right? It's been pretty amazing."

Three weeks after our initial phone call, the political complexion of the moment seemed to have shifted rather dramatically, and we wondered if that had changed Trump's thinking. So we called the president's cellphone, hoping to ask some follow-up questions. He didn't answer. We left a voicemail.

That night, Saturday, April 12, Trump traveled from Mar-a-Lago to Miami to watch the mixed-martial-arts spectacle of UFC 314. He entered the arena like a conquering general, surrounded by a coterie of Cabinet secretaries and other high-level advisers and officials. The cheers from the adoring fans were uproarious. After some of the fights, the winner would rush to the side of the ring where Trump was sitting, to demonstrate fealty.

When the fights were over, well after midnight, Trump's motorcade headed back to Air Force One, at the Miami airport. The next morning, one of us awoke to find that, at 1:28 a.m., the president had called, just as the pool report showed he was getting back in his motorcade. He hadn't left a message. Had he been calling to ask if we'd seen what had transpired--the display of obeisance from these gladiators, and from his base? Or was this merely a late-night pocket dial? His team declined to clarify.

We made another appeal for an in-person interview. Later that day, an aide told us Trump was denying our request. But the rejection came with a message from the president--a message, Trump specified, only for Michael, not Ashley, with whom he was still annoyed. If the article we were working on really told the remarkable story of how he had come back from the political dead, "maybe The Atlantic will survive after all." As is often the case with Trump, his business advice could also be interpreted as a kind of a threat.

The president had one last message for us. "What can be said?" Trump had instructed his aide to tell us. "I won the election in a landslide, and there isn't anyone who can say anything about that. What can they write about?"

We thought we'd finished our story. But for Trump, negotiation is a perpetual state, and nine days later, he reversed himself again. We were asked to report to the Oval Office on the afternoon of April 24 for the interview we had first requested two months earlier. Trump also invited the editor in chief of this magazine, Jeffrey Goldberg, whom he had recently attacked as a "total sleazebag," to join the meeting. Then, hours before we arrived, the president announced the interview to the world.

"I am doing this interview out of curiosity," he wrote on Truth Social, "and as a competition with myself, just to see if it's possible for The Atlantic to be 'truthful.' " Goldberg, he added falsely, was a writer of "many fictional stories about me." (Several White House aides, upon reading the message, joked about playing a prank on National Security Adviser Michael Waltz, the official who had accidentally added Goldberg to the Signal chat. "Tell Waltz to go into the Oval," they dared one another, "but don't tell him who's in there.")

"This will be very, very interesting," Trump said, by way of greeting us as we approached the Resolute Desk. "You think Biden would do this? I don't think so."

In private, Trump often plays against the bombastic persona he projects in larger settings--at rallies, on television, on social media. He was launching a charm offensive, directed mainly at Goldberg. There was none of the name-calling or hostility he regularly levels at our magazine. He boasted about the 24-karat gold leaf he'd had imported from Palm Beach to decorate the Oval Office. "The question is: Do I do a chandelier?" he asked. "Beautiful crystal chandelier, top of the line."

Radio Atlantic: In the Oval Office With Donald Trump

Over the next hour, we asked questions about America's place in the world, the latest challenges to his administration, and his use of his powers to punish his enemies. He often avoided direct answers in order to recite lists of accomplishments. When pressed, he again committed to following the rulings of the Supreme Court. "You have to do that," he said.

He also sought to distance himself from the most controversial parts of his own presidency. There are "two types of people," he told us: those who want him to just focus on making the country great and those who want him to make the country great while simultaneously seeking retribution against his supposed persecutors.

"I am in the first group, believe it or not," he said. (This was indeed difficult to believe, we interjected.) "But a lot of people that are in the administration aren't. They feel that I was really badly treated." In our presence, he seemed inclined to outsource his retributive id to others. But soon after we left the Oval Office, Trump sought to exact further political revenge on his foes by directing the Justice Department to investigate ActBlue, the main Democratic fundraising platform.

When we mentioned the turmoil at the Pentagon, including recent reporting that Pete Hegseth had installed a makeup room in the building, the president smiled. "I think he's gonna get it together," Trump said of Hegseth. "I had a talk with him, a positive talk, but I had a talk with him." Trump also said that Waltz was "fine" despite being "beat up" by accidentally adding Goldberg to the Signal chat. What had Trump told his staff after the controversy? "Maybe don't use Signal, okay?"

He spoke of his opposition with earnest befuddlement, if not actual pity. "I think that the Democrats have lost their confidence in the truest sense," he said. "I don't think they know what they're doing. I think they have no leader. You know, if you ask me now, I know a lot about the Democrat Party, right? I can't tell you who their leader is. I can't tell you that I see anybody on the horizon."

Trump pushed back on the notion, popular among some Wall Street analysts, that financial turmoil--plummeting markets, the threat of a recession, a weakened dollar--would cause him to roll back his tariff policies. "It always affects you a little bit," he said, but there's no red line, no "certain number" at which he would feel compelled to change course.

We asked about the concern that his administration was pushing the country toward authoritarianism, where politicians use the power of their office to punish their enemies for speaking their minds, as Trump was attempting to do to Chris Krebs, Harvard, law firms, universities, and news outlets. He did not answer the question directly, but instead talked about how he'd been wronged.

We pressed further, again bringing up his efforts to deport undocumented immigrants without due process. What would happen, we asked, if his administration accidentally got the wrong person--a legal resident, or even an American citizen? "Let me tell you that nothing will ever be perfect in this world," he said.

Near the end of the interview, we asked Trump why, given that he's now definitively won a second term, he can't just let go of the claim that he won the 2020 election.

The president told us it would "be easier" for him to just accept our assertion. But he couldn't. "I'm a very honest person, and I believe it with all my heart," he said. "And I believe it with fact--you know, more important than heart. I believe it with fact."

"I'd like to say that that is reality," Trump said. "Probably I do create some things, but I didn't create that."

Never mind that the votes had been counted, the court cases concluded. He was still trying to shift perceptions, make a sale, bend the world to his will.



This article appears in the June 2025 print edition with the headline "Donald Trump Is Enjoying This."





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2025/06/trump-second-term-comeback/682573/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Great Language Flattening

Chatbots learned from human writing. Now it's their turn to influence us.

by Victoria Turk




In at least one crucial way, AI has already won its campaign for global dominance. An unbelievable volume of synthetic prose is published every moment of every day--heaping piles of machine-written news articles, text messages, emails, search results, customer-service chats, even scientific research.



Chatbots learned from human writing. Now the influence may run in the other direction. Some people have hypothesized that the proliferation of generative-AI tools such as ChatGPT will seep into human communication, that the terse language we use when prompting a chatbot may lead us to dispose of any niceties or writerly flourishes when corresponding with friends and colleagues. But there are other possibilities. Jeremy Nguyen, a senior researcher at Swinburne University of Technology, in Australia, ran an experiment last year to see how exposure to AI-generated text might change the way people write. He and his colleagues asked 320 people to write a post advertising a sofa for sale on a secondhand marketplace. Afterward, the researchers showed the participants what ChatGPT had written when given the same prompt, and they asked the subjects to do the same task again. The responses changed dramatically.



"We didn't say, 'Hey, try to make it better, or more like GPT,'" Nguyen told me. Yet "more like GPT" is essentially what happened: After the participants saw the AI-generated text, they became more verbose, drafting 87 words on average versus 32.7 in the first round. The full results of the experiment are yet to be published or peer-reviewed, but it's an intriguing finding. Text generators tend to write long, even when the prompt is curt. Might people be influenced by this style, rather than the language they use when typing to a chatbot?

Read: The words that stop ChatGPT in its tracks

AI-written text is baked into software that millions, if not billions, of people use every day. Even if you don't use ChatGPT, Gemini, Claude, or any of the other popular text-generating tools, you will inevitably be on the receiving end of emails, documents, and marketing materials that have been compiled with their assistance. Gmail offers some users an integrated AI tool that starts drafting responses before any fingers hit the keys. Last year, Apple launched Apple Intelligence, which includes AI features on Macs, iPhones, and iPads such as writing assistance across apps and a "smart reply" function in the Mail app. Writing on the internet is now more likely than even a year or two ago to be a blended product--the result of a human using AI somewhere in the drafting or refining phase while making subtle tweaks themselves. "And so that might be a way for patterns to get laundered, in effect," Emily M. Bender, a computational-linguistics professor at the University of Washington, told me.



Bender, a well-known critic of AI who helped coin the term stochastic parrots, does not use AI text generators on ethical grounds. "I'm not interested in reading something that nobody said," she told me. The issue, of course, is that knowing if something was written by AI is becoming harder and harder. People are sensitive to patterns in language--you may have noticed yourself switching accents or using different words depending on whom you're speaking to--but "what we do with those patterns depends a lot on how we perceive who's saying them," Bender told me. You might not be moved to emulate AI, but you could be more susceptible to picking up its linguistic quirks if they appear to come from a respected source. Interacting with ChatGPT is one thing; receiving a ChatGPT-influenced email from a highly esteemed colleague is another.



Language evolves constantly, and advances in technology have long shaped the way people communicate (lol, anyone?). These influences are not necessarily good or bad, although technological developments have often helped to make language and communication more accessible: Most people see the invention of the printing press as a welcome development from longhand writing. LLMs follow in this vein--it's never been easier to turn your thoughts into flowing prose, regardless of your view on the quality of the output.



Recent technological advances have generally inspired or even demanded concision--many text messages and social-media posts have explicit character limits, for instance. As a general rule, language works on the principle that effort increases with length; five paragraphs require more work than two sentences for the sender to write and the receiver to read. But AI tools could upset this balance, Simon Kirby, a professor of language evolution at the University of Edinburgh, told me. "What happens when you have a machine where the cost of sending 10,000 words is the same or roughly the same as the cost of sending 1,000?" he said.



Kirby offered me a hypothetical: One person may give an AI tool a few bullet points to turn into a lengthy, professional-sounding email, only for the recipient to immediately use another tool to summarize the prose before reading. "Essentially, we've come up with a protocol where the machines are using flowery, formal language to send very long versions of very short, encapsulated messages that the humans are using," he said.

Read: The end of foreign-language education

Beyond length, the linguists I spoke with speculated that the proliferation of AI writing could lead to a new form of language. "It's pretty easy to imagine that English will become more standardized to whatever the standard of these language models is," said Jill Walker Rettberg, a professor of digital culture at the University of Bergen's Center for Digital Narrative, in Norway. This already happens to an extent with automated spelling- and grammar-checkers, which nudge users to adhere to whichever formulations they consider to be "correct." As AI tools become more commonplace, people may see their style as the template to follow, resulting in a greater homogenization of language: Just yesterday, Cornell University presented a study suggesting that this is happening already. In the experiment, an AI writing tool "caused Indian participants to write more like Americans, thereby homogenizing writing toward Western styles and diminishing nuances that differentiate cultural expression," the authors wrote.



Philip Seargeant, an applied linguist at the Open University in the U.K., told me that when students use AI tools inappropriately, their work reads a little too perfect, "but in a very bland and uninteresting way." Kirby says that AI text lacks the errors or awkwardness he'd expect in student essays and has an "uncanny valley" feel. "It does have that kind of feeling [that] there's nothing behind the eyes," he said.



Several linguists I spoke with suggested that the proliferation of AI-written or -mediated text may spark a countermovement. Perhaps some people will rebel, leaning into their own linguistic mannerisms in order to differentiate themselves. Bender imagines people turning off AI features or purposely choosing synonyms when prompted to use certain words, as an act of defiance. Kirby told me he already sees some of his students taking pride in not using AI writing tools. "There is a way in which that will become the kind of valorized way of writing," he said. "It'll be the real deal, and it'll be obvious, because you'll deliberately lean into your idiosyncrasies as a writer." Rettberg compares it to choosing handmade goods over cheap, factory-made fare: Rather than losing value as a result of the AI wave, human writing may be appreciated even more, taking on an artisanal quality.



Ultimately, as language continues to evolve, AI tools will be both setting trends and playing catch-up. Trained on existing data, they'll always be somewhat behind how people are using language today, even as they influence it. In fact, we may end up with AI tools evolving language separately to humans, Kirby said. Large language models are usually trained on text from the internet, and the more AI-generated text ends up permeating the web, the more these tools may end up being trained on their own output and embedding their own linguistic styles. For Kirby, this is fascinating. "We might find that these models start going off and taking the language that's produced with them in a particular direction that may be different from the direction language would have evolved in if it had been passed from human to human," he said. This, he believes, is what could set generative AI apart from other technological advances when it comes to impact on language: "We've inadvertently created something that could itself be culturally evolving."
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Who's Afraid of Gen Z's Squeaky-Clean, Backflipping Bro?

Benson Boone has charmed his way to the top--and that really seems to bother some people.

by Spencer Kornhaber




His bodysuit fitted as tight as a tourniquet, his little mustache pert and shampooed, the 22-year-old Benson Boone looked the part of the consummate Gen Z rock-and-roll heartthrob on the first night of this year's Coachella music festival. He rushed around the stage while executing glass-shattering wails, belly-deep croons, backflips, front flips, and some more backflips. Yet as I watched the livestream three Fridays ago, I felt a slight sense of unease. Something in Boone's face--a tightness around his saucer eyes, a droop in his beaming grin--suggested (and at first I thought I was projecting) nerves? Shame? Even anger?

After that performance, the source of the awkwardness suggested itself: Pop's anointed next It Boy seems to be learning the limits of his charm in real time. On TikTok, Boone expressed frustration with the Coachella crowd for not cheering sufficiently for Brian May of Queen, who joined in during a cover of "Bohemian Rhapsody." In a much-circulated review of the festival, Pitchfork's Paul A. Thompson wrote, "Benson Boone is horrible, just godawful, the kind of act that makes you wonder if this whole medium has been worth it." The next week, after his second Coachella set, Boone addressed his critics in another TikTok, writing, "If you hate me or my music at least have a good reason for it."

Boone has been on a trajectory few musicians will ever experience. Last year, his single "Beautiful Things" was the most-streamed song in the world. He opened for Taylor Swift on the Eras tour, and at this year's Grammys, he caused amazement by stripping off a tuxedo and somersaulting off a piano. The title of his forthcoming album, American Heart, whose cover features him baring his abs while draped in the star-spangled banner, suggests what he's seeking to do: unite the country in admiration. But in these times of national confusion about masculinity, no happy-go-lucky dude with a mullet and a nice voice can exist for long without controversy.

Boone's biography sounds like a suburban American fairy tale. Raised in a devout Mormon household in Monroe, Washington, he had no known affinity for singing. As a lark, he performed in a high-school battle of the bands his senior year ("All the girls are gonna be ours," he later recalled thinking) and discovered, onstage, that he had American Idol-worthy pipes. He then indeed went on American Idol (audition judge Katy Perry predicted that he'd win the whole competition), but he quickly dropped out of the show, reasoning that he could find fame on his own terms. Dan Reynolds, the front man for Imagine Dragons, reached out to mentor Boone and, in October 2021, signed him to a record deal in partnership with Warner Records. Boone teased snippets of songs while pouting and posing on social media, racking up millions of views before ever releasing an album.

When that album, Fireworks & Rollerblades, arrived last year, it was both exuberant and generic. Boone and his producers followed a playbook similar to other 2020s youngsters such as Harry Styles and Sabrina Carpenter: blending soft-rock sounds from across decades, allowing the star's personality to stand out against a familiar and comforting backdrop. That said, the music showed a notable amount of ambition. The songs tended to be multipart journeys, blossoming from piano-ballad lows to operatic highs. "Beautiful Things" is simpering and sentimental, but I have to give it credit. Every time I listen, the song still surprises me--the gloomy intro simply does not prophesy the sharp screaming that comes later.

What really makes Boone unique is a palpable mismatch between his musical style and his personal identity. Artistically, Boone's most obvious influences are theatrical rockers of the 1970s and '80s, especially Elton John and Queen's Freddie Mercury. You sense their teachings in his octave-climbing vocals, his plodding-then-prancing tempos, and his sequined, chest-baring fashion. Of course, those two men were hard-partying queer misfits on a mission to blow mainstream minds. Boone, by contrast, is a girl-crazed jock who doesn't drink or smoke. He writes songs about topics such as missing his late great-grandma and--as on "Beautiful Things"--being really grateful for the life he has. At last: glam rock about being normal.

Read: Coachella defeated my cynicism about music festivals

For anyone who romanticizes the idea of rock and roll as the sound of rebellion, the notion of a squeaky-clean TikToker putting on a Freddie Mercury costume--as Boone did at Coachella, donning a replica of the singer's royal cape--may seem like an abomination. But the campiest, most over-the-top music has, throughout history, also worked as sports-stadium pump-up music for the masses. (That's probably why Donald Trump has so easily tractor-beamed Queen and the Village People into the MAGA songbook.) Really, Boone is not so much diluting the spandex-and-sequins tradition as he is trying to square it with a deeply flavorless moment for popular rock.

Up and down the Billboard Hot 100 right now, male-forward, guitar-based music is thriving. But to say rock is back isn't quite right; the defining sound of the 2020s is a mega-genre that's bland enough to include elements of country, classic rock, and sometimes even hip-hop. The most distinctive performers in this vein, such as Shaboozey and Teddy Swims, have become new stars. But the value of the music is generally its sense of anonymity; these songs are meant to stream in the background of school fundraisers and to soundtrack the social-media photo montages afterward. The trend seems like a counterpoint to the sauciness and spiciness of female pop stars such as Chappell Roan and Carpenter; it might also be tied to the "trad" turn in American culture. In any case, it encourages a familiar vision of masculinity: singing with gritty seriousness while wearing Carhartt.

Boone is offering a version of this sound--"Beautiful Things" is the ultimate photo-montage song--while adding a touch more flamboyance and drama, both sonically and visually. Delivering dutiful, utilitarian music with a dose of pizazz is helping make him into a name, voice, and face that people remember. But it also explains why portions of the audience read him as "off." He's slightly outside of settled identity categories and thus will be variously seen as trying too hard, acting too swishy, acting too bro-ish, whatever. Scroll through any hostile comments section--or read the infamous Pitchfork review--and you don't see a lot of substantive critique of Boone. You just see that he bothers people. Boone's TikTok addressed to his critics was desperate, baffled. He wrote, "I just read a comment that said '[I don't even know] why I hate Benson Boone but it feels right.' Like WHAT!!? how am I supposed to improve after reading that?"

My feedback for him would be to write more interesting music--though presentationally, I hope he sticks with the glam and acrobatics, because guys these days could stand to learn from it. For example: Mark Zuckerberg celebrated his wife's 40th birthday by imitating Boone's Grammy performance. The stunt was widely mocked as a rich man's cringeworthy outpouring of vanity, but I sensed a plaintive undercurrent in Zuckerberg's eagerness to squeeze himself into turquoise tights. The Facebook founder has recently challenged other tech magnates to cage matches and complained about the alleged feminization of corporate America. He's clearly searching for some model of masculinity that would validate the worth of laptop professionals like him.

He's not alone in that search: The sense that America's boys are lost in transition, unsure about what male excellence really looks like, is leading the nation's culture and politics down all sorts of strange corridors. We could do a lot worse than the Boone model--looking fine, doing tricks, and singing your lungs out, without threatening anything other than good taste.
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America's Pro-Disease Movement

How the Trump administration is worsening a public-health crisis

by David Frum




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

In this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum discusses how misinformation, distrust in science, and extremist rhetoric are fueling a deadly resurgence of preventable diseases in the United States--and urges clear and responsible leadership to protect public health.

He's then joined by Alan Bernstein, the director of global health at the University of Oxford, to examine the long-term consequences of the right's war on science and vaccine research.

Finally, David answers listener questions on creating laws to counter Trump's norm violations, on David's confidence in the future of free and fair elections, and how to teach civics to high schoolers in the Trump era.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

David Frum: Hello, and welcome to Episode 4 of The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. Thank you for all who watched and listened to the first three episodes. All of us at The Atlantic and at The David Frum Show are so gratified by the extraordinary response to our first three episodes, and we hope to continue to meet your expectations in this and future episodes.

My guest today is Alan Bernstein, director of global health at Oxford University. Alan Bernstein coordinates all the health and medical research across the vast domain of Oxford University and tries to ensure that scientists talk to each other and talk to the public in ways that benefit the safety of the whole planet. Before that, Alan served as the founder and president of the Canadian Institutes [of] Health Research, a coordinating body for health research across all of Canada, much like the Centers for Disease Control in the United States. And before that, he rose to fame and eminence as one of the world's leading researchers in cancer and virology. So I'm very glad to be joined today by Alan Bernstein.

And first, some preliminary remarks on the subjects we'll be talking about in today's discussion.

[Music]

Frum: As I record this episode in late April 2025, the United States is gripped by an outbreak of measles. More than 800 cases have been diagnosed in 24 states. Three people are dead: two of them, unvaccinated school-aged children; one of them, an unvaccinated adult.

We are only about one-third of the way through the year 2025, and yet the United States has suffered nearly triple the number of cases of measles in 2025 as it did in all of 2024. Measles is caused, of course, by a pathogen, but it is enabled by human ignorance and human neglect. Rising numbers of children are going unvaccinated. About a third of American children fail to get the full suite of vaccines that the CDCs--Centers for Disease Control--recommends. And about 7 percent of American children go unvaccinated against measles, mumps, and rubella.

These are invitations to human harm and human suffering, and they come about because of a rise in American attitudes of ignorance and unawareness about the causes of disease and how diseases are prevented. Let me read you a recent statement from the Kaiser Family Foundation, an important source of health and medical-research information.

Here's Kaiser:

When it comes to false claims that the [MMR] vaccines have been proven to cause autism, that vitamin A can prevent the measles infections, or that getting the measles vaccine is more dangerous than becoming infected with measles, less than 5 percent of adults say they think these claims are "definitely true," and much larger shares say they are "definitely false."

That's the good news. Returning to Kaiser:

However, at least half of adults are uncertain about whether these claims are true or false, falling in the "malleable middle" and saying each claim is either "probably true" or "probably false." While at least half of adults express some level of uncertainty, partisans differ in the shares who say each of these false claims is definitely or probably true, with Republicans and independents at least twice as likely as Democrats to believe or lean towards believing each false claim about measles. One-third of Republicans and a quarter of independents say it is "definitely" or "probably true" that the MMR vaccines have been proven to cause autism, compared to one in 10 Democrats; three in 10 Republicans and independents say it is "definitely" or "probably true" that vitamin A can prevent measles compared to 14 percent of Democrats; and one in five Republicans and independents believe or lean toward believing that the measles vaccine is more dangerous than measles infections compared to about one in 10 Democrats.

Republicans are believing things that are putting their own children at risk. We see again here how the MAGA cult is becoming a death cult that consumes the lives of its believers. Hundreds of thousands of Americans died preventably from the COVID virus.

Your chance of dying from COVID was about the same whether you were a Republican or a Democrat. The disease did not discriminate by political affiliation. But after vaccines became available, the disease began to discriminate. Suddenly, people in blue towns and blue states began to survive the disease at much higher rates than people in red towns and red states. Those deaths were overwhelmingly concentrated in areas where people were loyal to Republican ideas and listened to Republican influencers. The price of believing your favorite right-of-center influencer could have been your own life.

What kind of political movement sacrifices its own people in that way--to make some point, to make money, or to score a political jab against an opponent? It's a little hard to explain exactly what they thought they were doing--it's not hard to explain it. It's a little unpleasant to contemplate the explanation of what they thought they were doing. But we can measure the effect of what they were doing in lost lives. And now with the spread of measles and the shrinkage of measles vaccines according to political affiliation, we can see this same horrible process of death by political partisanship reoccurring in the middle 2020s as at the beginning of the 2020s.

Against this spread of weaponized ignorance, what is needed is the clearest possible messages from everyone in positions of authority--whether public or private--that it is your duty as a parent to see that your child is vaccinated against preventable disease, and if your children are unvaccinated, you have failed in your duty as a parent. And that is a message that needs to be spread by everyone who's in a position to spread a message. And the authorities should also say that in the hard cases where it can be shown that a child died because of an intentional failure by the parent to vaccinate the child, that parent should be held to account--in much the same way as, in my opinion, if the child died because of an unsecured firearm in the child's home left there by a parent, the parent should be held to account. Protecting your child is your most important duty as a parent. Put the gun in a safe, and make sure the child is vaccinated.

And yet, instead, we are seeing people put into positions of high authority who are not only hesitant to spread that message, but in fact are the leading hoaxsters and fraudsters against the vaccines. At the head of the Department of Health and Human Services is the most notorious proponent of letting people suffer measles death--of spreading false claims, outrageous claims, debunked claims, exploded claims against the vaccines--and by the way, demeaning and insulting people who struggle with autism. People with autism can live meaningful lives, yet according to our present secretary, they're no better than wasted lives and useless people who need to be counted in some kind of registry so we can keep tab of their numbers--for what sinister purpose, who can barely begin to imagine? But clearly not for a purpose of respect and dignity.

And because of this outrageous and cruel lack of regard for people who are on the autism spectrum--many of which scans a lot of cases, both worst cases and less-bad cases--he is urging Americans, or he has, over his lifetime, urged Americans to leave their children unvaccinated. And his secretary of Health and Human Services is staffing his agency with people who are mealy mouthed or worse in the fight against this preventable, unnecessary cause of death.

The anti-vax ideology comes from some strange places. It comes, I think, in the first place from a myth of a benign nature. That's, I think, one of the reasons why it tended to, maybe before the Trump era, be so prevalent on certain parts of, like, the vegetarian left. If you believe that nature is kind and good and benign and only human--and the only wickedness is human--and if you are unaware of how massively human lives were at risk from disease before the modern era, it may seem like, Why am I intruding into my beautiful child's body this sharp needle then that makes them squawk for a moment, and introducing these foreign substances? Why would I do that when nature wants us all to live and rejoice?

Well, nature doesn't want you to live and rejoice. Nature is utterly indifferent to your hopes and wishes. (Laughs.) And if it were up to nature, half your children would be dead. You'd be dead, too, by age 50, at the latest. Nature is not our friend. Nature is a resource that we must protect and steward, but it is not our friend. It does not wish us well. It doesn't have wishes at all.

I think some of the anti-vax cult also comes from another myth: the myth of malign government--not just that government is inefficient, as it often is, and clumsy, as it often is, but that actually there's some kind of secret conspiracy up there of people who, for some bizarre and nefarious purpose, want to prevent Americans from enjoying the beneficent benignity of nature, and instead want to inject them with all of these artificial products like seatbelts. I think this is the part of the myth that has gained the upper hand most recently, this myth of conspiracy and government and other high places.

But the truth: Nature's not benign, and government is not malign. But there are a lot of fraudsters out there. That's the truth. And they have more ways of reaching people than ever before. And the cost of these frauds is becoming ever more terrible in lost human lives.

So as you listen to my talk today about Alan Bernstein--we're going to talk about many of these issues. I think we're going to try to talk as dispassionately as possible, but as I talk about them, I'm really angry about this. I'm really angry about this. It should be one of those things that, just as there are no Republican and Democrat ways to sweep the streets or shovel the snow, there should be no Republican or Democrat way, disagreement about protecting our children from preventable diseases.

All of us should salute vaccination. It's one of the most magnificent achievements of human civilization. One of the ways that marks us off from all the sad eras that went before us, when parents had to grieve half their children before their third birthday or before their 20th birthday. We have an opportunity to live better, healthier lives than ever before in history. How could we refuse such a thing? And how much should we condemn and revile those people who deceive their fellow citizens into refusing this magnificent gift of science and technology?

So we're going to speak dispassionately with Alan Bernstein. I'm not dispassionate about this. I hope you won't be dispassionate either.

But first, a quick break.

[Music]

Frum: Alan Bernstein, welcome to The David Frum Show. Thank you for joining us.

You have spent your career as a practitioner of science, as a director of science, as an advisor to governments about science. It looks to those of us who are not scientists, like the government of the United States is engaged in a campaign against science of almost unprecedented historic proportions. As you and I speak, there is a measles outbreak in the United States--actually, there are 10 separate outbreaks, 800 cases, three dead as of the time we speak. There are dramatic firings and cuts to government agencies--the National Institutes [of] Health, the vaccine program. Progress toward cures for Alzheimer's and Parkinson's is supposed to have been slowed or maybe halted altogether. And, of course, there are these extraordinary pressures on medical and scientific research at universities.

So if you would offer your assessment, how much has been done to science in the United States in these past weeks?

Alan Bernstein: So first, David, it's a pleasure to be on the show with you. First of all, backing up a little bit and just saying how important science has been to America's success. I think people don't quite appreciate that. But it goes back to, actually, World War II. And Harry Truman, when he was president, realized that in one way, science kind of won the war. It wasn't just the atomic bomb: It was penicillin. It was radar. It was sonar.

And so he asked a guy called Vannevar Bush--I don't think it's a relation to the other Bushes--to make some recommendations about what America should do. And [Bush] wrote what's a famous book in scientific circles called Science, the Endless Frontier. And in that book, Bush recommended that America invest heavily in science--and particularly in American universities--because it would lead to economic well-being. It would lead to power in the world. It would lead to security for America.

And I don't know that anybody at that time appreciated just how right he was. Because if you look at the growth of the American economy and the growth of American well-being and health outcomes--anything you want to measure--the numbers are anywhere between 20 to 40 to 50 percent of America's well-being, if you will, and growth in GDP and all those things, was due to science and innovation.

Today, as we're witnessing kind of the destruction of the institutions behind American science, it's hard to believe. It's hard to believe that any administration would do this.

Frum: All right, well, destruction is a dramatic word. How severe is the damage?

Bernstein: I think it's very severe, and it's not just my own personal view. I was talking to a close friend at Stanford, actually, and she was talking: Even though Stanford has not been hit by one of the sort of things that Columbia or NYU--the East Coast so-called elite universities--have been hit by, they no longer are guaranteeing salaries for Ph.D. students who enter into the graduate program at Stanford. Stanford is a wealthy university, so they're kind of circling the wagons and harvesting--you know, harboring--their funds in case that the Trump administration goes after them. So I think it's hard to overstate how serious this is.

I think the thing we should all keep in mind is: By going after the institutions of science--so I would say there's several categories, the funders of science. So the NIH--the National Institutes of Health--is the world's largest funder of biomedical research. By cutting its budget, by severely cutting its staff, it's crippling the world's major funder of biomedical research, never mind America's major funder of biomedical research. By going after the top research universities in the United States--the Columbias, the Johns Hopkins, the Harvards, the Yales--it's also crippling the major institutions that are supporting researchers in the U.S. That's, first of all, unprecedented, of course, but it's also crippling for the institutions that support science in the U.S., not just the individuals. So it's hard to overstate how serious this is.

Frum: From my lay understanding, there are four main categories of scientific institutions that have come under a different kind of pressure.

There are the direct practitioners of science within the United States government: organizations like NASA, the aeronautics agency; NOIA, the oceanographic and atmospheric agency. The direct practitioners of science inside the government are under pressure. There's also the government-funding institutions--as you said, the National Institutes [of] Health. These don't do the work themselves. They make grants to others. They're under pressure. There's the kind of sword and shield of technological application at the Department of Defense--agencies in the Department of Defense that do cyber warfare, cybersecurity, cyber innovation. They've come under pressure. And finally, fourth--so first, direct science inside the government; second, funding; third, swords and shields--and fourth and last, the universities that get government grants but where government doesn't direct how the money will be spent.

Is that the lay of the land? Have I got that correct?

Bernstein: You do, actually. That's the sort of the etymology of American funding institutions.

And there are some that cover at least two. So the NIH, for example, has a very large so-called intramural program that funds research within government, in Bethesda, Maryland. And then there's also institutions that actually fund--the NIH also funds science at American universities. So it does both.

You also left off in that list a very important one: the Department of Energy. It funds about $1 billion worth of research, both in-house and in American universities. And as you'd imagine, the Department of Energy traditionally has been one of the leading research institutions for funding research on climate change and renewable energy.

Frum: So there are budget cuts. There are personnel cuts. There's also this immigration squeeze because the United States has often worked by attracting talent from all over the world, setting them to work in American universities. Many of those people then stay for the rest of their lives. Or, science being so global, there are many people in the scientific world who have spouses or partners who come from other countries, and their spouses or partners are under pressure, causing those scientists to reconsider their own careers. Tell me a little bit about the way the immigration pressures affect science.

Bernstein: Well, again, historically, America has been a magnet for scientific talent for almost the entire 20th century. It started with a flood during World War II when many emigres from Germany, Austria, France, came to the U.S. And they set an important precedent. The success in building the atomic bomb under Oppenheimer was in large part due to those emigres. The one person that jumps out to me is Enrico Fermi, who had the Fermilabs at the University of Chicago. He was an emigre from Italy.

And there are many, many others. And that tradition has continued. Young people from around the world want to come to America to do science for lots of obvious reasons, I think. One is: The institutions are so strong. They have their resources. They have the energy, the culture of: We can do anything, and if it's going to be done, it's going to be done in America. That sort of bravado is so characteristically American, and it's evaporating before our eyes.

Secondly, of course, having the immigration people descending on some of the immigrants who are here on visas in the United States and either taking them away and imprisoning them, or sending them home at the drop of a hat without any kind of hearing, is sending a clear signal--not an ambiguous one, a clear signal: You are not welcome in the United States anymore. So if I was a young person working in Europe, in Canada, Australia, you name it, I would not go to the United States at the moment to do my postgraduate degree or training. It just wouldn't happen. And indeed, I think that that pipeline of talent from abroad has probably shut down completely.

Frum: Let's talk about your special area of expertise, which is infectious diseases. There seems to be a special malice toward innovation and research in that area. Under Robert Kennedy Jr., the Department of Health and Human Services has announced they're going to do all these investigations into well-attested vaccines whose safety and efficacy has been proven for dozens of years. Kennedy has promised some kind of big review in September. I don't know why he's taking that long. He knows the answer he wants and is going to enforce. He could do it tomorrow. Why the pretense that there's any real work here? And we are seeing this extraordinary outbreak--or outbreaks--of measles across the United States. How does that connect with government policy? How alarmed should people be about these outbreaks?

Bernstein: You know, what's particularly frustrating for me--and I'm sure many of my colleagues in America, in science and biomedical research, in particular--is: We are in a golden age in biomedical research. It is such an exciting time to be in this field, including in the vaccine field, because vaccines have been traditionally used against infectious disease. And indeed, it's hard to estimate the number of lives that have been saved, because you can't count what hasn't happened. It's hard to count that. You can count how many people die, but you can't count how many people you've saved. But it's of the order of hundreds of millions of people around the world whose lives have been saved because of vaccines.

Smallpox, which was the world's largest killer over centuries, has been eradicated. There is no smallpox in the world today. It has [been] eliminated completely, largely through American know-how and American perseverance with the WHO, in partnership with the WHO. Ditto with polio and measles. So a young physician today has never seen smallpox, has never seen polio, has never seen measles. And so when it appears, they're seeing a new disease.

Frum: Hmm.

Bernstein: And these were diseases, certainly when I was growing up--and I suspect, David, when you were growing up--my mother wouldn't let me go swimming in a common swimming pool, because of polio. We don't worry about polio anymore today. We shouldn't, because, you know, children should be vaccinated. And Kennedy's point that they haven't been proven to be safe is really a criticism of the FDA. It's saying that the FDA has not done their job properly. Well, if you look at the FDA, it is the gold standard for approving new drugs and vaccines. It's very stringent. It really does a superb job, and it always outweighs the risks and the benefits of any drug, including vaccines.

And so it's hard to imagine a medicine that has not got some risk associated to it. And the thing about vaccines, which makes it hard to sort convince somebody that they really are good and they should be taken--and their children should certainly take them--is when you take a pill when you're sick and you get better, you go, Oh, that pill made me better. When you take a preventative vaccine, you don't get ill.

And so there's no miraculous recovery. There's the absence of disease, and you could always say, and people do say this, Well, I wouldn't have got the disease anyways. So it wasn't the vaccine. 

Frum: And sometimes your arm is a little sore, and sometimes you have a reaction to the introduction of the agent in the vaccine. And sometimes--if you are phobic--the vaccination is followed by all kinds of psychosomatic symptoms. And psychosomatic symptoms appear to the receiver of those symptoms just as real as, actually, symptoms caused by organic illnesses in the body. So people have a lot of reasons for attributing the problems in their lives to this disruption, especially if--and I'm surprised to discover how many people have this feeling--they are phobic about having a needle inserted into their body.

But one of the things that bothers me a lot: There's an intellectual movement right now in the United States very properly to look back at the COVID experience and to learn lessons from it--as, of course, exactly should happen--and there's a lot of criticism of measures that were taken that maybe overshot, and in particular, the decision to keep schools closed past the fall of 2020. States where schools opened pretty rapidly have done much better by children than states where schools were kept closed for long periods of time.

But this is essentially a politically right-coded movement, or when it's done by more liberal people, there are people who are speaking to right-coded audiences. And I just read an important book published by a university press, by two liberal-leaning academics, and went through all the things that were done wrong, and many of which I agree with--keeping the schools closed too long. The book was called [In COVID's Wake:] How [Our] Politics Failed Us. And they have one paragraph about vaccine resistance because they say, Well, that's inherent in the population. Politics didn't cause that. 

Of course, politics killed those people. There's a lot of research. They're not randomly distributed. They are concentrated in red states and red counties. If you lived in a red state or red county, your leaders--political and cultural--the people you looked up to, risked your life and got many of your co-adherents killed in order to score political points. I mean, it's astonishing. It's shocking. It's a crime. And we've accepted it as a normal part of politics.

Bernstein: So there's a couple of interesting facts about all this. I think if we were talking about this 500 years from now or 300 years from now, and we look back and say, It's remarkable that whether you wore a mask or not or took a vaccine or not at the height of this pandemic depended on your political party that you belong to, no one would believe you. You know, it's like, In America? And yeah, it happened, and it happened five years ago. So that's perplexing.

Now, I think, you know--I think there's a mea culpa here. I think the scientific community everywhere did not do things perfectly. And I think what the mistake we made--and we need to make sure we don't do it again--was to, as we talked to the public, say, Here are the facts. Here's what we know you should do or not do, as opposed to saying, Here's the facts as we know them today. This might change, and we've never encountered this virus before. We don't know whether lockdowns are good, bad, or indifferent. Here's the consequences of locking down, not locking down, etcetera. We needed some hubris here, some modesty, some admission that we don't know everything. Science is based on evidence and facts. How can you have evidence before the fact?

So I think there was a bit of too much black-and-white "this is the way it is" on the part of the scientific community. And so when we first said, You should wear a mask--sorry, sorry--you should wash your hands and wash surfaces, and then weeks later, changed our mind and said, No, no, no. Actually, you should wear a mask because this virus is an aerosol; it's not on surfaces, I think that caused a lot of lack of confidence amongst the general public about the scientific community.

Frum: I want to take that load of guilt off this. I think when scientists talk to the general public, they assume some basic grade-eight familiarity with science. So it is the most natural thing in the world for scientists to say something, square bracket, [state of knowledge today]. I mean, as you say, I have heard from many people, Well, they said one thing in March. They said a different thing in May. They said a different thing in September. How can we trust them?

I think, This is not religion. That's how you know you should trust them. If they'd said the same thing all the way through, they'd be priests, not scientists. And the scientists assumed some basic literacy from the public, and they also assumed some good faith in the political system, where it's not the job of scientists to communicate the science; it's the job of political leaders. And those political leaders are unused to an atmosphere of such malice and distortion as existed in 2020 and even more in 2021.

I think a lot of what happened during COVID was: There had been a Republican president during 2020--he had mishandled the disease in many important ways. Then there was a Democratic president in 2021--things began to be handled somewhat better. And there was a political imperative to make 2021 a failure.

Bernstein: So, you know, I'm a scientist, so I'll speak about the science. You know, the great--and you alluded to it, David--the great strength of science is that it's not ideological. It's based on the currently available data or evidence. And so when scientists change their mind, the public still--despite the grade-eight education that you refer to--the public still says, You're changing your mind. That's not good.

Whereas to the scientific community, that's what it's all about. That's the strength of science, not the weakness of science. It's not religion. It's not an ideology, political ideology. And so I think it goes back to how we teach science in schools. We teach it as a series of facts, as opposed to the way to look at the world and to change our minds as the evidence changes.

Frum: Can I ask you about how powerful the stop-start button is for the scientific endeavor? So right now the government is pressing stop on Parkinson's, stop on Alzheimer's, stop on many vaccines. Five years from now, if you press start--four years from now, if you press start--how quickly does the start ignition sequence resume after the stop button that has been pressed today?

Bernstein: That's a great question. And, you know, I think the right answer is: It depends. You know, we don't know what the Trump administration is going to do tomorrow, never mind five years from now, so I think we all wake up in the morning wondering what the news will bear about what the Trump administration is doing now.

So I think a lot depends on how long these cuts--I'll just use cuts or attack on universities and size--how long that goes on and how deeply those cuts actually are in the end of the day. And I don't know the answers to either of those questions, and I don't think anybody does. I don't think President Trump does. So I think how quickly things recover will depend on those variables, and we don't know the answer.

I do think that institutions take longer to recover than individuals. You know, the thing we all need to remember is: Talent can move. You know, I have a publication from Europe that has listed in its latest edition all the things that European countries are now doing to attract American scientists, especially young people who are finding that their careers are cut off or ended because of what's going on. So talent can move to Europe easily.

And we'll be watching to see what happens in the United States four years from now. If it doesn't change, they'll stay in Europe, just like the emigres who moved to the United States when the atmosphere changed radically in Nazi Germany, for example, or Fascist Italy.

So what happens will depend on a lot of things, that I don't pretend to know the future, but I do know that science is going to continue elsewhere, and particularly in the EU; Canada's going to reinvest, and the new prime minister said he will reinvest in science; and in China. China is investing huge, huge amounts and increasing it by 10, 20 percent a year, over the next few years.

And so if one thinks about the standoffs between these two great superpowers--the United States and China--we have the United States attacking one of its most powerful weapons in the current 21st-century war between countries, and the Chinese investing. Now, which one do you think is right? Well, I go back to what Harry Truman said after World War II: Science played a major role in winning World War II.

The drones that were used--are being used--by Ukraine and in the war on Russia, those drones are largely powered by artificial intelligence. AI didn't just happen. AI came out of universities. You know, the Nobel Prize in Physics this year went to Geoffrey Hinton, who works at the University of Toronto. So the new weapons of warfare are largely going to come out of universities. I think that's not a prediction--that's a safe prediction. And yet Americans are attacking those universities where all this is happening.

Frum: If you were to talk to people in the Trump administration about what they were doing, and if they were to answer you, which they tend not to do, but if they did, I think they would say, Look--we're not waging a war on science. We're waging a war on DEI--diversity, equity, and inclusion. We're waging a war--we're trying to stop all these crazy climate scientists who are bringing us news that either we don't think is true or that we don't want to hear. We are cracking down on the people who warn us about Russian disinformation, because we think that harms many of our friends and allies who are spreading Russian disinformation, often for pay. And I think they also have a sense of--there may be some sense of ideology that this research anyway should be done to the private sector, not the public sector. So: We're not waging a war on science, as such. We have a very specific list of targets. 

Do you see any merit to any of that? Is there anything that one could concede to the case that they're prosecuting? Or is it just dumbassery all the way down?

Bernstein: Look--I don't think universities are perfect. I think there is a lot of wokeism that probably has gone a bit too far. But having said that, I would quickly add the great strength of universities, and the role of universities and the role of acquiring new knowledge, is to challenge the status quo. You know, if you're just going to reaffirm the status quo, you don't need a university to do that.

And that goes back to Galileo, you know, 500 years ago. Galileo challenged the church. Does the Earth go around the sun or vice versa? So political leaders have to allow for this freedom and this openness and small-L liberalism that goes on in universities if they're going to get the kind of value out of universities that have been going on for a thousand years now, since Oxford was created.

So I think there needs to be an understanding on the base of our political leaders that dissent, looking at different ways of doing things, can be uncomfortable, and that is the role of the universities. No other institution in society does that as well as a university. In fact, no other institution in society, as far as I can think, does that at all.

So I think we need to acknowledge that, and the politicians need to acknowledge that and tolerate it.

Frum: As we end, remind us of what the stakes are here. How close are we to breakthroughs in Alzheimer's, Parkinson's, and other diseases that seem to be yielding to scientific investigation as we speak?

Bernstein: I don't like predicting the future. And I don't like--talking as a biomedical scientist, cancer has been my own area--I don't like saying it's around the corner, because then people lose interest after a while. But I do think, if I look in the immediate past, how remarkable the progress has been, not just in scientific advances, but in clinical advances. I think back to when my wife had breast cancer--now, as she reminded me, 15 years ago. She would not be alive today if she had had that cancer 25 years ago.

And certainly, when I started in cancer research--I won't say how many years ago--we knew nothing about the cancer cell. And so the tools that clinicians had at their disposal were crude at best. Crude at best. Today we know the most intimate molecular changes that make a cancer cell behave differently than a normal cell. We know the mutations in the DNA that are causing these changes, and we know the effects on the proteins that those genes code for.

And so now we can design drugs that exploit those changes. And so if you're a woman with breast cancer, you're going to be treated if your cells are HER2-positive--I'm sure every woman knows that phrase--you'll be treated with Herceptin because we know that molecular difference. If you have chronic myelogenous leukemia, you'll be treated with Gleevec. Or if you have GI stromal cancer, you'll be treated with Gleevec.

These are all based on information that's come out over the last dozen years or so. Of course, now the big excitement--and not just in cancer, but in other diseases--is using vaccines to treat disease and to prevent disease. So again, these are advances that have happened recently and are on the horizon to continue to happen.

So I'll take--in contrast to where cancer research is, which I view as the beachhead disease, if you will--if you think about mental illness, schizophrenia, bipolar disease, we have only very crude tools to treat those very serious diseases. And the reason is: We don't understand those diseases. But I think every scientist who's working in the field of biomedical science is optimistic that it is just a matter of time before we will understand really serious diseases like bipolar, depression, Alzheimer's, dementia.

And from that will come a whole new class of drugs. And when that will happen, I don't know. But what we have been seeing is an acceleration of new drugs coming on the market because of the advances that have been made at universities and exploited correctly by the pharmaceutical industry. So this is a very exciting time. And so to cut that off would be just a shame. Just a shame.

Frum: Thank you so much for your time today.

Bernstein: My pleasure, David.

[Music]

Frum: Thank you so much to Alan Bernstein. Now some questions from viewers and listeners.

The first comes from Nathan: "In Donald Trump's first term, there were innumerable norm violations. The administration's M.O. seemed to be, If there isn't a law explicitly prohibiting an action, we can take that action. After Trump won, why were there no efforts to codify any of the gray areas or the ones that everyone had previously thought, No president would ever do that? Is it because people wanted to keep the possibility of using those same tactics open to themselves in the future? If so, what do you think that says about the direction of the country and the culture within the government?"

Now, first, I want to stress that there was one very important reform after the Trump administration, and that was the reform of the Electoral Count Act. The law now makes clear--as it mostly made clear before, but now it unmistakably makes clear--that the vice president of the United States does not have the authority to substitute his or her own judgment for the judgment of the people of the states in the electoral-count process. So one of the very worst things that Donald Trump tried to do--use violence to intimidate his vice president into overthrowing the 2020 election--that can't be done anymore. And so that's a change.

But for the most part, I think that's right. I think we have been reluctant to. And part of it, I think, is just: It's hard for Americans to take on board the magnitude of the criminality in the first Trump term. We, maybe, have made a serious mistake about that, as we see the even greater magnitude of criminality in the second Trump term.

But I would also caution there is a problem with trying to write things into law. The American culture and the American mentality are very legalistic. Americans tend to assume that the law is the divide, and they will often say, If something's not illegal, that means it's okay for me to do. But in life, there are lots of things that are not literally illegal but that you still shouldn't do. And in a free society, we don't write down everything that could be an offense and try to turn it into law. We have to rely to some degree on the public spirit and decency of people, and that needs to be especially true with people in the highest reaches of the land.

We talked about this last week with Peter Keisler, the former [acting] attorney general under George W. Bush. To some degree, democracy is going to have to be the answer here. We cannot write laws for everything. We can't anticipate every contingency. What we can say, instead, is with the famous prayer of John Adams that is carved into the lintel, or into the mantelpiece, of the East Room, "Let none but honest and wise men"--update that to men and women. "Let none but honest and wise men and women rule under this roof." We have seen what happens when there is an abuser, and we may have outrun the limits of law.

From K.C.: "It seems to me that there is an argument that Trump and Republican legislators are acting as if there will never be another Democratic majority or administration that might hold investigations or hearings into their behavior. This leads me to believe that the '26 and '28 elections won't be rigged. Rather, I'm beginning to believe that Trump will look for ways--a national emergency, perhaps--not to hold them at all. Your thoughts? Am I worrying needlessly?"

No one is worrying needlessly when they worry about the integrity of the 2026 and 2028 elections. I worry about it all the time. But we need to focus what it is exactly we're worried about. For Donald Trump to try to turn off the elections altogether by declaring a national emergency and calling out the Army and using powers leftover from the Cold War and World War II, that's a constitutional crisis. In the end, that is the kind of scenario that is met by people in the streets and is met by officers of the Army refusing to obey illegal orders from the president.

I think that case is so intense that we can't plan for it. What we can plan for are the things that we can see that are already underway, and those are attempts to sabotage vote counts, to make it difficult for the Democrats to fundraise--or any opponent of Donald Trump to fundraise--and to concentrate sabotaging efforts in the states that are most likely to swing one way or another; the Wisconsins, the North Carolinas, the Georgias. It's a state-level problem.

So where I think your energy needs to go is in focusing attention on your state governors, state legislators, and state courts to make sure that they will uphold honest, free, and fair elections in the respective states. We have seen the enormous pressure in the state of North Carolina to prepare a false outcome in 2026. Citizen vigilance has been mobilized, and citizen vigilance needs to stay mobilized. Again, it's a democratic problem, and your attention is the best answer. So if there's something you want to do between now and 2026, make sure that the vote will be honest in the states where the vote is most in doubt.

Last, from Josh: "I'm a high-school government teacher, so much of my teaching is centered on hope and optimism about our civic system and our citizenry. Hope and optimism felt like a lie in the Trump era. Is there a hopeful and optimistic message that properly addresses the current climate that I can give to my students?"
 
 Now, as I'm sure Josh well understands, it's not the place of a teacher to tell students, particularly near voters like those in high school, what they should think or who they should support. Many students will have many different views, and that's as it should be. And all of the points of view should, of course, be treated with attention and respect in the classroom. But I think a message that a teacher can communicate is to say to the students, This is a moment where their country really needs them. And it's an honor and a privilege to be alive at a time when your country needs you, and without telling them the exact nature of that need, and without, in any way, presuming to direct their actions, to make them feel like their vote matters and their actions matter.

You know, as we've discussed today, a lot of the secret weapon of Trumpism is cynicism and despair, and a feeling like, Oh well. Things are unfolding without me. LOL nothing matters. But everything matters. Your students matter. Teach them that, and watch them be better citizens.

Thank you so much for the questions. Please send next week's to producer@thedavidfrumshow.com. Thank you so much for watching and listening. Remember, please: It matters a lot to the algorithm gods that you rate and review and like and subscribe, whether you listen on an audible podcast or whether you view us on YouTube. Thanks for your comments on YouTube. Those also really matter, and I try to read as many of them as I can. I don't always respond, but I see so many of them, and I'm so grateful for them and so often touched by their warmth.

Thank you for watching this episode. See you again next week. I'm David Frum.

[Music]

Frum: This episode of The David Frum Show was produced by Nathaniel Frum and edited by Andrea Valdez. It was engineered by Dave Grein. Our theme is by Andrew M. Edwards. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

I'm David Frum. Thank you for listening.
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How the U.S. Lost the Canadian Election

Trump's threats to annex Canada reversed its political trend--but they should not reverse its commitment to free trade.

by David Frum




Donald Trump pushed the Conservative Party of Canada down the political stairs. Yesterday, on Canada's election day, he tossed a farewell bucket of slop after the tumbling Conservatives, with a final Truth Social post urging Canadians to see their choice as a verdict on him personally. As Trump gleefully confided in an interview with The Atlantic posted that same day, he knew perfectly well that the overwhelming majority of Canadians hate him. "I was disliked by enough of the Canadians that I've thrown the election into a close call, right?" In the event, it wasn't even that close a call: Canada's Liberals held on to power that, months ago, they were firmly forecast to lose. But on the principle of being "the corpse at every funeral, the bride at every wedding and the baby at every christening," as Alice Roosevelt Longworth said of her father, Teddy, Trump enjoys redirecting attention to himself even if the attention is hostile.

As recently as January, the Canadian Conservatives held a 20-plus-point lead over the incumbent Liberals. The general verdict on Justin Trudeau's nine years as prime minister was overwhelmingly negative. Trudeau's policies of lavish government spending and higher taxes discouraged business investment. Low investment translated into slow growth of business productivity, lagging far behind the United States over the same period. Confronted by the problem that Canadians were not increasing their per capita output, Trudeau responded by accelerating immigration intake as an alternative way of boosting economic growth: If Canada couldn't use labor more efficiently under his leadership, at least there would be more labor to use. Canada already had very high levels of immigration pre-Trudeau; he raised the targets even higher, while failing to make provision for more housing construction. The result was a steep climb in home values and apartment rents, pricing young people out of the major job centers.

Conservative Party leader Pierre Poilievre counted on the housing issue to elevate him to the prime ministership. Instead, Poilievre lost his own seat in Parliament. This was Trump's doing.

Trump's tariff war against Canada's economy, aggravated by his repeated threats to annex Canada, upended the Canadian election. An election that would otherwise have punished the Liberals for Trudeau's bad economic management was transmuted into a referendum on Canada's continued national existence.

The transmutation favored the Liberals for three big reasons.

First, over the past half century, the Liberals identified as the more America-skeptical of Canada's two major parties. When Canadians feel warm toward the United States, they look to Conservatives to bind the two countries more closely together. When they feel afraid, they look to Liberals to lock the gates against their southern neighbor.

Second, some elements of the contemporary Conservative Party had imported Trumpy-sounding, MAGA-styled themes into Canadian politics. Poilievre endorsed the so-called trucker convoy that illegally closed streets in downtown Ottawa in early 2022. He mimicked Trump's "America First" slogan with his own "Canada First."

Third, Trump's trade war with Canada created a demand for a Canadian leader who looked adept, accomplished, and safe. Poilievre gained the Conservative Party leadership as a kind of mirror-Trudeau: He is also the father of a young family, a master of social media, and an ideological leader in a nonideological country, but from a humble background rather than Trudeau's princely one. Even as Trump's self-insertion into the election crushed Conservative poll numbers, Poilievre's personal rating held up when pollsters asked about his capacity to help Canada's young people with their problems. But as Trump kept menacing Canada, the desire for a sympathetic leader was rapidly replaced by the clamor for an effective one.

The Liberals deftly replaced Trudeau with Mark Carney, a former governor of the Bank of Canada and then governor of the Bank of England. Since leaving public service, Carney accumulated a fortune as the chairman of a Canadian asset-management company that had shifted its operations to New York. In another political moment, that elite background would not have been an asset, but now Canadians have turned to this "cutthroat capitalist," as one publication put it, to defend them against Trump.

Read: The Liberals who can't stop winning

Along the way, Canadians have sent a strong message to Americans. Trump vows to make America great again, to raise respect for America in the world. His effect on next-door Canada, however, has been to demolish America's reputation.

That has also pushed Canada away from free markets, and back to the statism and protectionism of the Canadian past--which will be to America's detriment. Under the long tenure of Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau in government (from 1968 to 1984, with a break in 1979-80), Canada restricted U.S. investment, discriminated against American companies that operated in Canada, and invested public funds to create state-owned industries, especially in energy. Those policies were repudiated and reversed by the Conservatives in the 1980s--a reversal that was sustained by the Liberal governments of the 1990s. All the way until 2025, then, both parties maintained a consensus in favor of open trade and a limited role for government in markets.

Trump shattered that consensus. During this election, both Carney and Poilievre promised new interventionist policies to promote Canadian industry. This change of course is not yet a full return to the 1970s, but the retro mood is gathering. Neither is Canada an outlier here: Other countries are also responding to U.S. tariffs not only with retaliatory tariffs, but also with subsidies and other forms of preference to domestic producers. As supply chains are chopped, local favoritism flourishes--and everywhere, American influence lessens.

The United States once led the way in creating global rules of trade that tied together all free economies. Under Trump, the U.S. is retreating from that leadership, isolated and friendless. The American domain is no longer the whole planet, just one continental corner: Fortress America. Some of the people in Trump's orbit--Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent and Commerce Secretary Howard Lutnick are of this faction--seem to imagine that the United States' Mexican and Canadian neighbors can be bullied into an enlarged Fortress North America, subservient tenants submitting to whatever terms their dominant landlord imposes on them.

The Canadian election result cautions against the Fortress North America concept, at once so domineering and so naive. Other countries have politics, too. Trump's determination to create a protected and controlled U.S. economy invites other nations to follow the same mutually impoverishing path. Even the weak have weapons. The targets of Trump's economic aggression will accept greater hardship to preserve their dignity than American voters will for the privilege of acting like arrogant menaces.

In the years after the Second World War, Canadian diplomats played an outsize role in the reconstruction of the global economy. The new Canadian government ought to find inspiration in that history, rather than rummage through the self-harming choices of the Pierre Trudeau years. In the absence of U.S. leadership, those whom America once led must turn to one another for encouragement. They can only wait and hope that America will soon regret its deviation into corrupt, authoritarian, predatory trade politics, and return to its formerly inspiring role as economic freedom's global champion.
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The Texas County Where 'Everybody Has Somebody in Their Family' With Dementia

And many people with the condition are cared for at home.

by Marion Renault, Cheney Orr




In Starr County, Texas, near the state's southern tip along the U.S.-Mexico border, escaping dementia can feel impossible. The condition affects about one in five adults on Medicare--more than double the national rate. "Everybody has somebody in their family" with dementia, Gladys Maestre, a neuroepidemiologist who studies aging at the University of Texas at Rio Grande Valley, told me.



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



For Jessica Cantu, it was her father, Tomas. He asked her, his eldest daughter, never to put him in a nursing home. She promised. "We take care of our own," she told me. As Tomas's dementia progressed, the former pastor held to his routines. He played with his 19 grandchildren. He preached Wednesday-night services and hand-delivered donations of rice, beans, and oil across the border. He fed his chickens and sheep, and ate his favorite homemade foods--pineapple upside-down cake, enchiladas with saltine crackers, and cream-of-mushroom chicken over rice.

Dementia looms over the Cantu family tree. Two of Tomas's 10 siblings had it; Jessica wondered whether more might have, if they'd lived longer. Her maternal grandmother had dementia too. Seven months after her dad's death, she began working as a nurse practitioner at the county's first private Alzheimer's-specific research site, El Faro Health and Therapeutics. "Patients will come in and say, 'So have you figured it out? What is it?'" she told me. She tells them the truth. "I don't know what it is that's causing all of this."


Tomas Cantu's headstone stands across the street from the Whataburger where he used to meet his sons and his brother for coffee every Saturday morning in Roma, Texas. (Cheney Orr for The Atlantic)



Dementia has no single trigger. As with many cancers, it can emerge from a lifetime of accumulated strain--from genetics, environment, and behavior. Researchers have identified a dozen risk factors that, if mitigated, could theoretically delay or prevent roughly 40 percent of cases worldwide: traumatic brain injury; conditions including high blood pressure, hearing loss, diabetes, and depression; habits such as smoking, inactivity, and heavy drinking; environmental and social forces including air pollution, social isolation, and limited education.

These "risk factors usually do not come [as] one; they come in clusters," Maestre said--and in Starr County, an almost entirely Hispanic community, they quickly stack up. Nearly one in three people lives in poverty; a quarter lack health insurance. Chronic conditions are widespread--especially diabetes, high blood pressure, and heart disease--while access to care is limited: There's just one primary-care physician for every 3,000 to 4,000 people, and few dementia specialists. Low education, language barriers, poor air quality, and extreme heat all compound the threat. These accumulate in cycles of grief and stress: The people I spoke with talked about deaths in the family followed by strokes that cascade into cognitive decline. Dementia isn't simply a diagnosis. It's a structural outcome.

Still, many in Starr County struggle to make sense of it. And no matter the cause--no matter which conglomeration of causes--they must live with dementia's reality.



In the Rio Grande Valley, people are also outliving their odds. The area's high dementia rate, Maestre has come to believe, may reflect not just risk but endurance: people living longer with the condition.

In general, research shows that Hispanic people tend to live longer than non-Hispanic white people, despite facing higher rates of chronic disease and steeper socioeconomic disadvantages--a pattern sometimes called the "Hispanic paradox." And in the Rio Grande Valley, part of what might sustain people through dementia, Maestre suspects, is the culture: Dementia is seen less as a medical emergency and more as a natural, if difficult, phase of life. Elsewhere, people with dementia may live in nursing homes or take expensive new Alzheimer's drugs with modest benefit. In Starr County, many older adults remain at home, surrounded by family who offer familiarity and stimulation. The care is physical, intimate--not clinical, but constant--and backed by research showing that familiar environments and home-based care can enhance both quality of life and cognitive function for people with dementia.

"He was never, never--since the day I brought him to my home--he was never one day alone," says Juan "Manny" Saenz of his father, Francisco "Pancho," who died at home last month at age 94. A professional body-shop painter, offshore fisherman, and lifelong jokester, Pancho began to grow forgetful and repetitive about a decade ago. Before Manny's mom, Amaro, died, she made him promise not to put his father in a nursing home. Under Manny's care, Pancho's appearance was impeccable: He was bathed and perfumed, with trimmed nails and a neat mustache. He ate his meals on ceramic dishes, and relished his coffee-and-cookie merienda snack break--or breaks, on days he'd forget the previous ones. Manny, who lives in Rio Grande City, told me exactly what Jessica Cantu had: "We take care of our own."


Juan "Manny" Saenz helps his dad, Francisco ("Pancho"), use the bathroom in Manny's home in Rio Grande City in December 2023. A few months earlier, Manny was sitting outside the same bathroom while his father sat on the toilet, and they were comic-bickering, as they often did, with exaggerated insults and playful lies. Then Pancho said, "Hijo, I always loved you," Manny recalled. "Never in my entire life has my dad said he loved me." Manny laughed. "Afterwards, we go back to our same routine." (Cheney Orr for The Atlantic)




Carmen rests her hands on top of her dad's in November 2023. "I remember him doing hand puppets with a gas lamp during a thunderstorm when we lost electricity," she said. "And he would put his hand under his armpit and make that sound. He always had a sense of humor." (Cheney Orr for The Atlantic)



Monica Saenz Silva made a similar decision for her mother, Ramona--a bookkeeper at heart, the kind of person who kept every receipt for taxes and reminded her adult children to change their tires. She kept a running calendar of birthdays, not just for family and friends, but also for acquaintances, so she could wish them well. By 2019, a few years after her dementia symptoms appeared, "that was out the door," Monica told me.

Today, Ramona will approach a taco or hamburger quizzically; she's forgotten how to bite into them. At times, she doesn't recognize the house where she's lived for decades. Still, Monica is determined to keep her there. "You want to keep them home, so they're in a familiar surrounding," she said. "It's not all the time that she doesn't know she's home."

The response of many families here to dementia is shaped, partly, by limited treatment options: Alzheimer's and related dementias have no cure, and available medicines can be expensive, be limited in their benefits, and come with potentially life-threatening side effects. In Starr County, some caregivers eschew pharmaceuticals for aromatic teas, herbal compresses, and prayers to soothe loved ones, Maestre said. Theirs is an ethic of endurance: If dementia is here, families ask, why not build a life, tenderly, around it?

Still, many don't speak of it openly. Cantu told me that in her community, many still consider Alzheimer's to be a normal part of aging--at most, a mental illness of old age, but almost never a neurodegenerative disease. "It's okay to just be forgetful at the age of 70. It's okay because Grandma and Grandpa were forgetful at the age of 70," she said. "There's no reason to discuss it."

Still, some caregivers live with a sense of dread: In many cases, the disease does have a genetic component, and the structural forces that compounded their loved ones' risk haven't disappeared. They know their turn could be coming. Cantu frets about her mind; Monica Saenz Silva checks her memory every day. And they don't necessarily want for themselves what they did for their parents: If his time comes, Manny Saenz wants to go to a nursing facility. "You won't know anything, so it doesn't matter," he said. For him, the person with Alzheimer's is spared the memory of their decline; the burden belongs to those who remember, and that's a risk he doesn't want to pass on.


Monica Saenz Silva sits with her mother, Ramona Saenz, and tucks her hair behind her ear in December 2023. (Cheney Orr for The Atlantic)




Ramona and her longtime friend Graciela "Gracie" Gonzalez sit together in Ramona's backyard. Ramona has been diagnosed with Alzheimer's, and Gracie's daughter believes her mother is also in the disease's early stages. (Cheney Orr for The Atlantic)







Hispanic Americans face a significantly higher risk of dementia than white Americans, and are also one of the country's fastest-aging groups. And yet, for decades, scientific understanding of dementia has drawn from data from mostly white, urban, and affluent populations; Hispanics make up fewer than 5 percent of participants in Alzheimer's clinical trials. That limits researchers' understanding of the condition. And the more they look, the less dementia seems like a single disease with a uniform pattern, and the more it appears to be a spectrum of diseases--each unfolding with its own course of symptoms, progression, and brain damage.

In some studies, researchers have detected amyloid plaques--the sticky protein clumps long considered hallmarks of Alzheimer's--more frequently in the brains of white participants with dementia or mild cognitive impairment than in their Black, Asian, or Hispanic counterparts. In several studies that measured tau proteins, another key Alzheimer's biomarker, Black adults with--or without--symptoms of dementia had lower levels than white participants. The genetic variant most strongly linked to Alzheimer's disease is less common--and possibly less potent--among people with certain Hispanic backgrounds than among white people.

In 2021, the National Institute on Aging designated a new Alzheimer's Disease Research Center in South Texas, co-directed by Maestre and Sudha Seshadri, a neurologist at the University of Texas at San Antonio. Their goal is to understand the Rio Grande Valley's dementia cluster--and what can be done about it--in part by examining the effects of environmental hardship and linguistic isolation, and by investigating protective factors such as bilingualism and family networks.


Gladys Maestre, who directs the Alzheimer's Disease Resource Center for Minority Aging Research at the University of Texas at Rio Grande Valley, walks through a field outside the university's neuroscience institute in Harlingen, Texas, in December 2023. Her aspirations extend beyond the lab: She envisions medical researchers collecting data door-to-door in vulnerable neighborhoods over a decade or more. "Ultimately," she said, "I want less stress, more money in people's pockets, better food, art in the street--all of it as support and stimulation for the brain." (Cheney Orr for The Atlantic)






Eventually, Maestre hopes that urban design (such as shaded walkways, gardens, and spaces for intergenerational interaction) could help reduce the region's risks. "It's not possible to put all the responsibility on the individual," she told me. "You cannot do that on your own."

And yet, resources remain scarce. Texas is home to about 460,000 people living with Alzheimer's disease, but compared with other large states such as Florida and New York, it spends much less on dementia-related programs. (The Texas statehouse is considering a bill to establish a $3 billion fund for dementia research.)

For now, families like Jessica Cantu's are left to do what they can. When her father was a pastor, he would tell her about the sick people he visited who would reach up with their arms (toward the kingdom of heaven, he said) before dying peacefully. In the final weeks of his life, he was still going to church and chatting with people at the H-E-B grocery store. But then Tomas lost his appetite and grew frail. One night, Jessica kept vigil at his bedside, afraid he'd fall trying to get up. In the quiet hours, she said, he lifted both arms toward the ceiling. "He was reaching up to the heavens, to the sky," she said. "It just gave me that comfort to know that he was ready, and that everything was going to be okay."


Floats sent foam snow fluttering down during a Christmas parade in Rio Grande City in December 2023. (Cheney Orr for The Atlantic)



Masha Hamilton contributed reporting.

Support for this story was provided by the Magnum Foundation, in partnership with the Commonwealth Fund.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2025/04/starr-county-texas-dementia/682625/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



<em>The Atlantic</em> Hires Missy Ryan as Staff Writer




Missy Ryan (Marvin Joseph)



The Atlantic is announcing the hire of Missy Ryan as a staff writer, as part of a continued expansion of national security coverage. Missy has written about foreign policy, defense, and national security for more than a decade at The Washington Post, where she reported from dozens of countries, including Iraq, Ukraine, Libya, Lebanon, Yemen, and Afghanistan. She will join The Atlantic next month.
 
 Below is the full announcement from The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg:

Dear everyone,
 I'm happy to share the news that Missy Ryan will be joining The Atlantic next month as a staff writer, as part of the continued expansion of our national security coverage.  
 Missy, who comes to us from The Washington Post, is known as one of the best Pentagon reporters working today. She is authoritative, highly respected and a gifted and dogged reporter. For more than a decade, she has shaped The Post's coverage of both the Defense Department and the State Department. Missy has covered 10 secretaries of defense, reported from dozens of countries, chronicled America's counter-insurgency wars, broken news about enormous policy changes, and exposed the human toll of international conflict.
 Before joining The Post, she spent nine years at Reuters. Her time there included assignments as a correspondent in Iraq, Mexico, Peru, and Argentina. Missy reported from the ground on major news developments, including the fall of the Qaddafi regime in Libya, drug wars and political upheaval in Latin America, and wars from Afghanistan to Ukraine.
 Missy reports in both Spanish and Arabic and has studied Arabic in Egypt, Lebanon, Yemen, Tunisia, and Iraq. Her honors include a New York Press Club award for political reporting and selection as an Inter-American Press Association fellow and a White House Fellow.
 Please join me in welcoming her to The Atlantic.
 Best wishes,
 Jeff


The Atlantic has announced a number of new hires since the start of the year, including managing editor Griff Witte; staff writers Tyler Austin Harper, Isaac Stanley-Becker, Nick Miroff, Ashley Parker, Michael Scherer, and Caity Weaver; senior editors Jenna Johnson and Dan Zak; and contributing writers Jonathan Lemire and Alex Reisner. Please reach out with any questions or requests.

Press Contact: Anna Bross, The Atlantic | press@theatlantic.com
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        Winners of the GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	April 30, 2025

            	15 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            The German Society for Nature Photography (GDT) just announced the winning images for its annual members-only photo competition, selected from more than 8,000 entries submitted by photographers from 11 countries. Contest organizers were once again kind enough to share some of their winning and honored photographs with us below.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A puffin raises its head, standing on the ground, backlit by low sunlight.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Courtship Display. Fourth Place, Birds.
                #
            

            
                
                
                    (c)
                
                
                
                Karsten Mosebach / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A black-and-white image of two elephants beside a pond, seen at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Elephants at Watering Hole. Sixth Place, Mammals.
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                Gudkov Andrey / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A small, round-bodied wild cat runs over snow toward the camera.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Grumpy Cat. Fifth Place, Mammals.
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                Beate Oswald / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of a spider in its web, with light reflecting from many web strands in a rainbow of colors]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Spider Disco. Third Place, Other Animals.
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                Thomas Kirchen / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A bird perches atop a reed, its beak open, as an insect flies nearby.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sing 'n Snack. Sixth Place, Birds.
                #
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                Wolfram Nagel / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of a moth, with many out-of-focus light reflections]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winter Moth. Fifth Place, Other Animals.
                #
            

            
                
                
                    (c)
                
                
                
                Susanne Grossnick / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of treeless hills beneath a partly cloudy sky, seen with a rainbow forming a full circle]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Full-Circle Rainbow. Seventh Place, Landscapes.
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                Peter Schwager / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A snow leopard tumbles down a rocky slope as it attacks a small dog.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Life and Death. Tenth Place, Mammals. A snow leopard tumbles down a slope as it attacks a small dog from a nearby village in Ladakh, India. The dog escaped with bite injuries and was treated.
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                Ulrich Heermann / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A view of seaside cliffs and a waterfall under low clouds]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Radiance. Runner-up, Landscapes.
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                Thomas Froesch / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A large grouse stands atop a rock in a snow-covered forest, putting on a display.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lone Sentinel. Seventh Place, Birds.
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                [image: A red fox trots on a path through purple flowering bushes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Red Fox in Heathland. Fourth Place, Mammals.
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                [image: A small antelope stands on a stump, seen through foreground foliage, which is blurred.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Chamois. Category winner, Mammals.
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                [image: A meadow seen on a foggy morning, with hundreds of spider webs visible, drooping under the weight of dew drops.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Misty Morning. Category winner, Special Category: Germany's Peatlands and Bogs.
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                [image: A white bird walks on a wind-carved snow bank, leaving footprints.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Patterns in the Snow. Category Winner, Jury Prize Winner, Birds.
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                [image: A rabbit stands, alert, near tall plants, seen at sunrise.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                At Sunrise. Third Place, Mammals.
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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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The Polls Are Sending Trump a Message

The president is eager to blame the messenger. But his real problem is the numbers themselves.

by David A. Graham




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.


"People are very happy with this presidency," President Donald Trump said in an interview with The Atlantic last week. "I've had great polls."

That wasn't true then, and it's even less true now. As Trump hits his 100th day in office today, pollsters have been releasing new surveys, and the results are ugly. NBC News finds that 55 percent of Americans disapprove of the president's handling of the job, but that's rosy compared with the 59 percent in a CNN poll. An ABC News/Washington Post poll finds that just 39 percent of Americans approve of Trump's performance--the lowest ever recorded, going back to 1945, and smashing through the previous record of 42 percent, set by one Donald Trump in 2017.

More than half of Americans say that Trump is a "dangerous dictator whose power should be limited before he destroys American democracy," according to the Public Religion Research Institute. Asked by NPR to give Trump a letter grade for his first 100 days, a full 45 percent of Americans gave the president an F, including 49 percent of independents. Sixty percent believe that the country is on the wrong track, per NBC.

These numbers also extend into specific issues. Immigration is historically one of Trump's strongest issues, but the ABC/Post poll finds that more voters now disapprove of his handling than approve. The economy was perhaps the decisive issue in November, but now fewer than four in 10 people approve of Trump's handling, according to NPR. Relatedly, consumer confidence is at its worst level since the early weeks of the coronavirus pandemic. Trump has frequently promised a historic presidency, and he's delivering it.

One temptation, when looking at these numbers, is to say they don't matter. Plenty of people, including the staff of this magazine, warned about how a second Trump presidency might go wrong, and a plurality of people who voted backed Trump anyway, and the only poll that matters (as the saying goes) is the one on Election Day. Trump has power now, and he's wielding it. This is especially the case because Trump has shown less responsiveness to indicators like the stock market than he has in the past; notwithstanding his quasi-jokes about seeking a third term, he's acting freed from the pressures of reelection.

That's all true, but it's not the whole truth. An unpopular president is a less powerful president. Enacting an authoritarian approach is harder (though not impossible) without public support, and other institutions--the Republican Party, universities, law firms--are less likely to bend their knee if they see weakness.

One way you can tell these polls have some effect is that Trump is lashing out furiously about them. Yesterday, he posted on Truth Social that these were "FAKE POLLS FROM FAKE NEWS ORGANIZATIONS," adding that they "should be investigated for ELECTION FRAUD ... AND ARE TRULY THE ENEMY OF THE PEOPLE!" (Trump attributed his analysis to his pollster, John McLaughlin, best known for missing the massive upset defeat of his client Eric Cantor in 2014.) This is not Trump's first such broadside. He has also sued the pollster J. Ann Selzer, who released a poll late in the election cycle showing Kamala Harris slightly ahead in Iowa. Selzer's poll created a frenzy, but it turned out to be badly wrong--which one might think is punishment enough. (Legal experts are skeptical of Trump's suit.)

Skepticism of pollsters is not unwarranted. Polling has had some atrocious recent misses, though the final 2024 results closely tracked with the polls at the end of the race. As the strategist Michael Podhorzer has written, pollsters present their work as empirical, but polling is actually opinion journalism--not in the sense that it is partisan, but because it's premised on suppositions about the electorate such as how many young voters will turn out, and how many voters with less than a college degree. Some of those suppositions inevitably turn out to be more accurate than others. One thing that makes the results I cite here more credible is that they are all moving in the same general direction. Can they tell us what percentage of the population actually disapproves of Trump? Not reliably. But taken together, they tell a consistent story, which also matches up with a raft of worrisome economic indicators that are darkening Americans' outlook.

The funny thing about Trump's anger at polling errors is that, if anything, their tendency to underestimate his support has benefited him. In 2016, Trump was able to capitalize in part on voter apathy, fed by an expectation that Hillary Clinton would triumph. More important, then-FBI Director James Comey later said his decision to announce a reopening of the investigation into Clinton's email in October 2016 was influenced by his poll-driven assumption that Clinton would win in a walk. Instead, the analyst Nate Silver calculated, the announcement cost her the election. Eight years later, unrealistically rosy polling convinced Democrats that President Joe Biden was competitive in his reelection bid against Trump, which allowed him to enter and then stay in the race far too long. Unfortunately for Trump, he's unlikely to enjoy similar polling errors outside of the head-to-head-context of an election. Issue polls are more consistent in sussing out how sentiment is changing.

Trump's impulse is always to shoot the messenger, but the messenger isn't Trump's problem here. It's the message that voters are sending him.

Related:

	The difference between polls and public opinion (From May)
 	The truth about polling (From October)






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	An unsustainable presidency, by Jonathan Chait
 	David Frum: How the U.S. lost the Canadian election
 	The Texas county where "everybody has somebody in their family" with dementia




Today's News

	Mark Carney clinched a full term as Canada's prime minister and led the Liberal Party to a win in the country's federal election.
 	A car crashed into a building used for an after-school camp in Illinois yesterday, killing three young children and one teenager. Illinois State Police said today that the attack did not appear to be targeted.
 	Sara Netanyahu, the wife of Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, was overheard saying that "fewer" than 24 hostages are still alive in Gaza.




Evening Read


Illustration by Cecilia Erlich



The Great Language Flattening

By Victoria Turk

Chatbots learned from human writing. Now the influence may run in the other direction. Some people have hypothesized that the proliferation of generative-AI tools such as ChatGPT will seep into human communication, that the terse language we use when prompting a chatbot may lead us to dispose of any niceties or writerly flourishes when corresponding with friends and colleagues. But there are other possibilities.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Trump is paving the way for another "China shock."
 	The liberals who can't stop winning
 	Russia is in demographic free fall. Putin isn't helping.
 	Caitlin Flanagan: On Mahmoud Khalil and the right to free expression
 	Why Trump is giving Putin everything he wants




Culture Break


Illustration by Paul Spella / The Atlantic. Sources: Kevin Mazur / Getty; Katie Flores / Billboard / Getty; Shutterstock.



Examine. Who's afraid of Gen Z's squeaky clean, backflipping bro? Benson Boone has charmed his way to the top--and that really seems to bother some people, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Watch. The Legend of Ochi (in theaters now) conjures the kinds of effects the film industry rarely uses anymore, David Sims writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Dear James: A Riddle About Reading

Even when I love a book, I want it to end. Why?

by James Parker




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

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



Dear James,

Why, even when reading a book that I'm thoroughly enjoying, do I always seem to want to finish it?



Dear Reader,

This is a fascinating question.

I know exactly what you mean, of course--the slightly indecent haste to turn the final page, slurp up the final image, get the book logged in its entirety in your mental library. "I didn't want it to end!" is something I have never said, or felt, about a book or anything else. I love endings. I always want it to end, whatever it is, so I can go away and privately cherish it (or rinse it out of my system, if necessary).

Reading itself, the act of reading, has its own linear left-to-right momentum: It would seem to sort of naturally speed up the further into a book you go. Somewhere in the opus of Nicholson Baker--and I'm going to be very Nicholson Baker about this (see: U and I) and produce a memory-mangled approximation of what he actually wrote--is a lovely passage about how a reader will accelerate as the end of a book approaches, because they are unconsciously picking up the acceleration of the writer, the headlong here-we-go, wrapping-it-up energy of the last phase of composition.

But I think your question relates more to the nature of experience itself. Or at least it gives me an excuse to do some of my bargain-basement philosophizing. To wit: Why can we not rest in the moment? Why must we always be panting for the next moment and the one after that? Because we're narrative animals, I think--and stories go forward. The good ones, anyway. And why must we always be pining for the moment that has passed? Because the really good stories go forward and backward at the same time. Like The Bourne Identity.

Not that you asked, but this may be why I gave up meditation: Deep down, I don't want to hop off the wheel. Deep down, I want to be spun, driven, chewed on, buffeted by illusions, and scratched by demons. Or flicked in the earlobe by an angel, as it may be.

Aware that I've gone slightly off topic but feeling okay about it,

James




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



When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Liberals Who Can't Stop Winning

Trump isn't the only reason Canada's center-left has stayed in power.

by Daniel Block




American liberals in search of hope can look to the Canadian election. Just five months ago, the country's incumbent Liberal Party appeared headed for an epic defeat. It trailed the Conservative Party by 25 percentage points, and its leader, then-Prime Minister Justin Trudeau, had an approval rating of just 22 percent. Forecasters predicted that the Liberals would win 35 seats in the country's 343-seat Parliament, compared with 236 for the Conservatives. Instead, the Liberals are set to win at least 155--a plurality larger than they had before.

How did the party pull off this astonishing feat? To many, the answer is that they didn't: Donald Trump did. "The Conservatives' 25 percentage point lead in the polls has swiftly turned into a single-digit deficit as Mr. Trump has become the race's dominant issue," The New York Times wrote three weeks ago. "Trump Effect Leaves Canada's Conservatives Facing Catastrophic Loss," read an April 16 headline in The Guardian.

Chris Jones: The angry Canadian

The theory of the case is straightforward. The Conservatives were cruising until Trump threatened to annex Canada and slapped tariffs on its exports. At that point, they were finished. Canadians rallied around the flag, which meant rallying around the incumbent Liberal government. They turned on the Conservative Party's leader, Pierre Poilievre, whose "Canada First" slogan and promise to fire "woke" bureaucrats sounded a lot like Trumpism.

But the Liberals' victory is not simply the product of American politics. It is also the result of the formidable political talent of the party, which has now won four consecutive elections and governed the country for 10 years and counting. And its leaders have spent their time moving the country substantially leftward. Whatever adjectives American progressives might use to describe Democrats--feckless, weak, pathetic--the Canadian Liberals are the opposite. In fact, they may be the most successful left-of-center party on the planet.

Yesterday was not the first time the Liberals have surged back from near defeat. They have governed Canada for much of the country's history, but in 2011, the party won just 34 seats--coming in third for the first time ever, behind the progressive New Democratic Party. The Conservatives, meanwhile, won a majority in Parliament. The Liberal Party was on the political margins, with no clear path back to relevance. Then, in 2013, it selected Justin Trudeau to be its leader.

In the two years that followed, Trudeau completely reversed the Liberals' fortunes. Promising "sunny ways" and progressive policies, he won a large majority in 2015. Then he went about making good on most of his pledges. The Liberals expanded the Canadian version of Social Security. They passed an infrastructure bill that was larger, as a percentage of GDP, and greener than the one Joe Biden enacted. They banned more than 1,000 types of guns. They increased immigration. They legalized marijuana.

The Liberals went on to win two more elections, in 2019 and 2021, and to pass even more progressive legislation. Prodded by the New Democratic Party, the Trudeau government established a "pharmacare" program that will make certain essential drugs free to all Canadians. It created a free dental-insurance program for Canadians who make less than $90,000 (in Canadian dollars, or about $65,000 in the U.S.) a year. And it created a sweeping, $10-a-day national child-care program; as a result, Canadians parents now spend a third as much on child care as they did in 2021.

Trudeau presided over an expansion of Canada's welfare state so enormous that it would make Senator Bernie Sanders blush, and he did it while winning three elections. When he left office last month, he was the longest-tenured progressive leader in the global North.

True, he left with dismal ratings, such that his party felt the need to push him out. But the Liberals handled this with supreme competence. Consider that when the Democrats forced Joe Biden to step aside after his disastrous debate performance, they handed the reins to Vice President Kamala Harris, who refused to break with him. The Liberals, by contrast, passed over Trudeau's deputy prime minister and elevated Mark Carney, a respected political outsider unencumbered by Trudeau's baggage. Upon becoming prime minister, Carney immediately killed Trudeau's most hated policy: the carbon tax.

Trump, of course, played a part in the Liberals' triumph, with his threats to annex Canada. But the Liberals also did an excellent job of capitalizing on the U.S. president's bombast. They cut ads that juxtaposed Trump's rhetoric with Poilievre's. They cultivated a sense of Canadian nationalism. And the party's members elected Carney--the candidate, according to polls, voters thought would best handle the U.S. president.

Read: Why Canadians are better than Americans at protesting Trump right now

The Liberals' success story may not be replicable in the United States, but the Democrats could stand to learn a few things from their northern neighbors. When Canada's Liberals tossed aside an unpopular candidate, they didn't hesitate to replace him with the most viable alternative-- regardless of seniority within the party. They were also ready to jettison an unpopular policy that many members believed was right on the merits: The carbon tax was good for the environment, but killing it helped keep Liberals in power and protect their other achievements.

Carney may well struggle to hold on to power for as long as Trudeau did, given that the Liberals have fallen just short of an outright majority in Parliament; even the most successful political parties rarely win five straight contests. But the Liberals are an electoral machine--something of a rarity on the center-left--that would be foolish to bet against.
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        Trump Weighs His Options Against Putin
        Jonathan Lemire

        President Donald Trump has long made "No retreat, no surrender" his guiding ethos, refusing to apologize or acknowledge mistakes and declaring that he's the brawler in chief for the American people. His instinct to pump his fist and yell "Fight, fight" in the moments after being shot on the campaign trail became a defining image of his victory last year. He scowls in his official portraits--and in his mug shot--and has stared down world leaders most American presidents would deem friends.But there ...

      

      
        The Trump Voters Who Like What They See
        Elaine Godfrey

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Earlier this month, after it became clear that the Trump administration would not be facilitating the return of Kilmar Abrego Garcia from a Salvadoran megaprison, I texted a close childhood friend. He'd voted for Donald Trump in each of the past three presidential elections, and I asked for his evaluation. "Trump might be taking it too far," my friend replied. "But then again," he added, "he's a man of action...

      

      
        An Unsustainable Presidency
        Jonathan Chait

        Shortly before taking office, Donald Trump promised his supporters that he'd have "the most extraordinary first 100 days of any presidency in American history." And, well, his second administration certainly hasn't been ordinary.Historians tend to rate presidencies by the breadth of their accomplishments, on a scale ranging from ineffectual to transformative. The classic measuring stick for 100-day achievements is the presidency of Franklin D. Roosevelt. The frenetic first stretch of the New Deal...

      

      
        Read <em>The Atlantic</em>'s Interview With Donald Trump
        Jeffrey Goldberg

        Editor's Note: Read The Atlantic's related cover story, "'I Run the Country and the World.'" On Thursday, April 24, I joined my colleagues Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer in the White House to interview President Donald Trump. The story behind this meeting is a strange one, told in their new Atlantic cover story, which you can read here.Ashley and Michael had been seeking an Oval Office meeting for some time. It had been scheduled, then angrily unscheduled, then followed by an impromptu intervi...

      

      
        Signalgate, Trump, and <em>The Atlantic</em>
        Jeffrey Goldberg

        This month's cover story is written by two of our newest reporters, Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer. Both came to The Atlantic from The Washington Post, where they covered the White House and national politics. As one might expect, they have developed complicated and intriguing ideas about the brain of Donald Trump and the nature of Trumpism.A simple question animates their story: How did Trump rise from political ruin in 2021 to seize the commanding heights of government and the world economy?...

      

      
        'I Run the Country and the World'
        Michael Scherer

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Before we begin, a primer on the science of arranging an interview with a sitting American president:In ordinary times, reporters seeking an on-the-record encounter with the commander in chief first write an elaborate proposal. The proposal details the goals of the interview, the broad areas of concern, and the many reasons the president must, for his own good, talk to these particular reporters and not other...

      

      
        Trump Administration to Judges: 'We Will Find You'
        Adam Serwer

        The arrest of Wisconsin Judge Hannah Dugan over allegedly obstructing the apprehension of an undocumented immigrant is an attempt to intimidate the judiciary. You can just ask Attorney General Pam Bondi."What has happened to our judiciary is beyond me," Bondi told Fox News, commenting on Dugan's arrest. "They're deranged. I think some of these judges think they are beyond and above the law, and they are not. We are sending a very strong message today: If you are harboring a fugitive, we don't car...

      

      
        Trump's Cosplay Cabinet
        Ashley Parker

        In Donald Trump's administration, Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem rotates through various costumes--firefighting gear for drills with the United States Coast Guard, a cowboy hat and horse for a jaunt with Border Patrol agents in Texas, a bulletproof ICE vest for a dawn raid in New York City. Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth posts photos of himself doing snowy push-ups with U.S. troops in Poland and deadlifting with them in predawn Germany. And FBI Deputy Director Dan Bongino spars with agent...

      

      
        How the Trump Administration Flipped on Kilmar Abrego Garcia
        Nick Miroff

        At each stage in the political and legal fight over Kilmar Abrego Garcia's wrongful deportation, the Trump administration has pushed back harder and dug in deeper.The administration first called Abrego Garcia's deportation an "administrative error," then a "clerical error." The words trivialized the decision to send a man to a maximum-security prison in El Salvador without legal proceedings and in direct violation of a judge's protective order. Officials insisted that the mistake could not be und...

      

      
        The Coming Economic Nightmare
        David Frum

        I remember the little stickers on restaurant menus.In the 1970s, it cost much more to print a menu than it does today. Restaurants did not change them often. When prices rose, they'd retain their old menu--but affix little stickers with the new, handwritten prices atop the previous ones. When prices rose especially rapidly, the stickers accumulated in stubby columns rising up from the menu. A bored child might scratch off all the stickers with a fingernail--and, like a young archaeologist, reveal a...

      

      
        Inside the Fiasco at the National Security Council
        Isaac Stanley-Becker

        The national security adviser seemed at a loss.It fell to Michael Waltz to explain to handpicked members of his staff this month why the president had ordered their dismissal after a meeting with Laura Loomer, the far-right activist who rose to prominence by making incendiary anti-Muslim claims and who last year shared a video that labeled 9/11 an "inside job.""He was upset and couldn't explain it," a person familiar with Waltz's reaction told me.But the abrupt dismissals shouldn't have come as a...

      

      
        Trump Is Vulnerable on Immigration
        Jonathan Chait

        When Chris Van Hollen traveled to El Salvador to check on the status of Kilmar Abrego Garcia, who had been deported to a notorious prison, the Trump administration erupted in delight. Here was a golden opportunity to accuse the Democratic senator and his party of sympathizing with violent criminals. "His heart is reserved for an illegal alien who's a member of a foreign terrorist organization," the Trump adviser Stephen Miller told reporters.Many Democrats and other critics of Trump's lawless dep...

      

      
        Tim Walz Looks Into the Void
        Mark Leibovich

        Photographs by Brian KaiserThis article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Tim Walz and I were sitting down for breakfast earlier this month at a Courtyard by Marriott in Independence, Ohio, just outside Cleveland. Walz, who was Kamala Harris's running mate last year, is still the governor of a state that happens not to be Ohio--or West Virginia, Iowa, Wisconsin, Nebraska, or Texas, all of which he had visited recently.This was a bit curious, especially bec...

      

      
        The Force That Holds Trump's Coalition Together
        Jonathan Chait

        When I was 5 or 6 years old, I pulled an extremely mean trick on my little brother. I told him that if he cleaned my room, I "might give him a dollar." Once he had performed the chore, I told him I'd decided against paying him.I thought of that shameful (and oddly Trumpian) moment a few weeks ago, when I began encountering news stories reporting that President Donald Trump was considering a plan to raise taxes on the rich. (Axios: "Scoop: Trump might let taxes rise for the rich to cover breaks on...
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Trump Weighs His Options Against Putin

The president has shown signs of exasperation. But he has never been willing to stand up to his Russian counterpart.

by Jonathan Lemire




President Donald Trump has long made "No retreat, no surrender" his guiding ethos, refusing to apologize or acknowledge mistakes and declaring that he's the brawler in chief for the American people. His instinct to pump his fist and yell "Fight, fight" in the moments after being shot on the campaign trail became a defining image of his victory last year. He scowls in his official portraits--and in his mug shot--and has stared down world leaders most American presidents would deem friends.

But there is one big exception to this self-styled tough-guy image: For his entire political life, Trump has never truly stood up to Vladimir Putin. Instead, he has at times parroted Kremlin talking points; infamously sided with Moscow over his own nation's intelligence services after the 2016 election; and even inexplicably blamed Ukraine for somehow forcing Russia to invade in 2022.

Since retaking office, Trump has continued to appease Putin as the two leaders have sought to negotiate an end to the war in Ukraine. Even so, the Russian leader has repeatedly defied him. And in recent days, Trump, perhaps fearing that he's being humiliated, has started to show glimpses of exasperation--raising the question of whether he might finally take some kind of stand against Putin.

Within the White House, the president's own advisers have no sense as to what he will choose, four administration officials told me, speaking anonymously to discuss internal deliberations. Senior aides have begun to draw up plans to punish Russia for slow-walking the peace process--including consulting with Treasury Department officials about new sanctions--but whether or not those proposals see the light of day remains a mystery even to those who work for the president.

Read: Why Trump is giving Putin everything he wants

Few in global capitals or across Washington expect him to break from precedent and excoriate Putin. The Russian leader has gotten nearly everything he has wanted from Washington since Trump took office just over 100 days ago. Trump has weakened U.S. soft power around the world and feuded with traditional allies. He has offered something of an absolution for Russia's invasion of Ukraine, and in fact suggested that he might lift existing U.S. sanctions on Moscow and normalize relations between the two countries, possibly clearing the way for Russia to return to its former place on the world stage. For months, Trump has spoken approvingly of striking energy and mineral deals with Putin, two of the officials told me.

Trump has insisted that he can easily bring an end to the war, and has proved willing to accede to Russian demands to get there. Although Ukraine supported an American push in March for a 30-day cease-fire and Russia refused it, Trump has repeatedly suggested that it would be simpler for Washington to deal with Moscow than Kyiv in negotiations. In late February, he (along with Vice President J. D. Vance) berated Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky in the Oval Office, declaring that he "didn't have the cards." A few weeks later, he outlined a proposed peace plan that decidedly favors Moscow. In that plan, Ukraine would receive only vague security promises from the West, and would not be permitted to join NATO. Russia would get to keep much of the territory it has conquered since 2022. The United States also would recognize Russian control of Crimea, the Ukrainian peninsula that Putin illegally annexed a decade ago, and potentially limit weapons supplies to Ukraine. Zelensky summarily rejected those demands, and last week the U.S. threatened to walk away from the peace talks.

Trump's push to stop the fighting last week was limited to an oddly personal and plaintive social-media post: "Vladimir, STOP!" But his approach escalated, even if briefly, over the weekend. Trump displayed a rare flash of anger at Moscow after meeting with Ukraine's president on the sidelines of Pope Francis's funeral in Rome just after Russian strikes in Kyiv had killed at least a dozen people. Putin's open defiance of American calls for an end to the conflict risked making Trump look weak, apparently prompting the president to publicly blast Russia and demand that a deal be done within two weeks. "There was no reason for Putin to be shooting missiles into civilian areas, cities, and towns over the last few days. It makes me think that maybe he doesn't want to stop the war, he's just tapping me along, and has to be dealt with differently," Trump posted on social media hours after he'd departed St. Peter's Basilica.

On the Air Force One flight back from Rome, Trump fumed about the Russian strikes, and aides took his anger as a moment to explore possible penalties for Moscow's behavior, three of the administration officials told me. Among the options: backing a bill introduced by half the Senate--25 Republicans and 25 Democrats--this month to impose sanctions on Russia if it refuses to engage in good-faith negotiations for peace with Ukraine. The measure would place primary sanctions on Russia and secondary sanctions on any nation that purchases Russian oil, gas, uranium, or other products that, in turn, fund Moscow's war. Trump discussed the sanctions with aides on the flight but has not yet committed to supporting them, two of the officials told me.

Read: This is the way a world order ends

A close outside adviser downplayed to me the significance of Trump's tough weekend words, pointing to the fact that they came hours after the Zelensky meeting at the Vatican. "Trump has always been influenced by what he heard last," the person said. "That will go away as soon as someone else gets in his ear."

Another means to ramp up the pressure on Putin would be for Trump to increase weapons shipments to Ukraine. But this is perceived as unlikely because the president and many fellow Republicans, especially in the House, have spent the past year calling for a reduction in the shipments. And since Trump took office, the U.S. has limited those shipments, although some weapons are still going through. The administration also briefly paused intelligence sharing with Kyiv.

"The only way to meaningfully stand up to Putin would be to keep the spigot open for Ukraine in terms of arms and intel, and I fear that he's not prepared to do that," Richard Haass, who worked in three Republican administrations before leading the Council on Foreign Relations, told me. "Secondary sanctions are not going to move the needle. I don't see what he is willing to do for Ukraine to convince Putin that time is not on his side."

There is little consensus within Trump's Cabinet as to next steps. Secretary of State Marco Rubio and National Security Adviser Mike Waltz--both considered Russia hawks while they were in Congress--have at times privately pushed for a tougher stance on Moscow, the administration officials told me. But Rubio's public remarks have echoed Trump's criticism of Kyiv, while Waltz's clout within the administration has faded since he inadvertently added Jeffrey Goldberg, the editor in chief of The Atlantic, to a Signal chat about attack plans in Yemen. Meanwhile, Vance and other powerful voices inside the administration (Deputy Chief of Staff Stephen Miller) and on the outside (right-wing-media star Steve Bannon) have advocated moving the U.S. away from Ukraine and Europe. And while Rubio bailed on peace talks in Europe last week, Trump's envoy, Steve Witkoff, met with Putin for the fourth time.

Some in the White House have framed Trump's refusal to publicly threaten Putin as a negotiating tactic. One official told me that "actions speak louder than words" and pointed to tough measures that Trump took in his first term, including levying sanctions against Moscow, opposing construction of the Nord Stream 2 natural-gas pipeline from Russia to Germany, and delivering lethal aid to Ukraine. (Trump, however, ordered some of that aid held up in a failed attempt to pressure Ukraine to announce an investigation into Joe Biden, a matter that got Trump impeached.)

"The notion that President Trump won't stand up to Putin, or anyone for that matter, is completely ridiculous and absurd," White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt told me. "President Trump's strength has led to this war moving closer to a resolution at the negotiating table."

Read: I've seen how this plays out for Ukraine

Perhaps more than any of his recent actions, Trump's long history with Putin suggests that he will continue to defer to Russia. Trump praised Putin even before getting into politics, including when he wondered aloud in 2013, in advance of a Miss Universe pageant in Moscow, if the Russian leader "will become my best friend." The links between the 2016 Trump campaign and Russia were strong enough that Robert Mueller's independent-counsel investigation indicted 34 people and three Russian businesses, though Mueller ultimately decided the evidence was insufficient to charge any member of the campaign with taking part in a criminal conspiracy.

A smattering of Russia hawks in Trump's first term--among them, National Security Adviser John Bolton and Secretary of State Mike Pompeo--along with Republicans in Congress, pushed through a series of tough sanctions against Russia for its 2016-election interference. Yet Trump, time after time, undercut them. At a joint news conference in Helsinki in 2018, I asked Trump whom he believed about election interference, Putin or his own intelligence agencies, and the U.S. president made clear that he sided with his Russian counterpart.

When Trump had the chance to meet with Putin again a year later, at the G20 summit in Osaka, Japan, several of his advisers urged him to avoid a repeat of Helsinki. Trump balked. When asked by a reporter at the summit if he would warn the Russian autocrat not to meddle in the next year's election, the president responded, "Yes, of course I will," before turning toward Putin.

"Don't meddle in the election, please," Trump said with a sarcastic smile, briefly pointing his finger at Putin. "Don't meddle in the election."

Putin laughed.
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The Trump Voters Who Like What They See

"Even if they don't agree with everything he's doing, he's doing something."

by Elaine Godfrey




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


Earlier this month, after it became clear that the Trump administration would not be facilitating the return of Kilmar Abrego Garcia from a Salvadoran megaprison, I texted a close childhood friend. He'd voted for Donald Trump in each of the past three presidential elections, and I asked for his evaluation. "Trump might be taking it too far," my friend replied. "But then again," he added, "he's a man of action and we wanted change."

Someday in the future, historians might well point to April 2025 as the first sign of an enduring erosion in Trump's popular support. In just the first week of this month, America witnessed another mass expulsion of federal workers, in this case from several health agencies, followed by a tariff rollout that sent 401(k)s plunging like a Six Flags log flume. Even with stocks partially rebounding, feedback from riders has not been great for the president: Poll after poll has registered a drop in overall support for Trump, with many voters citing economic uncertainty. Trump's numbers on immigration, long a strength of his, are also beginning to slip. Another recent survey suggests that Trump has the lowest approval rating of any newly elected president in at least 70 years.

But even as Trump's critics cheer the apparent change of heart among some of his supporters, they face an inconvenient reality: Many of his voters are jubilant. For these happy millions, the first 100 days of Trump's second presidency have been a procession of fulfilled campaign promises--and have brought the country not to the precipice of economic ruin or democratic collapse, but to a golden age of greatness. They see Trump as ushering in a new era of action, according to my conversations with several Trump supporters and pollsters in recent days. "Even if they don't agree with everything he's doing, he's doing something, and something is better than nothing," Rich Thau, the president of the nonpartisan qualitative-research firm Engagious, told me.

Despite the relentless stream of shocking deportation stories--Abrego Garcia; the Venezuelan makeup artist; the Honduran child with Stage 4 cancer--many Trump voters see the president's handling of immigration as a highlight. The new administration says that ICE has so far carried out 66,000 deportations, a rate that is lower than that of previous administrations but that is partly the result of historically low border crossings.

"It's a night-and-day difference" from the Biden administration, Ben Cadet, a 24-year-old college student from Fort Lauderdale, Florida, told me. Cadet voted for Joe Biden in 2020 but switched to Trump in 2024, partly because he felt that Democrats had moved too far left and partly because he thought that Biden simply hadn't done enough to address illegal immigration. Trump's "immediate action is something I would have appreciated from a Democrat," he said. In the early days of the new administration, Cadet regularly called a friend to discuss Trump's executive orders on immigration, foreign policy, and "the culture war," he told me. The two would joke that they should cancel their Netflix subscriptions and tune in to Trump instead "because watching everything he does is kind of hilarious."

Read: Donald Trump is very busy

Thau, who conducts monthly focus groups of swing voters who supported Biden in 2020 and Trump in 2024, told me that half of the participants in any given group cannot name a single thing that Biden achieved while in office. For many of them, the past 100 days--including Trump's deportations but also his tariffs, reams of executive orders, college shakedowns, and targeting of the political press--have seemed like "an incredible flurry of activity by comparison to the guy who came before," whom they'd already considered old, infirm, and not really in charge. "I see a lot of politicians that they run and say a lot of things they're going to do, and they don't do any of them," a woman named Mary told Thau in one of his recent focus groups about Trump (Thau identifies participants by their first name only). "But I see him, and I approve."

If Democrats want to win back voters they lost to Trump, it would help them to first comprehend his appeal. That appears to be the conceit of the Working Class Project, a series of focus groups recently launched by the super PAC American Bridge 21st Century that attempt to understand why working-class voters have left the Democratic Party. In one of those recent focus groups, a Latino voter in New Jersey described his feelings this way: "Trump just puts his foot down, and whatever he says, it just happens." My own interviews reflected a similar sentiment. "How many presidents have tried to implement everything they said they wanted to accomplish instead of backpedaling?" Timothy Hance, a 34-year-old manufacturing assembler from Ottumwa, Iowa, told me.

For some Trump voters, this yearning for action makes them willing to indulge more authoritarian impulses. Self-identified MAGA Republicans are about twice as likely as Americans overall to say that detaining legal residents by mistake is "acceptable," according to a new CBS poll. And although most of the Trump supporters I interviewed were not keen on the possibility of sending American citizens convicted of crimes to jail in another country, as Trump has suggested he might do, one voter liked the idea. "They're hardened criminals. If we can't put them to death, the humane thing would be for us to send them away," Hance told me. (He also suggested that Trump should plow through the court orders from "activist judges" holding up deportations. "It's like, just do it," Hance said. "Ignore them.")

For the many Americans who are happy right now, Trump's tariffs represent another exciting paradigm shift. "The dream of globalism is going by the wayside," Joe Marazzo, a 29-year-old property manager from Jacksonville, Florida, told me. "It might not work, but at least we're trying something." Sure, the president has retreated from his original plan to slap enormous import taxes on 90 countries, including the winged populace of Heard Island and McDonald Islands. But the still-high tariffs on Chinese goods are an important course correction and worth any discomfort they might cause, some Trump supporters say. "It'll take a year. You can't build car plants in two days," Jerry Helmer, the chair of the Sauk County Republican Party, in Wisconsin, told me. Theodore John Fitzgerald, the leader of a pro-Trump grassroots group in Luzerne County, Pennsylvania, likened the short-term pain from the tariffs to subsisting on ramen noodles in college--or switching to a healthier diet. "I have diabetes," Fitzgerald told me. "There's a little pain and suffering to make sure I don't lose any more toes."

Read: The Trump voters who are losing patience

Some of Trump's staunchest defenders acknowledged to me that they might reassess their loyalty if a forthcoming trade war results in an untenable increase in their cost of living. Others, though, said that they find it difficult to even fathom such a red line. "My hobby is hot-air ballooning," Hance, from Iowa, told me with a chuckle. He'd rethink his support for Trump "if that was banned."

Of course, Trump and his Republican allies cannot afford to make appeals to only their most ardent supporters. Not everyone is interested in the belt-cinching that tariffs might require. Overall, Americans are unhappy with the nation's economy, and 59 percent of the public now say that Trump has made economic conditions worse, according to a CNN survey released on Monday. "Even folks who like him and think that he has good ideas tell us in focus groups that they hope they don't have to pay a lot in tariffs," Margie Omero, a pollster at the Democratic research firm GBAO, told me. In a recent focus group that Omero conducted of 13 independents who had voted for Trump in the 2024 election, most participants gave the president a B or C grade, although none of them regretted their vote.

With roughly 1,300 days left in Trump's presidency, many of his critics are hopeful that his recent dip in approval marks an inflection point, like the botched withdrawal from Afghanistan that sparked Biden's own backslide in public esteem. Communication is key to keeping Trump's unfavorables high, Omero told me. "Some voters still aren't getting the message" about Trump's actions, she said. Many Americans believe that Trump has been too aggressive with his use of executive power, and in order to defeat him and his political allies, Omero argued, Trump's opponents need to help more Americans understand "that what he's doing is unprecedented and is going against the Court."

Omero is right that many Americans probably haven't paid much attention to the details of Trump's first 100 days. But it's also true that, if and when they eventually tune in, some of them are going to like what they hear.
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An Unsustainable Presidency

Nothing about Donald Trump's first 100 days has been ordinary.<span> </span>

by Jonathan Chait




Shortly before taking office, Donald Trump promised his supporters that he'd have "the most extraordinary first 100 days of any presidency in American history." And, well, his second administration certainly hasn't been ordinary.

Historians tend to rate presidencies by the breadth of their accomplishments, on a scale ranging from ineffectual to transformative. The classic measuring stick for 100-day achievements is the presidency of Franklin D. Roosevelt. The frenetic first stretch of the New Deal featured a raft of major legislation that established new financial regulations and ambitious public-works projects, helping the economy begin to recover from the Great Depression.

Judged against Roosevelt's record, the first 100 days of the second Trump term can be deemed a miserable failure. The president has passed no major legislation, and his economic interventions have had the opposite effect of Roosevelt's, injecting uncertainty into a healthy recovery and seeding an economic crisis.

Yet his presidency has still been consequential. In just a few months, Trump has smashed democratic norms, crippled the federal bureaucracy, and realigned America against its traditional friends. Because Trump's goals are so historically aberrant, the traditional measure of presidential achievement is of hardly any use. His Carter-esque record as legislator and economic steward stands in stark contrast to his Lenin-esque record in stamping out opposition. For the president's ruling claque, the effect is a triumph. For nearly everybody else, it portends ruin.

In an alternate reality, Trump's 2024 victory paved the way for a traditionally successful presidency with broad popularity and concrete policy achievements. After the election, his polling numbers shot up, and numbed Democrats retreated into self-doubt; some of them concluded that their best path forward lay in working with the new president. Congress formed a bipartisan DOGE caucus of members eager to eliminate inefficiencies in government. Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer, at the time perhaps the Democratic Party's best-positioned 2028 presidential contender, sent a letter to Trump offering cooperation.

In the real world, despite the obvious opportunity, Trump never tested the possibilities for constructive engagement. The president laid bare his thought process in his speech to Congress early last month. "I look at the Democrats in front of me, and I realize there is absolutely nothing I can say to make them happy," he complained. "I could find a cure to the most devastating disease--a disease that would wipe out entire nations--or announce the answers to the greatest economy in history."

Here he was engaged in projection. The available evidence suggests that Trump could never imagine supporting a piece of legislation proposed by a political opponent merely because it advanced some worthwhile policy goal. (That is why passing an infrastructure bill and bolstering domestic manufacturing of silicon chips ranked among Trump's highest stated priorities, until President Joe Biden passed these ideas into law, at which point they became disasters to be repealed.) And so, Trump naturally assumed, neither would the Democrats.

Instead of working within the system, he set out to crush the opposition. He has placed seemingly every lever of state power in the hands of unprincipled loyalists and has used the threat of investigation, prosecution, and punitive defunding to extort media owners, law firms, and universities into compliance. He has attempted to establish, in his immigration-enforcement powers, the ability to disappear people who may or may not have committed crimes, and may or may not even reside in the country illegally, brushing aside court orders to stop.

Jonathan Chait: A loophole that would swallow the Constitution

Trump has inscribed a double standard into law enforcement, through generous pardons of allies and selective enforcement. At minimum, he has cleared the way for systematic corruption. At maximum, he is laying the groundwork to ignore court orders that go against him and to construct an extralegal regime in which laws bind only his enemies.

Trump's allies do not recognize any legitimate place for democratic opposition. They have come to see all of progressivism as a false consciousness implanted in an unwitting populace by a handful of puppet masters in academia, philanthropy, media, and Hollywood. Their operating theory is that, by cutting off funds, they can uproot liberal ideology itself. In this work, Trump and his inner circle have consciously patterned themselves after Viktor Orban's regime in Hungary, which seized control of the commanding heights of government power to suppress opposition, while permitting its president and his family to siphon vast corrupt fortunes. The Orbanization project has advanced like clockwork.

But one detail seems to have escaped the attention of Trump and his allies: Hungary, outside of its tiny parasitic elite, is a relatively poor country. That ought to have been a sign that, whatever benefits the Orban model presented to the right-wing ruling class that would carry it out, it held little promise of helping to usher in the "golden age" of prosperity Trump offered the country.

Trump might not be troubled by that fact, even if he learned it. Almost every personnel decision he has made has prioritized the consolidation of power over traditional governing skills. The trade-off between loyalty and competence has already been evident.

Trump's first major domestic-policy decision was to hand nearly carte-blanche power to Elon Musk, a man whose limited knowledge of government was exacerbated by a boundless ego and a weakness for conspiracy theories. Musk first promised to cut the federal budget by $2 trillion, a target he revised downward to $1 trillion and then, as of this writing, $150 billion. Even that figure, 93 percent smaller than the original goal, almost certainly overstates the actual savings Musk has accomplished. In fact, by cutting such functions as IRS tax collection, the DOGE project could very well end up costing the government much more than it saves.

Even so, Musk has managed to wreak havoc within the federal bureaucracy through sheer chaos. His worse-than-random managerial methods of wanton demoralization and targeting probationary employees (a category that includes not only new hires but many longtime civil servants who have received recent promotions) has stripped the workforce of some of its best talent.

The administration's deep cuts to scientific and medical research have been compounded by Trump's decision to hand control of public health to Robert F. Kennedy Jr., a bona fide kook, and to sic immigration enforcement on foreign students and professors, some of whom play key roles in American scientific research.

Here, too, the parallels to Hungary are striking. Orban's economy has suffered a brain drain as the regime's cronyism drives its great minds to work in freer societies. Trump's policies have shown early signs of producing a similar outcome, as would-be international students must now consider whether pursuing an American degree is worth risking getting detained by ICE or having their visa revoked abruptly over minor legal infractions.

From the May 2025 issue: Orban's Hungary could be America's future

To some extent, this result is the product of design rather than incompetence: Trump regards scientists and other experts as an enemy class, one he seeks to repress in order to pursue his political goals, even if doing so impoverishes the country.

Trump's ineptitude has been most obvious in the prosecution of his trade war against the planet. His allies cast this as a negotiating strategy, but the strategy, such as it is, requires him to use the "madman theory" to gain leverage by scaring the rest of the world into thinking he is crazy enough to instigate a global economic recession, while simultaneously reassuring American businesses that he is not. He has accordingly caromed between bluster and retreat, causing the U.S. economy to absorb nearly all the costs of a total trade war without having any chance to capture whatever theoretical benefit Trump hopes to achieve.

Trump has subjected the United States to what is essentially a self-administered sanctions regime. Whatever grace the rest of the world might have extended to the task of helping him back out of the crisis he instigated is diminished severely by the threats he has made against peaceful neighbors. Anti-Trumpism has already undercut conservative parties in Canada and Australia, providing a taste of the hostile world stage Trump has built for himself.

In the meantime, the trade war has caused domestic inflation expectations to rise, forcing the Federal Reserve to pause its plans to reduce interest rates. Trump's initial instinct to this setback was to fulminate against Federal Reserve Chairman Jay Powell, as if removing the person trying to manage the predicament Trump caused would eliminate the predicament itself.

That impulse underscores the degree to which Trump has bungled the issue that played the largest single role in getting him elected: discontent over pandemic-induced inflation. Rather than recognize the precarious source of his victory, he has treated it as a mandate to wage authoritarian culture war.

The consequences of Trump's mismanagement lay almost entirely ahead. The hammer blows to bureaucratic functioning have only begun to take effect, and there's no telling what routine tasks or emergency responses will collapse later. Unless Trump reverses course both quickly (which he probably does not desire) and deftly (which requires a level of skill that he probably does not possess), the economy will undergo consequences ranging from a stagflationary slowdown to a full-on recession.

Contrary to the cliche, authoritarian rulers do not always make the trains run on time. In place of good governance, they offer a combination of propaganda, graft, and intimidation. The less they can satisfy legitimate public demands for prosperity and well-run public services, the harder they must squeeze their opposition. As Trump's approval ratings have continued to sink, he has accordingly continued to discover new forms of vengeance.

Trump's first 100 days have set the country on an unsustainable course. The clash between the president's determination to rule and his inability to govern has generated two opposing forces: a weaponized, illiberal state, and a smoldering political backlash. One of them will have to break.
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Read <em>The Atlantic</em>'s Interview With Donald Trump

A conversation with the president about executive power, Signalgate, and 24-karat gold

by Jeffrey Goldberg

On Thursday, April 24, I joined my colleagues Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer in the White House to interview President Donald Trump. The story behind this meeting is a strange one, told in their new Atlantic cover story, which you can read here.

Ashley and Michael had been seeking an Oval Office meeting for some time. It had been scheduled, then angrily unscheduled, then followed by an impromptu interview from the president's cellphone, and then by an apparent pocket dial from the president one night at 1:28 a.m., and then by a promise, again, for a sit-down, this time with a specific request from Trump that I accompany Ashley and Michael. This invitation was followed by a Truth Social posting from the president that read, in part, "Later today I will be meeting with, of all people, Jeffrey Goldberg, the Editor of The Atlantic, and the person responsible for many fictional stories about me." Not entirely fictional in the president's eyes, apparently, was the Signalgate controversy, which he said I was "somewhat more 'successful' with."

We found the president--in an Oval Office redecorated in what I would call the Louis XIV Overripe Casino style--in an upbeat and friendly mood. Our numberless transgressions were, if not forgiven, then mainly ignored. Joining the president were his chief of staff, Susie Wiles; his communications director, Steven Cheung; the press secretary, Karoline Leavitt; and numerous other staff members.

What follows are substantial excerpts from our conversation, condensed and edited for clarity. Our main goal in the interview was to encourage the president to analyze his unprecedented political comeback, and explain the way he is now wielding power--including the question of whether he sees any limits to what a president can do. Trump's main goal, it seemed, was to convince us that he has placed his presidency in service of the nation and of humanity. (A subsidiary goal was to ask us if we thought he should hang a chandelier in the Oval Office. The Atlantic takes no position on that matter.) He said many noteworthy things about Ukraine, about tariffs, and about the retribution-driven nature of his second term. I found our encounter fascinating and illuminating.



Welcome to the Oval Office 

Donald Trump: This will be very, very interesting. You think Biden would do this? I don't think so. How are you, folks?

Ashley Parker: Good, how are you? Thanks for having us in.

Trump: I'm good. Thank you very much.

Jeffrey Goldberg: Nice to see you. And thanks for announcing the interview on Truth Social.

Parker: Thank you for your discretion!

Trump: I wanted to put a little extra pressure on you. But at the same time, you'll sell about five times more magazines.

Goldberg: Believe me, I understand the marketing here.

Trump: I did it for you. [He makes a sweeping gesture.] If you take a look back, Jeffrey, this is the new Oval Office--and people love it. Those paintings were all in the vaults. We have vaults downstairs. They have about 4,000 pictures, and I took some of the great presidents.

Goldberg: It really does look different.

Trump: Well, now it looks like it's supposed to look. Before, they didn't take care of it. There was no tender loving care.

Parker: Are you using your own money for the Oval Office?

Trump: Yeah, I do it on my own. You see up top? That came all out of Mar-a-Lago.

Parker: Really?

Trump: Yeah.

Goldberg: Wait, the gilded--?

Trump: Yeah, the gold. And that's all 24-karat gold, which is interesting because they've never come up with a paint that looks like gold. They've never come up with a paint where you can just paint it and it looks like gold.

Michael Scherer: Is there truth to the rumor you're going to do the ceiling?

Trump: Yeah, I'm doing that. The question is: Do I do a chandelier? Beautiful crystal chandelier, top of the line, beautiful. Would be nice in here. It almost calls for it, but I don't know. We're more focused on China, Russia.

But you know, this is all new. The George Washington was in the vaults. Most of those pictures were in the vaults. And it's a great thing, you know. We just had the secretary-general of NATO, Mark Rutte. And we had the prime minister of Norway just preceding you. We have a lot of great relationships with people. People don't talk about it much, but they all want to meet. So we're trying to get the killing field ended, you know, in Russia.

Goldberg: Yes, we want to talk about that. But I first wanted to thank you for having us in. I think it's better to talk than not talk. We are trying to do a cover story that I think is both fair and balanced.

Trump: That's all I want. Fair. Fair and balanced. I've heard that before.

Goldberg: The animating question of our cover story is how you did it. If you look at January 2021, February 2021, people would not have bet that you would come back. And just to be fair, I wanted to ask you what you think I don't understand about your presidency.

Trump: I really believe that what I'm doing is good for the country, good for people, good for humanity.

As you just heard, I was just with the prime minister of Norway and separately, outside, is the head of NATO. We also had the former head of NATO just a few minutes ago: Stoltenberg. Terrific guy; both terrific people. And they made a statement. They said, "If you don't get this war ended, it will never end; it will go on forever, and people are going to be killed for a long time to come." And, you know, they're losing--I was saying 2,500 people a week; it's close to 5,000 people a week, for the most part Russian and Ukrainian soldiers. And if we can stop that, that would be a great thing.

Goldberg: But let me ask you, because the portrait of Ronald Reagan is sitting right above your shoulder.

Trump: Yeah.

Goldberg: For 100 years, American presidents have innately sympathized with the smaller nations and peoples that have been bullied or oppressed by Russia. You don't seem to have that same innate sympathy. It's not just Ronald Reagan. It's Jimmy Carter, JFK, and so on. Why don't you seem to have that same feeling for these bullied, oppressed nations that every other American president has had?

Trump: I think I do. I think I'm saving that nation. I think that nation will be crushed very shortly. It's a big war machine. Let's face it. And if it weren't for me--I'm the one that gave them the Javelins that knocked out the tanks. You know, that tank moment was a big moment, when the tanks got stuck in the mud, and I gave them tremendous numbers of Javelins. That's the anti-tank busters. And they took out all those tanks when they got caught in the mud. You know, that was a big moment because, had those tanks gone in, they were 71 miles outside of Kyiv and they were going to take over Kyiv. That was the end of the war; it would've ended in one day.

And that was one of the reasons it went on. Now, I could also make the case that it's too bad it went on, because a lot of people have died. A lot more people died in that war than is being reported. Not just soldiers. It's a lot of soldiers, but it's a lot of other people too. And, you know, I really can make the case that I've been very good because I'm saving that country. The prime minister of Norway--very respected guy--says that if President Trump didn't get involved, this war would never end. I think I'm doing a great service to Ukraine. I believe that.

Goldberg: The Ukrainians don't believe that, though.

Trump: Well, they don't because they have pretty good publicity. Look, the war in Ukraine would've never happened if I were president. It would've never happened, and it didn't happen for four years.

On Signalgate

Goldberg: I want to ask you about something that you just wrote in your Truth Social post. By the way, I love the line "I will be meeting with, of all people, Jeffrey Goldberg."

Trump: Oh, you like that? I had to do that.

Goldberg: It's a nice flair.

Trump: I had to explain to people. That's my way of explaining to people that you're up here, because most people would say, "Why are you doing that?" I'm doing that because there is a certain respect.

Goldberg: You wrote, after talking about "many fictional stories," that I was "somewhat more 'successful'" with Signalgate. I just didn't understand what that means.

Trump: Well, I only meant that it got--

Goldberg: Are you saying that Signalgate was real?

Trump: Yeah, it was real. And I was gonna put in something else, but I didn't have enough time.

Goldberg: How long does it take you to write these?

Trump: Not long.

Goldberg: I didn't think so.

Trump: I go quickly as hell. You'd be amazed. You'd be impressed. And I like doing them myself. Sometimes I dictate them out, but I like doing them myself. What I'm saying is that it became a big story. You were successful, and it became a big story.

Goldberg: But you're not saying that it was successful in the sense that it exposed an operations-security problem that you have to fix.

Trump: No. What I'm saying is, it was successful in that you got it out very much to the public.

Goldberg: Oh.

Trump: You were able to get something out. It became a very big story.

Goldberg: But is there any policy lesson from that, that you've derived and have talked to [Secretary of Defense] Pete Hegseth about, and [National Security Adviser] Mike Waltz?

Trump: I think we learned: Maybe don't use Signal, okay? If you want to know the truth. I would frankly tell these people not to use Signal, although it's been used by a lot of people. But, whatever it is, whoever has it, whoever owns it, I wouldn't want to use it.

Parker: You don't use Signal yourself?

Trump: I don't use it, no.

Parker: You're a big supporter of Pete Hegseth's, but he's fired three top advisers in recent weeks, he rotated out his chief of staff, he installed a makeup studio at the Pentagon, he put attack plans in two different Signal chats, including one with his wife and personal attorney. Have you had a talk with him about getting things together?

Trump: Yeah, I have.

Parker: What did you say?

Trump: Pete's gone through a hard time. I think he's gonna get it together. I think he's a smart guy. He is a talented guy. He's got a lot of energy. He's been beat up by this, very much so. But I had a talk with him, a positive talk, but I had a talk with him.

Parker: How does he explain it?

Trump: Look, you had a secretary of defense that was missing in action for a week and nobody had any idea where he was. Think of that. And whether we like it or not, Afghanistan was perhaps the most embarrassing moment in the history of our country. I thought it was terrible. I was getting out. I would've kept Bagram Air Base. I was going to keep Bagram because it's right next to where China makes their nuclear weapons. But you had a secretary of defense that did that, that led to that whole disaster, and, you know, I think that's far, far worse.

Parker: But for now, you think Hegseth stays?

Trump: Yeah, he's safe.

Parker: Does he stay longer than Mike Waltz?

Trump: Waltz is fine. I mean, he's here. He just left this office. He's fine. He was beat up also.

Scherer: A few weeks ago, several people on the National Security Council were dismissed. People like Laura Loomer and others have come to you with concerns about some people currently in your government. Should the American people expect that there will be more changes coming in terms of who's working in your government?

Trump: I hope not, but you know, sometimes you learn about people later on. And people will give you recommendations. You would take recommendations about a writer, and then you find out six months later they did something that you weren't happy with, and you probably let them go or admonish them, or let them go. And I hire, indirectly or directly, 10,000 people.

That's a lot. You know, this office is where it all begins. It's sort of an amazing office. Funny, I have the biggest people in the world coming into this office. They have great offices, they have great power, they have great companies or countries, and they all want to stop and they want to look: It's the Oval Office.

You know, it's an amazing thing. But through this office, I hire about 10,000 people. They say directly/indirectly, you know, from secretary of state and others, and appointments of Supreme Court justices--three--to much lower-level people. And during the course of all of those hirings, you know, you're going to find out that you made a mistake.

On His Comeback

Parker: Our story is tracking the arc of a remarkable comeback. And not just the comeback. It feels like you are wielding power quite differently now. But my question has to do with January 2021--you're in exile; you're fighting for your political life.

Trump: I don't think of it that way, but you're right, I guess. There could be some truth to that.

Parker: When was the first moment when you realized you could return, when you realized that it could happen again?

Trump: So, I'm a very positive thinker. I was questioning whether or not I would want to come back, but I never thought that I wouldn't be able to.

You had Ron DeSantis, who was a hot prospect. People were saying, "Oh, he's gonna do great." And you had, on the Democrat side--I guess--you had some that were hot. Who knows? I didn't think they were hot. Biden, in my opinion, was a failed president. He let millions and millions of people into the country who shouldn't be here. It's a tremendous problem.

I thought that maybe I wouldn't do it, but I thought if I did do it, I'd win. But I never considered it a comeback. A lot of people call it a comeback. Most people, I guess, call it the greatest political comeback in history. I think that's an honor, but I don't view it as a comeback. I just sort of view it as: I just keep trudging along.

I shouldn't be embarrassed by that word, because it's probably accurate. I just didn't view it as a comeback.

Scherer: When I came to the Oval Office last week as part of the press pool, I asked you a question about the IRS going after Harvard, and you talked pretty passionately about conservatives being targeted by the IRS. You also put out the executive order--Chris Krebs, you accused him of violating the First Amendment, but you're punishing him for his view on the 2020 election.

Trump: Right.

Scherer: There is a lot of concern in the country that your use of executive power to go after people you disagree with represents a slide toward authoritarianism. You put on Truth Social, maybe it was a joke: "He who saves his Country does not violate any Law." Should people be concerned that the nature of the presidency is changing under you?

Trump: No. Look, in history, there's nobody that's been gone after like me. It may be harder for you guys to see because you're on the other side of the ledger. But nobody's been gone after like me. I didn't realize it for a little while. I was told--when I fired [former FBI Director James] Comey, I was told that was a terrible, terrible mistake to fire him, that it'll come back to haunt you. When I fired him, it was like a rock was thrown into a hornet's nest. The whole thing went crazy in the FBI. And that's where we found the insurance-policy statement. You remember the famous statement, "Don't worry, he's gonna lose. But if he doesn't, we have an insurance policy"? The insurance policy was what they were doing.

There's never been anybody that's been gone after like I have. I say that in the first presidency, we accomplished a lot; you know, I've been given very good marks by, well, let's say by people in the middle and on the right. On the right, definitely. But I've been given very good marks. And, you know, when you look at the economy, we then got hit with COVID, and when we handed back the stock market after COVID, it was higher than it was prior to COVID coming in, which is frankly pretty amazing.

But the real thing was: While I was here, I was being spied on; they spied on the initial campaign. And now that's been proven--you know, many of these things were proven, the whole Mueller witch hunt; I mean, the bottom line on that was I had nothing to do with Russia.

Scherer: Let's just--

Trump: Just to finish. This is a much more powerful presidency than I had the first time, but I accomplished a tremendous amount the first time. But the first time, I was fighting for survival and I was fighting to run the country. This time I'm fighting to help the world and to help the country. You know, it's a much different presidency.

On Retribution

Goldberg: Let's stipulate just for the purpose of the conversation that you are right about all of the things that you say happened to you. But you're back on top now. Wouldn't it be better to spend your time focused on China and all the other major issues, rather than vendettas against people who you think persecuted you four or eight years ago?

Trump: So, you have two types of people. You have some people that said, "You just had one of the greatest elections in the history of our country. Go do a great job, serve your time, and just make America great again." Right? Then you have a group of people that say, "Do that. Go on and do a great job. But you can't let people get away with what they got away with." I am in the first group, believe it or not.

Goldberg: I'm not sure I believe it.

Trump: Yeah. But a lot of people that are in the administration aren't. They feel that I was really badly treated. And there are things that you would say that I had to do with that I actually didn't. Going after--and I don't know if you say "going after"--but people that went after me, people in this administration who like or love Donald Trump and love MAGA and love all of it. I think it's the most important political movement in the history of our country, MAGA.

Goldberg: Bigger than the founding of the Republican Party in the 1850s?

Trump: No, no, no, but it's a big movement. There's been few movements like it. So, it's just been an amazing movement, and I think I have great loyalty. I have people that don't like the way I was treated.

Goldberg: The thing that I can't get my mind around is that you're one of the most successful people in history, right? You've won the presidency twice--

Trump: Three times.

Goldberg: This is exactly the question! At this point in your career, don't you think you can let go of this idea that you won? I mean, I don't believe you that you won the 2020 election.

Trump: I'm not asking you to.

Goldberg: Most people don't believe you won the 2020 election. A lot of people don't believe you won. It goes to this point about vengeance versus moving forward.

Trump: Look, it would be easy for me not to just respond, when you say that, and I could just let you go on. But I'm a very honest person. I believe--I don't believe; I know the election was rigged. Biden didn't get 80 million votes. And he didn't beat Barack Hussein Obama with the Black vote in the swing states--only in the swing states; it's interesting. We have lots of other things. I mean, we have so much information, from the 51 agents--that was so crooked--to the laptop from hell, to all of these different things.

So it would be easier as you say that to just let you go on. But I'm a very honest person, and I believe it with all my heart, and I believe it with fact--you know, more important than heart. I believe it with fact. And it was a bad four years for this country. This country has been beaten up. We had a president that truly didn't have it. I left some very smart people from other countries today, and I have them all the time. And I think maybe one of the things I've been most successful with is foreign relations.

Goldberg: I think the Canadians would disagree.

Trump: Well, the Canadians. Here's the problem I have with Canada: We're subsidizing them to the tune of $200 billion a year. And we don't need their gasoline; we don't need their oil; we don't need their lumber. We don't need their energy of any type. We don't need anything they have. I say it would make a great 51st state. I love other nations. I love Canada. I have great friends. Wayne Gretzky's a friend of mine. I mean, I have great friends. I said to Wayne, "I'm gonna give you a pass, Wayne." I don't want to ruin his reputation in Canada. I said, "Just pretend you don't know me." But they're great people.

You know, they do 95 percent of their business with us. Remember, if they're a state, there's no tariffs. They have lower taxes. We have to guard them militarily.

Goldberg: You seriously want them to become a state?

Trump: I think it would be great.

Goldberg: A hell of a big Democratic state.

Trump: A lot of people say that, but I'm okay with it if it has to be, because I think, you know, actually, until I came along--

Goldberg: I'm no political genius, but I know which way they're going to vote. They have socialized medicine.

Trump: You know, until I came along, remember that the conservative was leading by 25 points.

Parker: It's true.

Trump: Then I was disliked by enough of the Canadians that I've thrown the election into a close call, right? I don't even know if it's a close call. But the conservative, they didn't like Governor Trudeau too much, and I would call him Governor Trudeau, but he wasn't fond of that.

On Whether He Will Try to Run in 2028

Parker: The Trump Organization is selling "Trump 2028" hats. Have you sought out a legal opinion about running a third time?

Trump: No.

Parker: I look at you and your presidency this time, and you've shattered so many norms, democratic norms--

Trump: That would be a big shattering, wouldn't it?

Parker: That's kind of my question.

Goldberg: That's the biggest shattering of all.

Trump: Well, maybe I'm just trying to shatter--look.

Parker: Is that a norm too far?

Trump: Oh, people are screaming all the time, no matter where I go, "2028!" They're happy. People are very happy with this presidency. I've had great polls, other than Fox. Fox never gives me great polls, but even at Fox, I have great polls, but Fox never gives me good polls. Fox is in many ways a disgrace for that. But, you know, I wrote something today, I said, "Rupert Murdoch for years has been telling me he's gonna get rid of his pollsters," but they never have--they've never treated me properly, the Fox people. But I've had great polls, including at Fox.

Parker: "Trump 2028," that's not a norm you're willing to shatter?

Trump: Well, I just will tell you this. I don't want to really talk about it, but it's not something that I'm looking to do. It's not something that I'm looking to do. And I think it would be a very hard thing to do. But I do have it shouted at me: "No, no, you've gotta run."

On Due Process

Scherer: You've talked about moving American criminals to foreign prisons. You've criticized the courts for requiring due-process steps for deporting undocumented immigrants here in the country. Are there, in your mind, clear limits of how far you will go?

Trump: Yeah.

Scherer: Is there any reason that an American citizen would have to be concerned about their due-process rights being honored by your government? Or, and I mean, the Declaration of Independence reads: We don't want to be subject to foreign jurisdiction--

Trump: Oh, could you open that? Pull that. [He directs Karoline Leavitt, the White House press secretary, to pull the blue curtains shielding a recently installed copy of the Declaration of Independence.]

Trump: How's Karoline? How's Karoline doing? Good? Doing a good job?

Goldberg: Karoline? She's very tough on me.

Trump: Oh, is she? Uh-oh.

Goldberg: Oh, yeah.

Trump: I didn't know that.

Goldberg: I probably just got her a raise by saying that.

Trump: Wow.

Karoline Leavitt: I did a whole briefing on Jeffrey Goldberg.

Trump: Oh, really? Ooooh, she could be tough. She could be tough. Anyway, this is pretty cool. That was in the vaults for many years, downstairs.

Scherer: So the original question was: What are the limits? Should American citizens be concerned about being sent to foreign prisons?

Trump: I did say that.

Scherer: Yes, and the issue the courts have raised is that people who are accused of being here illegally are being deported without due process. That raises the possibility that someone would be nabbed accidentally or improperly and deported, if you don't have due process.

Trump: Well, they're here illegally to start off with.

Scherer: But what if there's a mistake? You might get the wrong person, right?

Trump: Let me tell you that nothing will ever be perfect in this world. But if you think about it: Clinton, Bush, and every president before me--nobody's ever been challenged when they had so-called illegal immigrants in the country; they took them out of the country, and they took them out very easily and very successfully. With me, we're going through a lot with this MS-13 person from, right now, from--where is he from? Where does he come from?

Steven Cheung: El Salvador.

Trump: Well, he actually comes initially from El Salvador, I guess. Yeah, I guess he comes from El Salvador. I knew he was outside of this country, way outside of this country, and then it turns out that his record is bad. They made him, like, the nicest guy in the world, a wonderful family man. And then they saw the MS-13, by mistake, on his knuckles, and they saw lots of other things.

Parker: But what about Americans who aren't here illegally who may have committed a crime? Do you feel like they are guaranteed due process?

Trump: If a person is legally in the country? That's a big difference between being legally in the country and illegally.

These people are illegally in the country, all of them. So we have 250,000 people that we want to bring out. They're rough, tough people. Rough, tough. Many arrests, some from hitting women over the head with a baseball bat when they weren't looking; some from driving a motorcycle, pulling her along the street, she hits a lamppost, is horribly hurt. If you look at the registers, some from pushing people in the subway just prior to the subway train coming, chugging along, and they get pushed into the train and either get very badly hurt or die, mostly die.

And I said "if," "if," in terms of foreign prison, "if it's legal," and I always say "if it's legal." Jeffrey, I said--I did talk about this--I would love it, you have people that are back and forth between sentences 28 times, people that are put back and forth into jail, they immediately go out and they whack somebody or they hurt somebody, or they do something very bad, and they go back, and they'll have, like, 28 different sentences.

If it was legal to do--and nobody's given me a definitive answer on that--but if it was legal to do, I would have no problem with moving them out of the country into a foreign jail, which would cost a lot less money.

Scherer: In terms of a definitive answer, you still believe the judiciary is an equal branch of government and you will abide by whatever the Supreme Court says in the end?

Trump: Oh, yeah. No, I always have. I always have, yeah. I always have. I've relied on that. I haven't always agreed with the decision, but I've never done anything but rely on it. No, you have to do that. And with that being said, we have some judges that are very, very tough. I believe you could have a 100 percent case--in other words, a case that's not losable--and you will lose violently. Some of these judges are really unfair.

But I do say, Jeff--I do say "if it's legal." I always preface it by saying that, because I think it sets a different standard.

On the Economy  

Scherer: There's talk on Wall Street of what they call a "Trump put," meaning that there's a bottom to how far the market will fall, because if we're headed to a recession, you'll change your tariff policy. If we're headed to de-dollarization and bond interest rates are rising, you're going to change your tariff policy to adjust for that. Is that a fair characterization, that you're watching the markets and that you're going to try and protect the American economy?

Trump: I don't think so. I don't see how I could possibly change, because I saw what was happening. I've been saying this for 35, 40 years: I've watched this country get ripped off by other nations, and I say "friend and foe." And believe me, the friends are in many cases worse than the foe. Look, we lost trillions of dollars last year on trade with this guy [Biden], trillions of dollars. And every year, we lose trillions. Trillions, right? Hundreds of billions, but basically trillions; we went over the ledge into the T word. And I can't imagine it's sustainable to have a country that can lose that much money for years into the future.

And I felt somebody had to do something about it. And already, I have tariffs on cars, as you know, of 25 percent; tariffs on steel of 25 percent; tariffs on aluminum of 25 percent. I have a base tariff of 10 percent for everybody, for every country, and that'll be changed. And a little bit of a misnomer: I have a lot of negotiations going on, but I don't have to. I do that because I want to see how they're feeling. But I'm like somebody that has a very valuable store and everybody wants to shop in that store. And I have to protect that store. And I set the prices.

And we're gonna be very rich. We're gonna make a lot of money. So I don't think the answer is that it will affect me. It always affects you a little bit, but I don't think--and certainly there's no theory, like you say, that if it hits a certain number--I don't know where it is today. How's the stock market?

Goldberg: I don't track it hour to hour.

Trump: Anybody know? Let's see. Just give me the good news if it's good.

Leavitt: It's up. All green.

Trump: How much is it up?

Leavitt: Dow is up 419 points; NASDAQ's up--

Trump: This is a transition period. It's a big transition. I'm resetting the table. I'm resetting a lot of years. Not from the beginning, you know. Our country was most successful from 1850 or so to, think of this, from 1870--really, from 1870 to 1913. And it was all tariffs. And then some great genius said, "Let's go and tax the people instead of taxing other countries."

We were so successful that the president set up committees, blue-ribbon committees, on how to give away the money. We were making so much money. And then we went to an income-tax system after that. And by the way, they brought the tariffs back, and after the Depression started, you know, they liked to say, "Oh, tariffs caused--" I might as well get that little plug in, because the one thing they say, "Well, tariffs caused the Depression." No, no, we went into the Depression. We were in there for a while and they said, "Maybe we could go back to tariffs and save it." But that ship had sailed.

On Reality

Parker: Another theme of our story: You mentioned being a positive thinker. Putting the 2020 election aside, what have you learned about your ability to will reality into existence, or to shape the world around yourself? Can you tell us how that works?

Trump: Well, I think a vast majority of the Republican Party thinks I won in 2020. And I don't think it's necessarily what I've said. I think they have their own eyes and they have their own minds. They're very smart people, actually.

Parker: The election aside, how are you able to do that? It seems like you sometimes are able to create reality, to make things true, simply by saying them.

Trump: Well, I'd like to say that that is reality. You know, I'm not creating it. But maybe you could use another subject, because probably I do create some things, but I didn't create that; I think that is reality. I have an amazing group of people that love what I'm saying.

We don't want crime. We don't want people getting mugged and killed and slapped and beat up. We don't want to be taken advantage of on trade and all these other things. We want to keep the taxes low. We want to have a nice life. And we weren't having a nice life these last four years. People were really, really unhappy. And you saw that in the election. It's hard to win all seven swing states. And I won them by a lot. You know, I won all seven.

I just think that I say what's on my mind.

On Democrats

Trump: I also say things that are common sense, but it's not that I say them because they're common sense. It's because that's what I believe. It turns out to be common sense. When I hear--I watched this morning a congressman, who I don't even know, fighting like hell to have men play in women's sports.

And I think it's a 95 percent--you know, they say it's an 80-20 issue; I think it's probably a 95 percent issue. And I don't fight it too much. I don't even mention it now. I save it for before an election, because I don't want to talk them out of it. I see this Congresswoman Crockett [a Democrat from Texas], who's so bad, and they say she's the face of the party. If she's what they have to offer, they don't have a chance.

I think that the Democrats have lost their confidence in the truest sense. I don't think they know what they're doing. I think they have no leader. You know, if you ask me now, I know a lot about the Democrat Party, right? I can't tell you who their leader is. I can't tell you that I see anybody on the horizon. I would tell you, if you said, "Well, who do you think it would be?"

Parker: Yeah, who?

Trump: I don't see anybody on the horizon. Now, maybe there's somebody--

Goldberg: Not Wes Moore, Shapiro, Beshear, any of these?

Trump: So I spoke to Shapiro the other day. I liked him. I called him about his house, which was terrible. I said, "We're behind you 100 percent." And we had our people look and everything. It was a hell of a fire. You know, usually you hear that stuff and you see not much damage. That was--that place was burned out. I spoke to him. I like Shapiro. I think he's good. I don't know that he catches on. You never know what's going to catch on.

Parker: Gretchen Whitmer?

Trump: I think she's very good. She was here. You know, she took a lot of heat. She was here because she wanted to have me keep open an Air Force base, a very big one up in Michigan. A very noble cause.

Scherer: When we first talked to you on the phone, I asked if you were having fun. You said you were having a lot of fun. That was a month and a half ago. Has something between then and now been much harder than you expected?

Trump: It's much softer than it was the last time. If you look at the inauguration, the first time, I didn't have any of the people that you saw the second time, or the third time, I guess you would call it.

Scherer: Do they call you to complain about their portfolios, their net worth, with the stock market going down?

Trump: No, nobody--nobody called. Most people say, "You're doing the right thing." I mean, they're doing the right thing. It's not sustainable what was happening with our country. We were letting other countries just rip us to pieces.

I think I'm doing the country a great service. It would be easier for me if I didn't do it. I could have a really easy presidency. Just come in here, leave everything alone, don't go through the tariff stuff. And I don't find it hard. I don't find it hard to sell. All you have to do is say, "We lost trillions of dollars last year on trade." And, you know, other countries made trillions. You know, China made one and a half trillion dollars on trade. They built--they're building the biggest military you've ever seen with that. And they're building it with our money.

On Zelensky and Putin

Goldberg: Just to go back to the Russia question. "Vladimir, STOP!" You wrote that today on Truth Social.

Trump: Yeah, I did.

Goldberg: He doesn't strike me as the kind of guy who will say, "Oh, well, Trump told me he wants to stop, so I'm going to stop."

Trump: You may be surprised.

Goldberg: Well, if that's the case, I'll come back and say, "You were right. I was wrong." But I think I'm right. He's not the kind of guy who's going to just stop trying to take over all of Ukraine. The question is: If he advances, if he has more military success--

Trump: Which is possible.

Goldberg: Blowing up apartment buildings--

Trump: Sure.

Goldberg: Do you ever see a situation in which you're going to come in, not with troops, but with more weaponry, with full-blown support for Ukraine to keep its territorial integrity?

Trump: Doesn't have to be weapons. There are many forms of weapons. Doesn't have to be weapons with bullets. It can be weapons with sanctions. It can be weapons with banking. It can be many other weapons.

Goldberg: Is there anything that Putin could do that would cause you to say, "You know what? I'm on Zelensky's side now."

Trump: Not necessarily on Zelensky's side, but on Ukraine's side, yes. Yeah. But not necessarily on Zelensky's side. I've had a hard time with Zelensky. You saw that over here when he was sitting right in that chair, when he just couldn't get it.

Goldberg: That was one of the strangest things I've ever seen in the Oval Office.

Trump: All he had to do is be quiet, you know? He won his point. He won his point. But instead of saying "Okay" when I made the statement, I said, "Well, we're working to get it solved. We're trying to help." He said, "No, no, we need security too." I said, "Security?"

Goldberg: Well, isn't he supposed to advocate for his country?

Trump: Yeah, he is, but somehow, let's get the war solved first. I actually said, "I don't even know if we're gonna be able to end it." You know, he was talking about security after. After. And then he made the statement, something to the effect that they fought it alone, they've had no help. I said, "Well, we've helped you with $350 billion, and Europe has helped you with far less money," which is another thing that bothers me.

We'll have to see what happens over the next period of pretty much a week. We're down to final strokes. And again, this is Biden's war. I'm not gonna get saddled--I don't wanna be saddled with it. It's a terrible war. Should have never happened. It would've never happened, as sure as you're sitting there.

Goldberg: So that scene with President Zelensky over here, you don't think that scared Taiwan or scared South Korea or Japan?

Trump: No. No.

Goldberg: They're not asking, "That's the way he treats allies?"

Trump: Well, look. Ready? We've been treated so badly by others. We went to South Korea and we took care of them because of the war. We took care of them and we never stopped. You know, we have 42,000 troops in South Korea. Costs us a fortune. I actually got them to pay $3 billion, and then Biden terminated it. I don't know why. They've become very rich. They took shipping; they took our cars. You know, they took a lot of our businesses, a lot of our technology.

You don't have to feel sorry for these other countries. These other countries have done very well at our expense, very well. And I want to protect this country. I want to make sure that you have a great country in another hundred years. It's a very important time. Jeffrey, this is a very important time right now. This is one of the most important periods of time in the history of our country right now.

One Final Thing

Scherer: Did you mean to call me at 1:30 in the morning after the UFC fight? I got a call--

Trump: After what?

Scherer: After the UFC fight in Miami, I got a call from your cellphone number at 1:30 a.m.

Trump: Really? Oh, no, that's another--that sounds like another Signal thing.
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Signalgate, Trump, and <em>The Atlantic</em>

Denial and attack have worked exceedingly well for the president. But there are limits.

by Jeffrey Goldberg




This month's cover story is written by two of our newest reporters, Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer. Both came to The Atlantic from The Washington Post, where they covered the White House and national politics. As one might expect, they have developed complicated and intriguing ideas about the brain of Donald Trump and the nature of Trumpism.

A simple question animates their story: How did Trump rise from political ruin in 2021 to seize the commanding heights of government and the world economy? One is not required to admire Trump to acknowledge that he has become the most consequential American political figure of the 21st century, and that we all live inside a reality he has made--and makes anew each day. As you will read, Trump himself has a capacious understanding of his power. "The first time, I had two things to do--run the country and survive; I had all these crooked guys," he told Michael and Ashley. He was referring, it seems, to anyone who'd investigated him. "And the second time," he added, "I run the country and the world."

From the June 2025 issue: Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer on Donald Trump's plan to change America forever

Covering Trump is a challenge for White House reporters. It is true that he never stops talking, and so he provides the press with limitless fodder. But it is also true that he tries to intimidate reporters--and, crucially, the people who own news organizations--in ways that are clearly dangerous to democracy. I reported on the presidencies of George W. Bush and Barack Obama, and though some stories displeased them and periodically made them angry, they responded with the self-restraint one traditionally associates with the presidency. Trump, by contrast, makes his feelings known in visceral and cutting ways, with the intent to humiliate and intimidate.

Except when he doesn't. I recently joined Michael and Ashley in the Oval Office for a meeting with the president. The odd circumstances of this interview are described in their cover story (also described: the new decor of the Oval Office). What I found in this particular meeting was a Trump who was low-key, attentive, and eager to convince us that he is good at his job and good for the country. It isn't easy to escape the tractor beam of his charisma, but somehow we managed, and we asked him what needed to be asked. But squaring Trump the Charmer with the Orcish Trump we more frequently see is difficult. Ashley and Michael describe, in sometimes amusing detail, their encounters with Trump, and I will spoil nothing more here. But at one point in the reporting process, Trump posted on the social-media platform he owns that Ashley is a "Radical Left Lunatic" (she is not) and that Michael "has never written a fair story about me, only negative, and virtually always LIES" (also false).

It is our task at The Atlantic not to be bullied by these sorts of attacks. No one here is scared of Trump--and, in any case, we have a job to do. The president first called The Atlantic a "failing magazine" nearly five years ago, after I reported that he had slandered veterans and fallen soldiers as "suckers" and "losers." (I will note for posterity that The Atlantic was not profitable then, but is now, and has doubled its number of subscribers in the intervening years.)

Recently, Trump made this same sort of attack after I was inadvertently included in a Signal group chat with senior administration officials. The chat, which focused on upcoming military strikes against terrorists in Yemen, included the vice president, the CIA director, and much of the president's Cabinet. The outlandish details of this episode--labeled, inevitably, Signalgate--are well known. What interests me about Signalgate as much as its inherent absurdity is the administration's response to the controversy.

Read: The Trump administration accidentally texted me its war plans

In our cover story (reported as the Signal controversy was unfolding), Ashley and Michael describe in absorbing detail Trump's belief, acquired in his four-year Joe Biden-induced exile, that no stove is too hot to touch, and also his conviction, refined after much experimentation, that normative reality does not exist.

This second notion governs Trump's answer to anyone who challenges him. A different sort of president would have responded to the revelations of Signalgate, in which his national-security team did just about the stupidest thing imaginable, by fixing the problem directly and quickly. First, acknowledge the mistake. Then, apologize, promise to investigate, and offer a plan to keep something like this from happening again. End of story.

Not so with Signalgate, or anything else. The administration responded immediately, resuscitating its "failing magazine" line of attack. Trump said of me, "I've known him for a long time, and he is truly a sleazeball"; Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth called me a "deceitful and highly discredited so-called journalist," and Michael Waltz, the national security adviser (who was the one who mistakenly included me in the chat), said that I was "the bottom scum of journalists" and a "loser." (The episode called to mind an earlier moment, when Trump described me as a "horrible, radical-left lunatic," and one of my children noted, with some amusement, "You're not left-wing.") Waltz, whom I previously knew to be a smart person, also alleged that I had "sucked" my number into his phone. The name-calling matters less than the fact that Trump and his coterie argued, against all available evidence, that they had revealed no secrets and done nothing wrong.

Denial and attack have worked exceedingly well for Trump. As Michael and Ashley note in their story, Trump's decision to foment the January 6 insurrection would normally have ended his political career, but it didn't. Trump called the insurrection a "day of love," and his decision, at the outset of his second term, to pardon or commute the sentences of the insurrectionists--transforming even those who assaulted police officers into victims of malignant prosecutors--only made him more powerful.

But there are limits. The limits come when people choose steadfastness over cowardice. Too many Republican senators live in fear of Trump. There are media companies that have paid obeisance to his administration (Jeff Bezos's Post among them), and law firms and corporations and even universities. These institutions are making strange and bad choices. After we published our first story on the Signal controversy, the Trump administration accused us of lying; it said we were trafficking in falsehoods, that there was nothing sensitive or secret about the material its members had transmitted.

The administration's knee-jerk response forced us to release the Signal chat, which showed conclusively that Waltz, Hegseth, and others were doing all sorts of things that serious national-security professionals would never do.

The point of journalism is to hold the powerful to account. By encouraging our journalists to go where the truth takes them (and by hiring stellar reporters such as Ashley and Michael), I believe that we are fulfilling The Atlantic's mission.

Our colleague Caitlin Flanagan often says that the truth bats last. I believe she is right.



This article appears in the June 2025 print edition with the headline "Signalgate, Trump, and The Atlantic."
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'I Run the Country and the World'

Donald Trump believes he's invincible. But the cracks are beginning to show.

by Ashley Parker, Michael Scherer




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

Before we begin, a primer on the science of arranging an interview with a sitting American president:

In ordinary times, reporters seeking an on-the-record encounter with the commander in chief first write an elaborate proposal. The proposal details the goals of the interview, the broad areas of concern, and the many reasons the president must, for his own good, talk to these particular reporters and not other, perfectly adequate but still lesser reporters. This pitch is then sent to White House officials. If the universe bends favorably, negotiations ensue. If the staff feel reasonably confident that the interview will somehow help their cause, they will ask the president--with trepidation, at times--to sit for the interview. Sometimes, the president will agree.

Such is what happened recently to us. We went through this process in the course of reporting the story you are reading. We made our pitch, which went like this: President Donald Trump, by virtue of winning a second term and so dramatically reshaping the country and the world, can now be considered the most consequential American leader of the 21st century, and we want to describe, in detail, how this came to be. Just four years ago, after the violent insurrection he fomented, Trump appeared to be finished. Social-media companies had banned or suspended him, and he had been repudiated by corporate donors. Republicans had denounced him, and the country was moving on to the fresh start of Joe Biden's presidency. Then came further blows--the indictments, the civil judgments, and the endless disavowals by people who once worked for him.

And yet, here we are, months into a second Trump term. We wanted to hear, in his own words, how he'd pulled off one of the most remarkable comebacks in political history, and what lessons, if any, he'd internalized along the way.

Trump agreed to see us. We were tentatively promised a meeting and a photo shoot--likely in the Oval Office, though possibly the Lincoln Bedroom. But then, as is so often the case with this White House, everything went sideways.

The week our interview was supposed to occur, Trump posted a vituperative message on Truth Social, attacking us by name. "Ashley Parker is not capable of doing a fair and unbiased interview. She is a Radical Left Lunatic, and has been as terrible as is possible for as long as I have known her," he wrote. "To this date, she doesn't even know that I won the Presidency THREE times." (That last sentence is true--Ashley Parker does not know that Trump won the presidency three times.) "Likewise, Michael Scherer has never written a fair story about me, only negative, and virtually always LIES."

Apparently, as word of our meeting spread through Trump's inner circle, someone had reminded him of some of the things we (specifically Ashley) had said and written that he didn't like. We still don't know who it was--but we immediately understood the consequences: no photo shoot, no tour of the newly redecorated Oval Office or the Lincoln Bedroom, and definitely no interview.

But we've both covered Trump long enough to know that his first word is rarely his final one. So at 10:45 on a Saturday morning in late March, we called him on his cellphone. (Don't ask how we got his number. All we can say is that the White House staff have imperfect control over Trump's personal communication devices.) The president was at the country club he owns in Bedminster, New Jersey. The number that flashed on his screen was an unfamiliar one, but he answered anyway. "Who's calling?" he asked.

Despite his attacks on us a few days earlier, the president, evidently feeling buoyed by a week of successes, was eager to talk about his accomplishments. As we spoke, the sounds of another conversation, perhaps from a television, hummed in the background.

The president seemed exhilarated by everything he had managed to do in the first two months of his second term: He had begun a purge of diversity efforts from the federal government; granted clemency to nearly 1,600 supporters who had participated in the invasion of the U.S. Capitol on January 6, 2021, including those caught beating police officers on camera; and signed 98 executive orders and counting (26 of them on his first day in office). He had fired independent regulators; gutted entire agencies; laid off great swaths of the federal workforce; and invoked 18th-century wartime powers to use against a criminal gang from Venezuela. He had adjusted tariffs like a DJ spinning knobs in the booth, upsetting the rhythms of global trade and inducing vertigo in the financial markets. He had raged at the leader of Ukraine, a democratic ally repelling an imperialist invasion, for not being "thankful"--and praised the leader of the invading country, Russia, as "very smart," reversing in an instant 80 years of U.S. foreign-policy doctrine, and prompting the countries of NATO to prepare for their own defense, without the protective umbrella of American power, for the first time since 1945.


Donald Trump after being sworn in as president for his second term in the Rotunda of the United States Capitol (Shawn Thew / Reuters)



He had empowered one of his top political donors, Elon Musk, the richest man in the world, to slice away at the federal government and take control of its operating systems. He had disemboweled ethics and anti-corruption architecture installed after Watergate, and had declared that he, not the attorney general, was the nation's chief law-enforcement officer. He had revoked Secret Service protection and security clearances from political opponents, including some facing Iranian death threats for carrying out actions Trump himself had ordered in his first term. He had announced plans to pave over part of the Rose Garden, and he had redecorated the Oval Office--gold trim and gold trophies and gold frames to go with an array of past presidential portraits, making the room look like a Palm Beach approximation of an 18th-century royal court.

Old foes were pleading for his grace. Meta--whose founder, Mark Zuckerberg, had become an enthusiastic supplicant--had paid $25 million to settle a civil lawsuit with Trump that many experts believed was meritless. Amazon's founder, Jeff Bezos, the owner of The Washington Post, announced that he was banning his opinion writers from holding certain opinions--and then joined Trump for dinner the same night at the White House.

"He's 100 percent. He's been great," the president told us, referring to Bezos. "Zuckerberg's been great."

"You saw yesterday with Columbia University. What do you think of the law firm? Were you shocked at that?" Trump asked us. Yes--all of it was shocking, much of it without precedent.

We asked Trump why he thought the billionaire class was prostrating itself before him.

"It's just a higher level of respect. I don't know," Trump said. "Maybe they didn't know me at the beginning, and they know me now."

"I mean, you saw yesterday with the law firm," he said. He was referring to Paul, Weiss, Rifkind, Wharton & Garrison, one of the nation's most prestigious firms, whose leader had come to the Oval Office days earlier to beg for relief from an executive order that could have crippled its business. Trump had issued the order at least partially because a former partner at the firm had in 2021 gone to work for the Manhattan District Attorney's Office, where he was part of an investigation of the Trump Organization's business practices. Also that week, an Ivy League institution, threatened with the cancellation of $400 million in federal funding, had agreed to overhaul its Middle Eastern-studies programs at the Trump administration's request, while also acceding to other significant demands. "You saw yesterday with Columbia University. What do you think of the law firm? Were you shocked at that?" Trump asked us.

Yes--all of it was shocking, much of it without precedent. Legal scholars were drawing comparisons to Franklin D. Roosevelt and the early stages of the New Deal, when Congress had allowed FDR to demolish norms and greatly expand the powers of the presidency.

As ever, Trump was on the hunt for a deal. If he liked the story we wrote, he said, he might even speak with us again.

"Tell the people at The Atlantic, if they'd write good stories and truthful stories, the magazine would be hot," he said. Perhaps the magazine can risk forgoing hotness, he suggested, because it is owned by Laurene Powell Jobs, which buffers it, he implied, from commercial imperatives. But that doesn't guarantee anything, he warned. "You know at some point, they give up," he said, referring to media owners generally and--we suspected--Bezos specifically. "At some point they say, No mas, no mas." He laughed quietly.

Media owners weren't the only ones on his mind. He also seemed to be referring to law firms, universities, broadcast networks, tech titans, artists, research scientists, military commanders, civil servants, moderate Republicans--all the people and institutions he expected to eventually, inevitably, submit to his will.

We asked the president if his second term felt different from his first. He said it did. "The first time, I had two things to do--run the country and survive; I had all these crooked guys," he said. "And the second time, I run the country and the world."

For weeks, we'd been hearing from both inside and outside the White House that the president was having more fun than he'd had in his first term. "The first time, the first weeks, it was just 'Let's blow this place up,' " Brian Ballard, a lobbyist and an ally of the president's, had told us. "This time, he's blowing it up with a twinkle in his eye."

When we put this observation to Trump over the phone, he agreed. "I'm having a lot of fun, considering what I do," he said. "You know, what I do is such serious stuff."



EXILE

That Trump now finds himself once again in a position to blow things up is astonishing, considering the depth of his fall. So much has happened so fast that the improbability of his comeback gets obscured. Perhaps no one in American history has had a political resurrection as remarkable as Donald Trump's.

In the waning days of his first term, his approval rating stood at a pallid 34 percent. A few weeks earlier, he had watched on television while an insurrection he incited overran the Capitol; polls showed that a clear majority of Americans believed he bore responsibility for the attack. The House of Representatives had just impeached him for the second time--making him the only president to ever achieve that ignominy. And although the Senate failed to reach the two-thirds majority required for conviction, seven Republican senators voted to convict--the most members of a president's own party to vote for an impeachment conviction in history.

Twitter and Facebook, his favorite social-media platforms, had banned or effectively silenced him, along with Instagram and YouTube. To try to reestablish direct connection with his followers, he would launch a blog, "From the Desk of Donald J. Trump." But it gained little traction and was abandoned within weeks.

Major corporations announced that they were cutting off political contributions to officials who had supported Trump's election lies. Deutsche Bank and Signature Bank decided to stop doing business with Trump and his companies. Perhaps most painful to the president, the PGA of America yanked its scheduled 2022 championship tournament from Trump's Bedminster golf course. Former members of his own Cabinet and staff--people he had hired--would declare him, or had already declared him, "a moron" (Rex Tillerson, secretary of state), "more dangerous than anyone could ever imagine" (James Mattis, secretary of defense), "the most flawed person I have ever met" (John Kelly, chief of staff), and "a laughing fool" (John Bolton, national security adviser). And now longtime allies were abandoning him. Kevin McCarthy, the Republican House minority leader, had discussed pushing Trump to resign from office. On the evening of the insurrection, Senator Lindsey Graham, a compass reliably magnetized toward wherever power in the Republican Party lies, pointed away from Trump for the first time in four years. "Count me out," Graham had declared on the Senate floor. "Enough is enough." Rupert Murdoch, then the chairman of Fox Corporation, sent an email to a former Fox Broadcasting executive in which he declared, "We want to make Trump a non person." Coming from Murdoch himself, the former Trump adviser Steve Bannon told us recently, "that's a papal bull."

On the morning of Joe Biden's inauguration, Trump was a dozen miles southeast of the festivities, at Joint Base Andrews, preparing to depart for Florida. (Trump was the first president since Andrew Johnson, in 1869, to boycott the swearing-in of his successor.) Standing before a modest crowd, his dark overcoat a meager bulwark against the cold, the soon-to-be-former president cut a diminished figure.

Just before boarding Air Force One for the final time, to head to Mar-a-Lago, Trump spoke to those gathered to bid him farewell. "We will be back in some form," he said, a notably modest framing from such a formerly oversize figure.

Few believed him. It didn't even sound like he believed it himself. The Trump era was over.

Almost as soon as Trump arrived at his gilded Elba, he began plotting his return. He missed the press pool--the gaggle of reporters that tails every president--and once tried to summon it, only to be told that no such pool still existed. But it would turn out that the lack of attention in those first months--and the lack of access to social-media platforms--was a blessing. Enforced obscurity gave him the time and clarity he needed to plan his comeback.

To understand how Trump rose from the political dead, and how he set himself up to wield power in his second term, we spoke with dozens of top advisers, senior aides, allies, adversaries, and confidants. Many who talked with us did so only on the condition of anonymity, in order to be more candid or to avoid angering the president. The story they told us revealed that Trump's time in the political wilderness is crucial to understanding the way he's exercising power now.

He had been in Palm Beach a week when an opportunity presented itself. Trump heard that Kevin McCarthy would be in South Florida for fundraisers. Though the two men had clashed after the Capitol riot, Trump invited McCarthy to Mar-a-Lago. Even before the meeting happened, news of it leaked to The New York Times, shaking the political universe: Were Republican leaders, who had seemed so intent on purging Trump, embracing him again? When Trump and McCarthy met in person, the former president asked the minority leader who had tipped off the Times.


Donald Trump departed Washington in 2021 a pariah, twice impeached, abandoned by former allies, and banned or suspended from his favorite social-media platforms. (Photo-illustration by Paul Spella. Sources: Noam Galai / Getty; Alex Edelman / AFP / Getty; Sepia Times / Universal Images Group / Getty.)



"I know who leaked it--you did," McCarthy replied, multiple people briefed on the exchange told us.

"It's good for both of us," Trump shot back.

Both men were right. McCarthy had already concluded that the path back to Republican control of the House in the 2022 midterms--and his own path to the speakership--required a unified party, one that included Trump and his MAGA base. After the meeting, each man separately released the same photo: the two of them grinning amid the ostentatious splendor of Mar-a-Lago. Trump had taken his first step toward political redemption.

It is a truism that Trump has never felt governed by the traditional rules of politics. And he has always been convinced of his own genius, his pure gut instincts. But never more so than today. The past four years have turned him into a Nietzschean cliche. Banishment, multiple indictments, a 34-count felony conviction, repeated brushes with assassins--all have combined to convince him that he is impervious to challenges that would destroy others. Those years also strengthened in him the salesman's instinct that he can bend reality to his will--turn facts into "fake news," make the inconceivable not just conceivable but actual, transform the Gulf of Mexico into the Gulf of America, make people believe what he's selling in defiance of what they see with their own eyes. This is the core lesson that Trump and his acolytes internalized from the 2020 election and January 6. The real-estate mogul who branded buildings with his name everywhere from Turkey to Uruguay, who sold the "world's greatest steaks" and the "finest" wine and "fantastic" mattresses, had mastered the alchemy of perception. Reality, to Trump, is fungible. While reporting on Trump over the past four years, we were repeatedly struck that, in failing to drive a stake directly through his heart, all of the would-be vampire slayers--Democrats, Never Trumpers, Republican-primary opponents, prosecutors, judges, media critics--only strengthened him. Which brings us to a second lesson: Trump and his team realized that they could behave with near impunity by embracing controversies and scandals that would have taken down just about any other president--as long as they showed no weakness.

Even now, Trump--who described himself to us as "a very positive thinker"--struggles to admit that his return to power was a comeback. To concede that he'd had to come back would be to admit that he had fallen in the first place.

Early in our reporting for this article, we asked the Trump loyalist and former Breitbart News editor Raheem Kassam to explain how the president had been able to bend the country, and the world, to his will. Over a meal of oysters brulees, duck confit, and fries cooked in beef tallow at Butterworth's, the new MAGA haunt on Capitol Hill, he responded crudely, if vividly. "He didn't bend them to his will," Kassam said. "He bent them over."

When we spoke with Trump in late March, his approval ratings seemed steady, his political base apparently unshakable. Institution after institution was submitting to him--"obeying in advance," as the historian of authoritarianism Timothy Snyder has put it. Trump was carrying out his agenda with surprisingly little resistance, even from Democrats. But in the days and weeks that followed, the patina of infallibility began to crack. At the instigation of Elon Musk's DOGE team, critical workers had been getting fired--and then hired back. An embarrassing (and possibly illegal) operations-security snafu, in which the editor of this magazine was included on a Signal group chat that discussed imminent attack plans on Houthi targets in Yemen, made the administration look incompetent, in a fashion reminiscent of the clown-car chaos of Trump 1.0. The president's tariff rollout was shambolic, tanking the stock market and causing even some loyalists to question him publicly. His approval rating on the economy, long a buttress of his polling support, went negative. Was this what happens when a feeling of indomitability curdles into hubris? Or was this just the next setback for Trump--some combination of Houdini and Lazarus--to recover from?

Read: The Trump administration accidentally texted me its war plans

Trump advisers like to tell a story from November 5, 2024, Election Night, just before the networks called Wisconsin, and thus the election, in his favor. He and his aides were preparing to head to the West Palm Beach convention center, where he would deliver his victory speech. His whole senior team was crowded into his private office at Mar-a-Lago. Addressing no one in particular, as though just musing aloud, Trump spoke.

"You know, they made a big mistake," he said. "They could have been getting rid of us by now. But actually, we're just beginning."



THE ART OF THE COMEBACK

He had almost been destroyed before. After a real-estate downturn in the early 1990s, Trump found himself on the brink of financial ruin. His near bankruptcy and recovery led to his 1997 book, The Art of the Comeback. For his political advisers in exile, this book became essential reading.

The first pages list Trump's "Top Ten Comeback Tips." When we met one of his advisers recently, this person recounted from memory some of the rules on the list. "Rule 1 is: Play golf," this adviser told us. "Rule 9 is: Get even." (Rule 10, "Always have a prenuptial agreement," seemed less applicable to politics.)

To stage a comeback, Trump would need the right staff. He had realized, in his exile, that at nearly every turn in his first term, someone on his own team--Reince Priebus, John Kelly, James Mattis, Bill Barr, Gary Cohn--had blocked him. He needed smart people who would figure out how to let him do everything that he wanted to do, in whatever way he wanted to do it. His first key hire was a political operative who had impressed the former president with her retrospective analysis of the 2020 election. Biden had won the election that year by flipping back into the Democratic column five key states--Arizona, Georgia, Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin (along with a lone congressional district in Nebraska). One of the few bright spots for Trump in 2020 had been Florida, where he had increased his winning margin from 2016. What, Trump began asking his allies after the election, had he done right in Florida that he hadn't done in the rest of the country?

The answer, in large part, boiled down to Susie Wiles, who had run Trump's 2016 and 2020 campaigns in the state. Wiles, the daughter of the legendary NFL announcer Pat Summerall, is an experienced campaign operative (she was a scheduler for Ronald Reagan's 1980 presidential campaign), who over the past three decades had developed deep Florida ties. After every campaign she runs, Wiles writes an "after action" report, documenting what worked and what didn't. Over dinner with Trump on the patio at Mar-a-Lago in early 2021, she delivered "the Florida memo." Soon after, he hired her to run his political operation, which eventually became his 2024 campaign.

Wiles saw that one thing that had held Trump back in 2020 was that he had not finished taking over the Republican Party during his first term. Part of Trump's leverage had been his ability to endorse in Republican primaries--influence he was eager to reprise. "When I endorse somebody, they win," Trump told us on the phone. "But even when I endorse them in the general election, mostly they win. It's important." (Now when Trump calls to pressure a fellow Republican about an issue or a vote, they are almost always grateful for his past support, or feel that they owe their seat to him.)

The Wiles process for evaluating potential endorsees--which she undertook with James Blair, now a deputy chief of staff in the White House, and Brian Jack, now a congressman representing Georgia--involved researching how they had spoken about Trump in the past. "The basic thing was their loyalty and their political viability," one adviser told us. "So we were looking for things like: So, what did they say on J6? What did they say during the Access Hollywood tapes? What is their voting record with us?" Trump was building a coalition of loyalists, something he hadn't sufficiently done during the first term.

Wiles had plenty of experience managing men with big personalities. But colleagues say a key reason she's been successful working with Trump (she is now his White House chief of staff) is that she never tries to manage him. She does not imagine that she can control him, as some former top advisers attempted, and she tends not to offer advice unless specifically asked. Her primary role, as she sees it, is to set up processes to help ensure Trump's success, and then to execute his directives, whatever they may be.

At first, Trump's banishment from the big social-media platforms, along with mainstream media outlets' reluctance--including Fox News's--to give him much coverage, seemed potentially devastating. But Trump turned to the far-right platforms and activists still welcoming him. Taylor Budowich--now a White House deputy chief of staff--worked with MAGA influencers to evade the Twitter and Facebook bans: They would print out pro-Trump social-media posts; Budowich would have Trump sign the paper with his Sharpie, and then mail the signed post back to the influencer; almost invariably, the influencer would then post the signed missive, flexing their access and building their audience--while simultaneously amplifying Trump's voice. At the same time, a video ecosystem grew up around Trump, with streaming platforms such as Right Side Broadcasting Network stepping in to cover his events when cable networks would not.

"Him being banned gave rise to people like me, because the president's supporters followed me to find out what he was saying," one MAGA influencer told us. "It backfired on the tech people who deplatformed him, because it platformed all of us."

Trump, meanwhile, continued to promote the lie that he'd won the 2020 election, and that January 6 was just an ordinary Wednesday. Normal political logic suggested that this was a bad strategy. But his shamelessness, as ever, remained a strength. By repeating something frequently enough, he could slowly make it feel true, at least for his supporters.

Not long ago, we sat in Steve Bannon's Capitol Hill rowhouse, where he records his War Room podcast, pressing him on Trump's refusal to accept the results of the 2020 election, and his denial of what transpired on January 6. "Our reality is that we won" and that January 6 was a "fedsurrection," Bannon said, referring to the conspiracy theory that FBI agents had incited the crowd on the Ellipse that day.

But this reality, we pointed out to Bannon, is simply not true.

"Now, here's the interesting thing," Bannon said. "Who's won that argument? I think we have."



"BE READY!"

The first televised hearing of the House select committee on January 6 was scheduled for the beginning of June 2022, and it was sure to be a spectacle that reminded viewers of the horror of the insurrection and emphasized the former president's culpability. Trump's team at Mar-a-Lago was desperate to distract attention from the hearing. At one point, someone proposed a brazen gambit: Trump could announce his 2024 bid for the presidency just minutes before the hearing gaveled in.

Trump's response was telling. "I'm not ready for this," he said. "We're not ready for this right now."

"That was the first moment of, like, 'Okay, he's not just thinking about it; he's seriously thinking about how he wants to do it,' " one of his advisers told us. "He's not going to just use it as a stunt to make a moment. He wants to win."

Before long, Trump began emphasizing behind the scenes that he was serious. "Be ready," he would repeat to people who had served with him the first time around. "Be ready! Be ready! We're coming back! Be ready!"

Still, when Trump did launch his campaign, in November 2022, it did not get off to an auspicious start. Even his most fiercely supportive advisers concede that the announcement, in the form of an hour-long speech at Mar-a-Lago, was a dud.

Surprisingly few political reporters from major outlets were in attendance; it was as though the mainstream media still didn't believe that Trump could be a viable candidate again. Worse, some members of Trump's own family hadn't bothered to show up. As the speech dragged on, even Fox News cut away, switching to what Bannon called "a C-level panel," before returning for the final few minutes.

The campaign struggled to gain traction. Trump's longtime pollster Tony Fabrizio told us that even months later, into early 2023, getting donors to attend the first big super-PAC event "was like pulling teeth." And although Trump was now a declared presidential candidate, his team said it was still having trouble getting him booked even on shows such as Fox & Friends.

The first turning point, several advisers told us, came in February 2023. A Norfolk Southern train carrying hazardous chemicals derailed in East Palestine, Ohio, near the Pennsylvania border, spewing toxic material. Sitting in the West Palm Beach campaign headquarters one day, Trump's team watched Joe Biden's press secretary struggle to answer a question about the president's plans for outreach to East Palestine. Soon after, Susie Wiles received a call from Trump's oldest son, Don Jr., saying that his father ought to just show up there himself. When Wiles brought the suggestion to Trump, in the living room of Mar-a-Lago, his response was unequivocal: "That's a great idea," he enthused. "When can we go?"

Trump's visit to East Palestine--and the footage of him buying McDonald's for the first responders--had a potent effect. "It just reminded everyone that people still like this guy," one adviser told us. "He's still a draw." Nearly two years later, Trump's visit continued to resonate. "People are living their lives and they don't delve that easily into policy," a woman across the border in the swing state of Pennsylvania told our colleague George Packer before the election last fall. "All they know is that Trump was here buying everyone McDonald's" and that Biden hadn't visited for more than a year.

Read: George Packer reports on the 2024 election from Charleroi, Pennsylvania

The halting start to the campaign kept Trump off the radar, giving his team time to plan. Former Trump advisers had used their years out of power to set up their own groups--America First Legal, America First Policy Institute, Center for Renewing America--to prepare for a second Trump administration.

"The people who were the true believers knew Trump was going to run again and win," Caroline Wren, a former top Trump fundraiser, told us, adding that Trump's policy loyalists "sat there and prepared executive orders for four years."

The time out of the spotlight also allowed the team to build a new election strategy. By now, Trump had alienated a significant share of the voting public, and he was polling lower among some demographic groups than in previous elections. The conventional wisdom was that the criminal investigations and legal proceedings then under way would only increase that alienation. His campaign directors decided that the best tactic was to turn this problem into a strength. Chris LaCivita, who was a co-campaign manager alongside Susie Wiles and a military veteran wounded in the Gulf War in 1991, took to exhorting younger staffers with a Marine slogan: "Embrace the suck."

The impulse to let Trump be Trump, so contrary to the instincts of much of the first-term staff, was laid out in a memo that James Blair and Tim Saler, the campaign's lead data expert, sent to Wiles in early 2024. This became known around the campaign as the "gender memo." "Instead of saying, 'Look, we did two points worse with white suburban women between 2016 and 2020' and 'How do we get those points back?,' what if we did it the other way?" an adviser familiar with the memo told us. "What if we said, 'We gained eight points with non-college-educated men. What if we won them by 12?' "


During his brief political exile, Trump hired the campaign operative Susie Wiles. (Photo-illustration by Paul Spella. Sources: ablokhin / Getty; Tom Brenner / The Washington Post / Getty; ZUMA Press / Alamy.)



The strategy had the benefit of letting Trump be the version of himself that appealed to those men. In a moment when the Democratic Party often felt like an amalgamation of East Coast elitists, niggling scolds, and far-left activists, Trump appeared to offer judgment-free populism to a populace sick of being judged.

Trump's own view, we were told, was more self-referential: "Why would I distance myself from my people? They love me."



"IT MADE ME STRONGER"

On Friday, May 31, 2024, the day after Trump was convicted of 34 felony charges in a New York City courtroom, the treasurer at Make America Great Again Inc., the main super PAC supporting the former president, called his boss, Taylor Budowich, with good news. A large wire transfer was incoming--a record $15 million. The call set off an internal scramble, because the bank needed the donor's name to approve the transfer, and nobody knew who it was.

Shortly thereafter, the treasurer called back. "I'm so sorry," he told Budowich. "I misheard him. It's not $15 million--it's $50 million."

"Don't be sorry!" Budowich said. (The donation was eventually traced to Timothy Mellon, an heir to the Mellon banking fortune.)

The Democrats assumed that Trump's legal issues would politically neuter him. "A convicted felon is now seeking the office of the presidency," Biden would say. But all the scandals and controversies that would have sunk a different candidate became background static. "The thing about the court cases is there were too many of them, and this is one of Trump's superpowers--he never just breaks the law a little bit; he does it all over the place," Sarah Longwell, a formerly Republican, anti-MAGA political strategist who regularly conducts focus groups, told us. "And as a result, there were so many court cases that it was just white noise to voters. They couldn't tell them apart."

"If I'm not president, you're fucked," Trump told a roomful of oil executives at Mar-a-Lago.



The Democratic base remained outraged. Trump's base continued to believe his claims that all the criminal investigations and January 6 hearings constituted a "witch hunt." But for the sliver of voters who would actually decide the election, the Democratic argument that Trump was a threat to democracy was too far removed from their more urgent concerns about grocery prices. As time passed and Trump continued to rewrite history to turn insurrectionists into "patriots," the events of January 6 receded into abstraction for many of these voters.

"If you said, 'What's J6?,' it's like, 'What is that? Bingo? Are you playing Battleship?' " the adviser familiar with the gender memo told us, describing what the campaign's voter research had found.

Trump's felony conviction actually proved to be a boon. This did not surprise his advisers. A year earlier, in the spring of 2023, when Trump had been indicted over hush-money payments to a porn star, his support in Republican-primary polls jumped 10 points within a month, to more than 50 percent--a level it would never drop below again. In the first three months of 2023, MAGA Inc. had reported raising only about $600,000; in the three months following the indictment, the group took in nearly $13 million. "Democrats just played right into our hands," Fabrizio, the Trump pollster, told us.

For Trump's base, the cases were energizing, and they put his Republican-primary opponents in the difficult position of having to defend Trump against "lawfare" or risk being seen as supporting the Democrats' position. So even while campaigning against him for the nomination, they were in effect campaigning for him.

During his 2016 campaign, Trump had ignored the traditional fundraising circuit, which increased donor skepticism of him. But during his time in the wilderness, he began to enjoy raising money. He asked advisers to schedule more call time for him with top donors. He wrote personal notes, and he regularly invited wealthy supporters and potential donors to dine with him at Mar-a-Lago. He judged generosity not by the size of the check, his allies told us, but by the size of the check relative to the donor's net worth. He liked pressuring donors to bet on him--and watching them squirm if they hedged. Sometimes he was blunt, invoking the specter of a President Kamala Harris taking their wealth.

("If I'm not president, you're fucked," he would tell a roomful of oil executives at Mar-a-Lago after the election. "Look at your profit-and-loss statements. You realize what would have happened to you if she was president? What's wrong with you?")

The Supreme Court decision in July 2024 regarding a legal challenge to the federal prosecution of Trump for interfering in the 2020 election gave Trump and his allies further momentum. Trump v. United States addressed the question of legal liability for a president, but Trump's allies focused on how the Court described the presidency itself, suggesting that all the powers of the executive branch were imbued in the personage. "Unlike anyone else," the Court wrote, "the President is a branch of government." That the prosecution of Trump both revivified his candidacy and then gave him more executive power in his second term remains a stinging irony for Democrats.

When we talked with Trump, we asked him if he thought the criminal prosecutions had made him stronger. "Shockingly, yes," he said. "Normally, it would knock you out. You wouldn't even live for the next day. You know, you'd announce your resignation, and you'd go back and 'fight for your name,' like everybody says--you know, 'fight for your name, go back to your family.' "

He paused. "Yeah, it made me stronger, made me a lot stronger."

In the final months of the campaign, Democratic strategists working for Vice President Harris focused on seven swing states. Trump, by contrast, told aides that he wanted to put resources into picking up voters even in states he was already certain to win.

"We don't want anyone to know--it's a surprise--but I think we might win the popular vote," Trump would say to his advisers. "We have got to run up the score."

During breaks between events, his team would place calls to groups of voters in red states and put him on the line. "This is your favorite president, Donald Trump," he'd say, before launching into brief remarks. They would make calls from the motorcade, from the campaign plane, as many as 10 a day. In this way, working around the old mass media, Trump reached thousands of voters directly.

"If there was someone in America in some state, still awake, Donald Trump would find a way to get to them," Chris LaCivita told us.

In 2016, Trump had been so frustrated about losing the popular vote to Hillary Clinton that he'd falsely asserted, "I won the popular vote if you deduct the millions of people who voted illegally." Eight years later, he didn't have to pretend. As Election Night gave way to dawn in Palm Beach, Trump basked in the comprehensiveness of his victory--all seven swing states, and a strong showing in the popular-vote tally, which he ultimately won. Several aides got calls from him around 4 a.m. "You won't believe it," Trump crowed, according to one. "I've already had 20 world leaders call me. They all want to kiss my ass."

Some time later, Trump addressed a gathering of supporters in the living room at Mar-a-Lago. During his first term people would say, "Yeah, he won, but he doesn't have a mandate, " Trump told the crowd. "Now they can't say it anymore."



THE TRANSITION

People who worked with Trump in his first term used to play a parlor game of sorts. What would happen, they wondered, if they, the human guardrails, weren't there to correct the president's errors, to explain to him all the things he did not know or understand, to talk him out of or slow-walk his most destructive impulses?

During his first term, he faced resistance and obstruction from all over the government: from the courts and from the Democrats, but also from Republicans in the House and Senate, who at times treated him like a floundering student. The contempt was mutual. "Paul Ryan was a stupid person," Trump told us in March, referring to the former Republican speaker of the House. "And Mitch, Mitch wasn't much better," Trump said of Mitch McConnell, the former Senate Republican leader and, lately, the epicenter of GOP resistance to Trump, such as it is. But some of the most crucial pushback came from within the executive branch. At times, his chief of staff and his White House counsel declined to carry out his orders. Trump had been apoplectic when "his" Justice Department, under Jeff Sessions and Rod Rosenstein, opened an independent-counsel investigation into whether the Russians had influenced the 2016 election and whether the Trump campaign had colluded with them.

Read: Mitch McConnell and the president he calls 'despicable'

This time would be different, because he'd learned from experience. "When I did it before, I never did it, you know?" he told us. "I didn't know people in Washington."

On January 15, at 8 p.m., five days before the inauguration, Trump sent out an incendiary post on Truth Social. In it, he described the sorts of people his incoming administration would not be hiring--a list that included anyone who had ever worked for, in his words, "Americans for No Prosperity (headed by Charles Koch), 'Dumb as a Rock' John Bolton, 'Birdbrain' Nikki Haley, Mike Pence, disloyal Warmongerers Dick Cheney, and his Psycho daughter, Liz," and anyone "suffering from Trump Derangement Syndrome." For those staffing Trump's second term, the missive was doctrine: This time, loyalty would be absolute.

In 2016, few experienced Republicans had been involved in Trump's campaign, so the pool of presumptive loyalists to draw from was small. His incoming team also used key transition picks--Cabinet secretaries, West Wing advisers--to reassure a still-skeptical Republican Party that Trump was one of them. This produced a dysfunctional dichotomy in which Reince Priebus, a mild-mannered traditional Republican from Wisconsin, and Steve Bannon, a revolutionary hell-bent on dismantling the administrative state, shared top billing in the West Wing. The competing camps--the MAGA fire-breathers, the establishment swamp creatures, "Javanka" and the globalists--leaked relentlessly to the media and tried to knife one another. A miasma of chaos surrounded Trump, and impaired the administration's ability to carry out its policy agenda.

But by 2024, Trump had effectively consumed the party, and he had no need to recruit traditional Republicans, if any even remained. Cliff Sims, who during Trump's first term had served as a communications aide in the White House before going to work for the director of national intelligence, helped the transition team manage hiring for the second term. The formula for staffing the administration wasn't hard this time, Sims told us: "Don't hire anyone who wasn't committed to the agenda last time."

"I knew that Stephen Miller would ultimately run the policy operation, with immigration as a top priority," Sims told us, referring to Trump's senior domestic-policy adviser, who is, famously, an immigration hard-liner. "So I just asked him, 'Who do you want? Who should prepare DHS? Who should prepare ICE? Who are the rock stars from your team? Let's get them all rolling.' " Same, too, with trade. Sims called Jamieson Greer, who had served as the chief of staff to the U.S. trade representative in Trump's first term before taking over the role himself this time around. He asked Greer who Trump's pro-tariff "killers on trade" were. "And he's like, 'I've been sitting here hoping someone would call about this; I've already got a list ready,' " Sims told us.

Because the transition hiring for the second term harvested a uniformly loyalist crop of staffers, getting things done the way Trump wants became easier. In the first term, executive orders designed by the MAGA faction were sometimes rushed through without proper legal vetting, in an attempt to prevent a warring faction from killing the directive, someone familiar with this process told us--which made them vulnerable to court challenges. This time around, the process for generating the orders is more disciplined.

Trump's aides and advisers also now understood the hydraulics of the government better. They'd learned, for instance, that immigration policy was not contained solely within the Department of Homeland Security, and that to curb the flow of immigrants across the southern border, they also needed to install loyalists in crucial roles at the Department of Health and Human Services. When it came to the Bureau of Western Hemisphere Affairs at the State Department, they now knew they needed MAGA diehards in key roles. This kind of knowledge would now be applied to thousands of hires across dozens of agencies.

When his Cabinet nominees hit trouble in the Senate, Trump and his team were determined to test their new power. "It was 'You'll eat your breakfast and you'll like it,' " a veteran Republican operative told us. The first major test came during the former Fox News host Pete Hegseth's quest for confirmation as defense secretary.

Senator Joni Ernst of Iowa, a Republican, was skeptical about Hegseth's qualifications. Ernst is the first female combat veteran to serve in the Senate; Hegseth had previously said that women should not serve in combat roles. Ernst is also a sexual-assault survivor; Hegseth has been accused of sexual assault and other misconduct, including alcohol abuse. (Hegseth has denied the accusations.) But when Ernst publicly signaled that she might not be able to support the nomination, Trump's allies leaped into action. On private text chains, they talked about how failing to win confirmation for Hegseth was untenable. The consensus was clear: Because Matt Gaetz had already had to withdraw as Trump's pick for attorney general, if they lost another major nominee, there would be blood in the water. Even the most controversial--Hegseth, Tulsi Gabbard, Robert F. Kennedy Jr., Kash Patel--needed to be muscled through.


Trump and his team saw the confirmation of their most controversial Cabinet nominees--Robert F. Kennedy Jr., Pete Hegseth, Tulsi Gabbard--as a chance to flex their power over the Republican Party. (Photo-illustration by Paul Spella. Sources: Rebecca Noble / Getty; Anna Moneymaker / Getty; Philip Yabut / Getty; Print Collector / Getty.)



They decided to make an example of Ernst, as a warning to other senators about what to expect if they stepped out of line. An op-ed implicitly excoriating her appeared on Breitbart News ; Bannon and the gang on his War Room podcast hammered her relentlessly; and the powerful young conservative activist Charlie Kirk and his Turning Point USA team threatened to send resources to Iowa to oppose her reelection in 2026. Ernst's effort to "end Pete Hegseth," Kirk posted on X in early December, "is a direct attempt to undermine the President and his voters. Pete Hegseth is the redline. If you vote against him, primaries will ensue."

Trump's team knew that once the most prominent MAGA figures began their onslaught, second-tier influencers would follow. Ernst called around to Trump allies, begging them to stop the attacks. But they wouldn't relent; she voted to confirm Hegseth.

Bill Cassidy, a Republican senator and physician from Louisiana, also briefly found himself in the hot seat as he struggled with his confirmation vote on Kennedy, a vaccine critic who has misstated scientific findings, to lead the nation's top health agency. (Cassidy was also viewed as a problem by Trump supporters because he'd voted to convict the president for his role in the January 6 insurrection.)

Cassidy ultimately supported Kennedy's nomination, though he maintained that the vote had nothing to do with his own reelection prospects in 2026. Afterward, in the course of general conversations about the midterms, Cassidy's team sought Trump's support in his upcoming GOP primary. Trump told an aide to relay to Cassidy: "I'll think about it." (A Trump adviser told us that, for the moment, the president and Cassidy have reached "an uneasy detente.")

Business leaders fell more quickly in line. After the election, they descended on Mar-a-Lago.

At dinner with Silicon Valley moguls, Trump would sometimes play "Justice for All"--a song by the J6 Prison Choir that features men imprisoned for their actions on January 6 singing "The Star-Spangled Banner," interspersed with Trump reciting the Pledge of Allegiance. One Trump adviser gleefully recounted how confused the tech billionaires appeared when "Justice for All" started, looking around for cues before inevitably rising and putting their hands over their hearts.

"The troll is strong," the adviser told us.

The Thursday before the inauguration, a friend of Trump's was sitting with him at Mar-a-Lago when the once and future president held up his phone to show off his recent-call log.

"Look who called in the past hour," Trump boasted, then scrolled through a list that included Jeff Bezos, Elon Musk, Mark Zuckerberg, and Tiger Woods. Apart from Woods, all were former Trump critics who, eight years earlier, had tried to keep their distance.



SHOCK AND AWE

The start of a new presidency is a famously harried and jury-rigged affair. But Trump and his team had spent his time out of office preparing for his return. Longwell, the anti-MAGA strategist, told us--echoing something our colleague David Frum had warned about four years ago--that watching Trump's second-term team attack the federal bureaucracy was like watching "the velociraptors who have figured out how to work the doorknobs." Day one of the second term, the product of weeks of meticulous planning, was all about--in the Trump team's words--"shock and awe." "We did all the immigration and border executive orders," an adviser told us. "If we just left it at that, all the stories would have been about what bad people we are--we're kicking people out of this country. But then right after he signed those border executive orders, bam: the J6 pardons." The adviser explained that, along with Trump's multiple speeches that day and inaugural balls that evening, this meant "the media had to choose what to cover. It's either the J6 pardons or the immigration executive orders." This convulsion of activity, the adviser told us, was all "planned"--designed to overwhelm.

"We have everyone kind of in the barrel, like everyone's on the spin cycle, just getting whipped around, and that's advantageous for us," another adviser told us.

In his first term, Trump had floated the idea of buying Greenland--speaking of it almost offhandedly as a potentially intriguing if unusual real-estate acquisition. But now, even before taking office again, he had suggested that Canada should be America's 51st state, threatened to reclaim the Panama Canal, and vowed to gain control of Greenland--"one way or the other," as he would later put it. He followed this during his inaugural address by invoking "manifest destiny," the 19th-century idea that the United States has a divinely ordained right to control North America.

"This time it's 'Hey, fuck you, Greenland's ours,' " Bannon told us.

He added that many of the things that, in his first term, Trump had floated as provocations or trollings or idle musings are now things the president realizes he can actually do. "These are all doable," Bannon told us. "When you've come back from such long odds, you clearly feel, 'I can do anything.' "

In his first term, Trump and his team had not done certain things--fired key bureaucrats, upended certain alliances, overhauled various initiatives--because, as one former adviser told us, "we thought they were red-hot.

"And then you touch it," the former adviser continued, "and you realize it's actually not that hot." This may be the key insight of Trump's second term. The first time around, aides were constantly warning him that the stove was too hot. This time, no one is even telling him not to touch the stove.

Tradition holds that artists honored with lifetime-achievement awards at the Kennedy Center meet with the sitting president. During Trump's first term, some of the most prominent artists refused to do so. He, in turn, didn't attend a single performance there.

"I didn't really get to go the first time, because I was always getting impeached or some bullshit, and I could never enjoy a show," Trump said, according to an adviser familiar with the comments. But as planning for the second inauguration got under way, someone mentioned the possibility of holding an event there, impelling Trump to muse aloud about naming himself chairman of the Kennedy Center, a position that had long been held by the philanthropist and Carlyle Group founder David Rubenstein. Trump ordered, "Call David Rubenstein and tell him he's fired."


Overnight, Trump's cultural remit went from queuing oldies on his iPad on the patio of Mar-a-Lago to being chairman of the Kennedy Center, one of the nation's premier arts institutions. (Chip Somodevilla / Getty)



Some of Trump's advisers have learned to operate by an unofficial rule: They make sure to do things after he says them twice. This is a necessary and important rule because, as one adviser explained, "he says a lot of shit." So the second time Trump mentioned wanting to take over the Kennedy Center, his aides got to work, and in early February, Trump fired most of the board and named himself chairman. His cultural remit had gone overnight from entertaining his aides by playing oldies on his iPad on the patio of Mar-a-Lago to being chairman of the board of one of the nation's premier arts institutions.

One of the most chaotic departures from convention has been Elon Musk's prominent role in the administration. The disruption Musk has unleashed through DOGE, putting swaths of government "into the wood chipper," as he described it, has tended to obscure the fact that the richest man in the world, who is one of Trump's biggest financial donors, is attending Cabinet meetings while continuing to run his private businesses, which benefit from billions of dollars in federal contracts. The conflicts of interest here run fathoms deep. But Trump has confidently normalized all of it, even going so far as to conduct an infomercial for Tesla on the White House grounds.

In previous presidencies, Musk's role in the administration would have been a scandal that dominated the media and congressional hearings for months. In Trump's second term, this--by design--gets drowned out by everything else.

So, too, does Trump's complete departure from convention regarding the Justice Department, which has historically had some independence from the president. In April, Trump ordered the DOJ to investigate Chris Krebs, who in Trump's first term ran the Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency, which declared the 2020 election secure and Biden the legitimate winner. Trump, in short, wanted to prosecute Krebs for accepting reality. He has also made clear that he wants the attorney general to protect his supporters, including Musk, whose Tesla dealerships and charging stations have been targeted by vandals. "When I see things going on like what they're doing to Elon, that's terrible," Trump told us. "That's a terrible thing. That's terrorism."

Trump boasted to us of Musk's private business successes as if they were his own. One of Musk's companies, SpaceX, had just helped to retrieve astronauts who had been marooned for months on the International Space Station. "They don't come out of there at some point, you know, the bones start to break down," Trump said.

Trump marveled at the media's coverage of the splashdown. "They said, 'And the rocket's coming down in the Gulf of America.' They didn't make a big deal. They didn't say Trump named it," he told us. "It was like it was old hat. And it's been the Gulf of Mexico for hundreds of years, literally hundreds of years. The Gulf of Mexico, before our country was formed. It's been a long time. And that's good."



"THAT IS NOT WHAT THEY SIGNED UP FOR"

For all of Trump's success in dominating the political sphere, Democrats have grown more optimistic that his political fortunes may be changing. Senator Elissa Slotkin of Michigan, who gave the Democratic rebuttal to Trump's address to Congress in early March, told us that some of her constituents say their votes for Trump were born of despair. "They'll say to me, 'Look, it's like I'm a Stage 4 cancer patient. My life has been getting worse, from my grandfather to my father, from my father to me, and my kids are going to do worse than me, so I need experimental chemo. Trump is my experimental chemo. It may hurt like hell. It may not work at all. But I'm at the end of my rope, and I'll try anything.' "

We asked her whether now, several months into the second Trump administration, her constituents think the chemo is working. "I can't tell you how many Trump voters have said to me, like, 'Look, I voted for him to make the economy work. I did not vote for all of this craziness, and I certainly didn't vote, for instance, for cuts to the VA,' " Slotkin said. "That is not what they signed up for."

But in nearly every conversation we had with various Trump advisers, they told us that delivering on what people had voted for was in fact essential to holding the House and the Senate in the 2026 midterms. Trump himself has his eyes on a larger, long-term political realignment. "It's a much different party," he told us. "I got 38 percent of the male Black vote. Nobody knew that was possible. That's a lot. I got 56 percent of Hispanics. How about that one? Every county along the Texas border is Hispanic. I won every one of them." Though every single number he cited was wrong, the general thrust of his observation was correct.

Delivering on Trump's campaign promises, his advisers told us, was the key not only to securing his legacy but to transforming the MAGA base into Republican voters for decades to come. (This project--persuading MAGA supporters to vote for Republicans even when Trump is not on the ballot--is a "central theme" of this presidency, one adviser repeatedly told us.) During the campaign and then the transition, Trump's aides kept a shared document that meticulously cataloged and updated his promises for what he would do on day one, as well as what he'd promised to do more generally. The advisers we spoke with said that voters had absolutely known what they were asking for when they pulled the lever for Trump--and Trump's team was determined to deliver.

But this is where the now nationally ingrained tendency to take Trump seriously but not literally may have created a disconnect between what Trump's supporters thought they were voting for and what they are now getting, even among his most committed base. Over the years, Trump said many things that never came to fruition. Or he spoke with such hyperbole that everyone substantially discounted the reality of what he was ostensibly committing to. Or the policy implications of what he said would get obscured in the cloud of his ruminations about shark attacks and electrocutions and Hannibal Lecter--allowing voters to focus on what they liked and to ignore the riskier, more worrisome aspects of his promises. So although it's true that Trump is delivering on commitments to impose tariffs, cut government waste, and aggressively deport immigrants, many of his voters are only now beginning to realize the effect these policies will have on their daily lives.

Several months into his second chance, the blitzkrieg of the early days continues--but it seems to be meeting more substantial resistance. Federal courts are once again blocking--or at least trying to block--Trump plans that flout the Constitution or stretch legal reasoning. The repeated rollouts and rollbacks and re-rollouts of his tariff measures have pushed the world toward an economic breaking point. (Even in the best-case scenario, any renaissance of the U.S. industrial base remains a long way off.) The Federal Reserve recently adjusted short-term-inflation projections higher, and GDP projections are getting lower. Financial analysts say the odds of a recession have risen significantly. The stock market just had its worst quarter in three years. When we talked with him in March, Trump had told us that Vladimir Putin "is going to be fine" in the Ukraine peace negotiations--but Putin has thwarted Trump's promise of a quick deal. ("I'm trying to save a lot of lives in the world," Trump told us. "You know, Ukraine and Russia--it's not our lives, but it could end up in a Third World War.")

The Signalgate fiasco appalled even a majority of Republicans. (Here Trump has so far stuck to his second-term policy of conceding essentially nothing, of never admitting weakness or a lie. To date, no one has been fired over Signalgate--though advisers we spoke with privately predicted that National Security Adviser Michael Waltz, who inadvertently added The Atlantic's editor in chief to the attack-planning chain, would exit the administration by the end of the year, if not much sooner.) Mass anti-Trump protests, notably absent during the first two months of this term, have become more frequent, including in red states.

Jeffrey Goldberg: Signalgate, Trump, and The Atlantic

Even as Trump continually seeks to expand his presidential powers, he at times seems to acknowledge that they have limits. In our March conversation, he seemed frustrated at the notion that a court might try to curb his ability to deport anyone he wanted, however he wanted. Yet when we asked if he would go so far as to actively disregard a judicial order, his answer suggested that he understood the Constitution would not allow that. "I think the judge is horrible," he said, referring to James Boasberg, the federal-district-court judge who had tried to stop deportations of Venezuelan migrants to El Salvador. But Trump then referenced the Supreme Court's more congenial opinion in Trump v. United States, which had given him immunity from criminal prosecution for anything he does as part of his core "official" duties as president. "But I've had a lot of horrible judges, and I won on appeal, right? I got immunity on appeal," he said. He told us that the Court is "going to do what's right" when reviewing his expansive use of executive power, and he spoke with uncharacteristic charity about the Court's Democratic appointees. "I see them at the State of the Union, things that I do, and I think they're very good people," he said.

When questioned, Trump has sought to evade direct responsibility for individual deportations by his administration, legal challenges to which are wending their way through the courts.

"You know, I'm not involved in that. I have many people, many layers of people that do that," Trump told us when we asked if he was worried that he may have mistakenly deported innocent people. "I would say they are all extremely tough, dangerous people. I would say that. And, don't forget, they came in the country illegally."

Trump's advisers argue that, overall, the shock-and-awe approach is working. "Think about everything that's happened immediately on immigration," Cliff Sims told us. "Oh, we're just going to ship gang members to a prison in El Salvador? 'Sure.' We're going to send Tom Homan"--Trump's border czar--"to kick down the door of every criminal illegally in the country? 'Have at it.' It is the ultimate example of the ruthless efficiency of Trump 2.0."

"I got indicted five different times by five different scumbags, and they're all looking for jobs now, so it's one of those things. Who would have thought, right? It's been pretty amazing."



We asked Trump about the portraits on the walls of the Oval Office. Who, we wondered, had a legacy that he himself might like to have? "Ronald Reagan, I like in terms of style. But he was not good on trade--terrible on trade," Trump replied. We pointed out that Reagan was also far more welcoming of immigrants. "Well, the toughest one in immigration was Eisenhower, believe it or not," Trump said. "He was tough, and he just didn't want people to come in illegally, like, you know, me. Well, I'm great on trade."

Trump has also started talking publicly about running for a third term, which the Twenty-Second Amendment clearly prohibits. This started as joking comments with advisers--before making them, he would sometimes teasingly instruct the sober-minded Wiles, "Susie, close your ears"--but now seems to have become more serious. MAGA acolytes outside the administration have said they've been investigating ways of getting around the Twenty-Second Amendment, and an adviser acknowledged that if Trump thought a third term could somehow be made feasible, he would likely consider it.

We asked Trump about a rumor we'd heard that he had tasked his Justice Department with looking into the legality of his running again in 2028. He said he hadn't, but then seemed to leave open the possibility. Was this the rare democratic norm he was unwilling to shatter? "That would be a big shattering, wouldn't it?" he mused, laughing. "Well, maybe I'm just trying to shatter." He noted, twice, that his supporters regularly shout for him to seek a third term, but concluded, "It's not something that I'm looking to do. And I think it would be a very hard thing to do." But not, it appears, a hard thing to profit from: The Trump Organization is now selling "Trump 2028" hats.

As a final question during our conversation in March, we asked the president whether he had concerns that his successor will follow his precedent and directly steer the powers of the presidency against his opponents, something he had accused Biden of doing against him. Wasn't he laying the groundwork for an endless cycle of tit-for-tat retribution?

"Oh, I don't know. I've already gone through it," the president told us. "I got indicted five different times by five different scumbags, and they're all looking for jobs now, so it's one of those things. Who would have thought, right? It's been pretty amazing."

Three weeks after our initial phone call, the political complexion of the moment seemed to have shifted rather dramatically, and we wondered if that had changed Trump's thinking. So we called the president's cellphone, hoping to ask some follow-up questions. He didn't answer. We left a voicemail.

That night, Saturday, April 12, Trump traveled from Mar-a-Lago to Miami to watch the mixed-martial-arts spectacle of UFC 314. He entered the arena like a conquering general, surrounded by a coterie of Cabinet secretaries and other high-level advisers and officials. The cheers from the adoring fans were uproarious. After some of the fights, the winner would rush to the side of the ring where Trump was sitting, to demonstrate fealty.

When the fights were over, well after midnight, Trump's motorcade headed back to Air Force One, at the Miami airport. The next morning, one of us awoke to find that, at 1:28 a.m., the president had called, just as the pool report showed he was getting back in his motorcade. He hadn't left a message. Had he been calling to ask if we'd seen what had transpired--the display of obeisance from these gladiators, and from his base? Or was this merely a late-night pocket dial? His team declined to clarify.

We made another appeal for an in-person interview. Later that day, an aide told us Trump was denying our request. But the rejection came with a message from the president--a message, Trump specified, only for Michael, not Ashley, with whom he was still annoyed. If the article we were working on really told the remarkable story of how he had come back from the political dead, "maybe The Atlantic will survive after all." As is often the case with Trump, his business advice could also be interpreted as a kind of a threat.

The president had one last message for us. "What can be said?" Trump had instructed his aide to tell us. "I won the election in a landslide, and there isn't anyone who can say anything about that. What can they write about?"

We thought we'd finished our story. But for Trump, negotiation is a perpetual state, and nine days later, he reversed himself again. We were asked to report to the Oval Office on the afternoon of April 24 for the interview we had first requested two months earlier. Trump also invited the editor in chief of this magazine, Jeffrey Goldberg, whom he had recently attacked as a "total sleazebag," to join the meeting. Then, hours before we arrived, the president announced the interview to the world.

"I am doing this interview out of curiosity," he wrote on Truth Social, "and as a competition with myself, just to see if it's possible for The Atlantic to be 'truthful.' " Goldberg, he added falsely, was a writer of "many fictional stories about me." (Several White House aides, upon reading the message, joked about playing a prank on National Security Adviser Michael Waltz, the official who had accidentally added Goldberg to the Signal chat. "Tell Waltz to go into the Oval," they dared one another, "but don't tell him who's in there.")

"This will be very, very interesting," Trump said, by way of greeting us as we approached the Resolute Desk. "You think Biden would do this? I don't think so."

In private, Trump often plays against the bombastic persona he projects in larger settings--at rallies, on television, on social media. He was launching a charm offensive, directed mainly at Goldberg. There was none of the name-calling or hostility he regularly levels at our magazine. He boasted about the 24-karat gold leaf he'd had imported from Palm Beach to decorate the Oval Office. "The question is: Do I do a chandelier?" he asked. "Beautiful crystal chandelier, top of the line."

Radio Atlantic: In the Oval Office With Donald Trump

Over the next hour, we asked questions about America's place in the world, the latest challenges to his administration, and his use of his powers to punish his enemies. He often avoided direct answers in order to recite lists of accomplishments. When pressed, he again committed to following the rulings of the Supreme Court. "You have to do that," he said.

He also sought to distance himself from the most controversial parts of his own presidency. There are "two types of people," he told us: those who want him to just focus on making the country great and those who want him to make the country great while simultaneously seeking retribution against his supposed persecutors.

"I am in the first group, believe it or not," he said. (This was indeed difficult to believe, we interjected.) "But a lot of people that are in the administration aren't. They feel that I was really badly treated." In our presence, he seemed inclined to outsource his retributive id to others. But soon after we left the Oval Office, Trump sought to exact further political revenge on his foes by directing the Justice Department to investigate ActBlue, the main Democratic fundraising platform.

When we mentioned the turmoil at the Pentagon, including recent reporting that Pete Hegseth had installed a makeup room in the building, the president smiled. "I think he's gonna get it together," Trump said of Hegseth. "I had a talk with him, a positive talk, but I had a talk with him." Trump also said that Waltz was "fine" despite being "beat up" by accidentally adding Goldberg to the Signal chat. What had Trump told his staff after the controversy? "Maybe don't use Signal, okay?"

He spoke of his opposition with earnest befuddlement, if not actual pity. "I think that the Democrats have lost their confidence in the truest sense," he said. "I don't think they know what they're doing. I think they have no leader. You know, if you ask me now, I know a lot about the Democrat Party, right? I can't tell you who their leader is. I can't tell you that I see anybody on the horizon."

Trump pushed back on the notion, popular among some Wall Street analysts, that financial turmoil--plummeting markets, the threat of a recession, a weakened dollar--would cause him to roll back his tariff policies. "It always affects you a little bit," he said, but there's no red line, no "certain number" at which he would feel compelled to change course.

We asked about the concern that his administration was pushing the country toward authoritarianism, where politicians use the power of their office to punish their enemies for speaking their minds, as Trump was attempting to do to Chris Krebs, Harvard, law firms, universities, and news outlets. He did not answer the question directly, but instead talked about how he'd been wronged.

We pressed further, again bringing up his efforts to deport undocumented immigrants without due process. What would happen, we asked, if his administration accidentally got the wrong person--a legal resident, or even an American citizen? "Let me tell you that nothing will ever be perfect in this world," he said.

Near the end of the interview, we asked Trump why, given that he's now definitively won a second term, he can't just let go of the claim that he won the 2020 election.

The president told us it would "be easier" for him to just accept our assertion. But he couldn't. "I'm a very honest person, and I believe it with all my heart," he said. "And I believe it with fact--you know, more important than heart. I believe it with fact."

"I'd like to say that that is reality," Trump said. "Probably I do create some things, but I didn't create that."

Never mind that the votes had been counted, the court cases concluded. He was still trying to shift perceptions, make a sale, bend the world to his will.



This article appears in the June 2025 print edition with the headline "Donald Trump Is Enjoying This."
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Trump Administration to Judges: 'We Will Find You'

The attorney general's message to the judiciary is clear.

by Adam Serwer




The arrest of Wisconsin Judge Hannah Dugan over allegedly obstructing the apprehension of an undocumented immigrant is an attempt to intimidate the judiciary. You can just ask Attorney General Pam Bondi.

"What has happened to our judiciary is beyond me," Bondi told Fox News, commenting on Dugan's arrest. "They're deranged. I think some of these judges think they are beyond and above the law, and they are not. We are sending a very strong message today: If you are harboring a fugitive, we don't care who you are. If you are helping hide one, if you are giving a [gang] member guns, anyone who is illegally in this country, we will come after you, and we will prosecute you. We will find you."

Bondi might have easily stuck to the specifics of Dugan's case, insisting that her behavior was particularly egregious, and that Dugan's indictment was about her individual conduct and not the judiciary as a whole. Indeed, in 2019, that's precisely what the Donald Trump-appointed U.S. attorney Andrew Lelling did in a similar case, when a Massachusetts judge, Shelley Joseph, was indicted for allegedly helping an undocumented immigrant escape. But Bondi chose to do the opposite, implying that Dugan's indictment was an attempt to intimidate the judiciary itself. The "message" is that judges who anger the administration will be prosecuted at Trump's whim.

Adrienne LaFrance: A ticking clock on American freedom

"The courts have a role in our constitutional system that they can only preserve if there's an independent judiciary--that is to say, judges are free to make decisions without intimidation, without interference from the executive branch or the legislative, for that matter," Geraldine Hines, a retired Massachusetts Supreme Court justice, told me. "This kind of prosecution is, in my view, and in the view of many of us who no longer sit on the bench, an effort to intimidate judges from playing their part in the constitutional order."

Why would the Trump administration feel the need to do this? The courts have not been as easily intimidated as Congress by Trump's attempts to consolidate his presidency into an authoritarian regime unbound by the Constitution and the rule of law. In his first term, Trump succeeded in appointing dozens of right-leaning judges, but this administration's claims of power have been so broad and lawless that they've drawn rebukes from conservative jurists as well as liberal ones. Trump officials like to say that "radical leftist judges" are obstructing the administration's agenda. But when Trump asserted that the administration could exile people to a notorious prison in El Salvador and the courts were powerless to interfere, a Republican appointee, Judge J. Harvie Wilkinson III, wrote that this was "a path of perfect lawlessness, one that courts cannot condone." Yesterday, Judge Terry Doughty, a far-right jurist Trump himself appointed, rebuked the administration after discovering that ICE had recently deported a 2-year-old American citizen and her family to Honduras. Doughty set a May hearing "in the interest of dispelling our strong suspicion that the Government just deported a U.S. citizen with no meaningful process."

Michael Bromwich, a former inspector general for the Department of Justice, told me that he believed the complaint against Dugan was "not frivolous and does suggest they had probable cause." Nevertheless, Bromwich also told me he thought it strange that the administration had not sought to interview Dugan to determine whether she had an innocent explanation for her conduct, and that it went straight to arresting her, when typically a white-collar defendant who is not a flight risk would be given an opportunity to turn themselves in.

"My speculation is that the Administration has been looking for cases to demonstrate that the judiciary is on the side of illegal, deportable aliens rather than ensuring public safety," Bromwich wrote to me in an email. "It fits with the campaign to vilify judges who have uniformly been ruling against the Administration in deportation cases. This is a case that fits the narrative." Hines suggested to me that the administration has made a point of starting slow, with state judges, rather than taking on federal ones.

Read: The Supreme Court's 'selective proceduralism' would suffocate the Constitution

That context helps explain the Trump administration's eagerness to arrest Dugan. Even in the criminal complaint, in which the government generally puts forth the most forceful version of its interpretation of events, the allegations are questionable. The FBI accuses Dugan of allowing Eduardo Flores-Ruiz, an undocumented immigrant facing misdemeanor battery charges, to escape her courtroom through a back entrance, forcing federal agents to chase him down. But even the complaint makes clear that federal agents spotted him in the public hallway where they were waiting for him.

"A judge's responsibility is to make sure that a courthouse is open, that anybody who wants to come into court to defend themselves or to press a claim against somebody, they're supposed to be an open door, and the judges are supposed to facilitate that," Hines said. "If ICE presents itself in courts in the kind of way that it has been presenting itself more recently, that has a chilling effect on people's willingness to exercise their right to access to courts."

Although judges have immunity from civil suits, they can be prosecuted if they commit crimes, such as taking bribes or committing murder. The question is whether they are immune to prosecution for acts related to their official duties--a federal court rejected that claim when Joseph made it in an effort to get those 2019 charges dismissed.

The facts in Dugan's case are similar to those in the 2019 indictment, which alleged that Joseph helped an undocumented immigrant evade ICE agents at a Newton courthouse. The U.S. attorney under President Joe Biden later dropped the Joseph case, but not before a group of retired Massachusetts judges, including Hines, filed a brief arguing that the prosecution was a direct assault on the separation of powers, because judges are generally understood to control their immediate surroundings as part of their responsibility to ensure impartial proceedings.

"The necessity for judicial control over the courtroom environment starts with a judge's duty to be impartial to litigants. Under the due process protections of the Fifth and Fourteenth Amendments to the U.S. Constitution, every litigant is entitled to an impartial judge," the brief reads. "Judges cannot be impartial in the execution of their judicial duties if they are under pressure to ingratiate themselves to federal prosecutors." That sounds suspiciously like what the Trump administration is doing with this prosecution--trying to ensure that judges are not impartial, because they are afraid that the Trump administration will "find" them, as Bondi put it.

One need not approve of Dugan's alleged conduct here to understand that the Trump administration is attempting to intimidate judges into doing its bidding. After all, there are other ways to sanction judges: Although the federal case against Joseph was dismissed, she has been charged by the Massachusetts Commission on Judicial Conduct, a process that avoids executive encroachments on judicial authority.

Allowing the Wisconsin Judicial Commission to evaluate whether Dugan's behavior crossed a line, however, would not yield the political result that Trump and Bondi are seeking: a cowed judiciary whose judges are afraid to challenge the administration, even when its mass-deportation push erroneously deports a man to an overseas Gulag or exiles an American toddler. Forget the law and rule as Trump wishes, or else.
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Trump's Cosplay Cabinet

The president's appointees often appear to be acting out a made-for-television version of their jobs rather than actually doing them.

by Ashley Parker




In Donald Trump's administration, Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem rotates through various costumes--firefighting gear for drills with the United States Coast Guard, a cowboy hat and horse for a jaunt with Border Patrol agents in Texas, a bulletproof ICE vest for a dawn raid in New York City. Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth posts photos of himself doing snowy push-ups with U.S. troops in Poland and deadlifting with them in predawn Germany. And FBI Deputy Director Dan Bongino spars with agents on the wrestling mats of Quantico.

In Bongino's case, his run-in with a skilled jiu-jitsu instructor left him with a swollen right elbow. But such are the risks of Trump's Cosplay Cabinet, in which his underlings perform near-daily tone poems to a certain type of MAGA masculinity, publicly pantomiming their professional responsibilities.

Jonathan Chait: What does Dan Bongino believe?

Noem, who has earned herself several dismissive, Mattel-inspired nicknames--"Border Control Barbie," "ICE Barbie"--is perhaps the most conspicuous offender. She has been photographed behind the controls of both a Coast Guard boat and a Coast Guard plane, donned a helmet and Border Patrol fatigues for an ATV tour along the southern border, and posed in cargo pants and an ICE vest. In a social-media video, she wielded a tricked-out automatic rifle, the M4 muzzle disconcertingly pointed at the head of the agent directly to her left.

"I'm old school, but I don't think our Cabinet Secretaries should cosplay as armed agents," the conservative radio host Erick Erickson wrote on X above Noem's video of herself with the poorly placed gun. "You're a politician, not one of our heroes."

When I called Erickson this week, he told me Trump's subordinates understand that the president is "an image guy" who looks to surround himself with people who appear to be out of "central casting." But, he said, looking the part on TV also serves a useful purpose for Trump--it "distracts the voters from: Is stuff actually going well behind the scenes?"

"It's like hiring the guy who plays a doctor on Grey's Anatomy," Erickson told me. "You don't actually want that guy to do your heart surgery. He's an actor. You hire the people who sound competent because they use the polysyllabic words. But can they actually do the job?"

Trump, of course, may be the ultimate cosplayer. His quixotic political rise was fueled, in part, by Americans who knew him as a successful businessman, not through any of his actual business exploits (or bankruptcies), but through the high-flying mogul he played in their living room every Thursday night on The Apprentice.

During his most recent campaign, he sported various working-class costumes to troll his political rivals. In October, mocking then-Vice President Kamala Harris's claim that, as a college student, she had spent a summer working at a McDonald's, Trump tied on a navy-and-gold apron and served fries through a Philadelphia-area McDonald's drive-through window. Later that month, in response to mumbled comments then-President Joe Biden made seeming to liken Trump supporters to "garbage," Trump wore a neon-orange reflective vest and hopped into a white Trump-branded trash hauler in Green Bay, Wisconsin.

"How do you like my garbage truck?" Trump crowed, as reporters looked on.

The ethos seems to have trickled down to his Cabinet secretaries and other top officials, whose public pronouncements and social-media posts sometimes give the impression that they view government work more as a game than as true public service. In 2022, Kash Patel, now the FBI director, shared a post featuring himself--chain saw in hand and "Bad to the Bone" thrumming in the background--lopping off chunks of a log emblazoned with images of alleged enemies, a group that included Biden, CNN, "Fake News," and Representative Nancy Pelosi. Patel can often appear as interested in the public perks of his job as in the actual job itself. This month, he flew with Trump on Air Force One to Miami to attend a Saturday-night Ultimate Fighting Championship event, and he has also appeared in the owner's suite at Capitals games, photographed alongside Hockey Hall of Famer Wayne Gretzky.

From the October 2024 Issue: The man who will do anything for Trump

Elon Musk, the world's wealthiest man, is the administration's designated disassembler of the federal bureaucracy. For the assignment, Musk has consciously cast himself into the role of a plucky IT guy, regularly wearing a Tech Support T-shirt under his blazer. No matter that his self-styled "tech support" has failed to deliver on the $1 trillion in government-spending cuts that he and his DOGE bros overpromised. He was still able to boast on X that he had spent an early-February weekend feeding USAID "into the wood chipper."

"It looks like a lot of them are sort of showing up at a government costume party in which they get to wear the costume of being the secretary of defense or the costume of being the director of national intelligence, but they don't have the qualification for those roles," Senator Sheldon Whitehouse of Rhode Island, a Democrat, told me. "Part of it is they know the point of entry to the costume party is you have to suck up ferociously to Trump every minute, and to get on his radar, images help. He likes the fake macho imagery, and so that's just part of the deal."

Hegseth, who served as a U.S. Army National Guard infantry officer, has posted more than a dozen photos and videos in the past month alone of him working out with troops. "It's not that long ago that I was right there with them," Hegseth explained when asked in Germany about his early-morning workout. "I'll probably connect more with those guys than I do with four-star generals." Hegseth seems to naturally intuit that the rank-and-file troops generally respect a Pentagon chief willing--and able--to train with them.

But Hegseth's constant posting of his athletic feats has given them an overly eager, thirsty quality. In some ways, he reminds me of my spy-obsessed 6-year-old, who, desperate to be a covert operative, is constantly whispering into her oversize spy-gadget watch and shouting staticky instructions into her walkie-talkies. But unlike my daughter, who is in kindergarten and is decidedly not a real-life spy, Hegseth is actually the defense secretary, making his constant performance of the role feel gratuitous.

"Every rep, every drop of sweat, reminds us of the toughness and tenacity that defend our nation," he wrote last week, above photos and video of him and Director of National Intelligence Tulsi Gabbard working out with troops at a Virginia military installation. (Not to be outdone, Gabbard, a former lieutenant colonel in the U.S. Army Reserve, found time to fit in a Muay Thai training session during a recent stop in Bangkok.)

Elaine Godfrey: What everyone gets wrong about Tulsi Gabbard

In an attack-planning Signal group chat, to which Jeffrey Goldberg, the editor in chief of The Atlantic, was accidentally added, Hegseth again appeared like an excited boy--eager to show off his cool new tools of war to his important friends--as he prepared for an imminent military operation against the Houthis in Yemen. He wrote, "TIME NOW (1144et): Weather is FAVORABLE. Just CONFIRMED w/CENTCOM we are a GO for mission launch," before continuing with a series of jargony specifics:

*"1215et: F-18s LAUNCH (1st strike package)"

*"1345: 'Trigger Based' F-18 1st Strike Window Starts (Target Terrorist is @ his Known Location so SHOULD BE ON TIME--also, Strike Drones Launch (MQ-9s)"

*"1410: More F-18s LAUNCH (2nd strike package)"

*"1415: Strike Drones on Target (THIS IS WHEN THE FIRST BOMBS WILL DEFINITELY DROP, pending earlier 'Trigger Based' targets)"

*"1536 F-18 2nd Strike Starts--also, first sea-based Tomahawks launched."

"We are currently clean on OPSEC," Hegseth boasted--incorrectly, it turned out--in reference to operational security, before concluding: "Godspeed to our Warriors."

This week, The New York Times reported that, in addition to last month's Signalgate, Hegseth had also shared detailed attack plans on a second Signal group chat that included his wife, his brother, and his personal lawyer--again giving the impression of someone eager to brag about his important new job.

Here, Whitehouse warned, is where the real risk comes in. "If you're not a serious person, and you're in a serious job, there's this enormous gap of competence through which terrible things can happen," he told me.

Other cosplaying occurs on a lesser scale. In the first Trump term, the Santa Monica-raised, Duke-educated Stephen Miller--Trump's point person on immigration--was photographed in aviator Ray-Bans and an Army-green U.S. Border Patrol hat during a visit to the border wall in Texas. More recently, early last month, Attorney General Pam Bondi sported an FBI jacket and a green camouflage cap when traveling with other senior officials to spotlight the arrest of the terrorist charged with planning the deadly suicide attack at the Kabul airport during the U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan. And Education Secretary Linda McMahon, who'd trained to be a teacher but never became one, emerged instead from the ultimate cosplaying world of World Wrestling Entertainment.

Even the more serious Cabinet secretaries sometimes appear to be playacting, if not cosplaying--all scrambling to embody whatever it is they think Trump wants them to be. Secretary of State Marco Rubio, for instance, seems to be masquerading as an isolationist, at least compared with foreign-policy positions he previously held as a senator. And Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent, a former hedge-fund manager, is now playing the role of a tariff hard-liner who actually believes that Trump's recent tanking of the stock market was all part of the art of the ultimate deal.

Hegseth's wife, meanwhile, has prompted concerns and criticism by accompanying her husband to at least two meetings with foreign-military counterparts where sensitive information was discussed, The Wall Street Journal reported last month.

But it's clear that Jennifer Hegseth, a former Fox News producer, is not actually a Defense Department official; if she were, she likely would have advised her husband that perhaps he should spend less time publicly bench-pressing, and more time getting his fast-fraying department under control.
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How the Trump Administration Flipped on Kilmar Abrego Garcia

Officials were developing a plan to get him back to the United States. Why did they stop?

by Nick Miroff




At each stage in the political and legal fight over Kilmar Abrego Garcia's wrongful deportation, the Trump administration has pushed back harder and dug in deeper.

The administration first called Abrego Garcia's deportation an "administrative error," then a "clerical error." The words trivialized the decision to send a man to a maximum-security prison in El Salvador without legal proceedings and in direct violation of a judge's protective order. Officials insisted that the mistake could not be undone, disregarding a Supreme Court ruling instructing the administration to "facilitate" his return. Now the president and his advisers maintain, almost daily, that Abrego Garcia will never touch American soil again.

Read: An 'administrative error' sends a Maryland father to a Salvadoran prison

"He's NOT coming back," the White House has declared on social media, while repeatedly calling Abrego Garcia a dangerous criminal and a terrorist.

But in the days after the administration first discovered its mistake, instead of trying to foreclose Abrego Garcia's return, officials looked for ways to bring him home. They puzzled over the fragmentary evidence tying him to gang membership. And they worried about his safety in a prison where he could be targeted for attack.

A lawsuit filed by Abrego Garcia's family sparked urgent conversations among attorneys at the Departments of State, Justice, and Homeland Security who were involved in formulating the government's response. Their discussion--which has not been previously reported--reflected serious concerns, at odds with the administration's later statements, according to two people familiar with the conversations, as well as notes and memos I reviewed. Both people spoke with me on condition of anonymity to discuss a sensitive matter of ongoing litigation.

These conversations show that U.S. officials initially sought to resolve Abrego Garcia's case quietly and ensure his safety through the conventional diplomatic channels they've used in other cases involving a mistaken deportation. This time, though, their efforts were abruptly halted.

Late last month, three days after Abrego Garcia's family filed its lawsuit over his deportation, government attorneys began discussing how to undo the mistake and bring him back. In their conversations, officials went so far as to float the idea of having the U.S. ambassador to El Salvador make a personal appeal to the country's president for Abrego Garcia's return. But first, the State Department's legal team wanted more information from DHS about his alleged role in the MS-13 gang. The thin evidence supplied in response was met with skepticism from the State Department lawyers. Abrego Garcia, who came to the United States illegally when he was 16 years old, was one of 23 Salvadorans deported on March 15. But his name had not appeared on an internal list of 10 gang members sought by President Nayib Bukele.

Attorneys at DHS had other concerns. They were aware that, six years ago, a judge had granted Abrego Garcia protected status over fears that he could be targeted for violence should he be returned to El Salvador. That protection was still in effect and had been violated by the March 15 deportation. They wanted to know if U.S. diplomats could ask the Salvadoran government to keep him separated from Barrio 18 gang members who had threatened him in the past and might harm him.

But as criticism of the administration over its mishandling of the case spread, White House officials took over the response and began striking a far more strident tone in their public statements. They swiftly turned an admission of bureaucratic error into a political opportunity--a chance to flex executive authority and test the judicial branch's ability to restrain presidential power. Abrego Garcia's deportation became far more than just the case of one man; it developed into a measure of whether Donald Trump's administration can send people--citizens or not--to foreign prisons without due process. All the while, Abrego Garcia has remained in detention in El Salvador, unable to communicate with his lawyers or his family.

White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt denied that there was an initial effort to return Abrego Garcia. "The Administration has always maintained the position that Abrego Garcia was the man we rightfully intended to deport because he is an illegal immigrant and MS-13 gang Member," she said in a written response to questions, adding that the administration is complying with court orders in the case.

As the Trump administration resists the pressure to change course, legal proceedings continue. A conservative appellate-court judge issued a blistering opinion rejecting the government's claims last week, and on Tuesday, the Justice Department said for the first time that U.S. officials had engaged in diplomatic negotiations over Abrego Garcia's status. Abrego Garcia's lawyers agreed Wednesday to a one-week pause on the case during closed proceedings whose records are under seal.

Stephen I. Vladeck: What the courts can still do to constrain Trump

Abrego Garcia, 29, was raising three children with his U.S.-citizen wife and working in construction during his time in the United States. While the administration has depicted him in public statements as a dangerous criminal, judges overseeing the case have chastised the government for not backing their claims with evidence in court.

"The government asserts that Abrego Garcia is a terrorist and a member of MS-13," Judge J. Harvie Wilkinson III, a member of the Fourth Circuit Court of Appeals and a Ronald Reagan appointee, wrote last week. "Perhaps, but perhaps not. Regardless, he is still entitled to due process."

Some U.S. officials doubted Abrego Garcia's alleged gang ties from the beginning. In their discussions, State Department officials repeatedly asked DHS and ICE to explain how Abrego Garcia had been identified as an MS-13 member; his possible affiliation with the gang would be a factor in Bukele's willingness to consider releasing him should the ambassador make a pitch, the officials pointed out. (When Bukele appeared with Trump in the White House on April 14, Bukele called the notion that he would return Abrego Garcia to the United States "preposterous.")

Abrego Garcia's record had traffic violations but no criminal charges or convictions. Yet ICE officials told the State Department--falsely--that he had faced criminal charges. They pointed to records showing that Abrego Garcia had been suspected of human or labor trafficking after a traffic stop in Tennessee in 2022. State police had referred the incident to federal authorities because Abrego Garcia had been driving a van with eight passengers from Texas to Maryland. Abrego Garcia had told officers that he was driving the group to a construction job and that the vehicle belonged to his boss. He was cited for driving with an expired license but not charged with human trafficking or any other crime.

ICE said that Abrego Garcia was a member of an MS-13 group called the Western Clique, citing a 2019 report by a gang investigator in Prince George's County, Maryland. The investigator who filed the report was suspended soon after and charged with misconduct in an unrelated sex-worker case. The document has not been treated as credible by the federal judge overseeing the lawsuit. The Western Clique operates in New York State; Abrego Garcia has never lived there.

An ICE official who provided sworn testimony for a government court filing, Robert Cerna, explained the nature of the error that had mistakenly sent Abrego Garcia back to El Salvador. Abrego Garcia's protected status had not appeared on the flight manifest for the deportations. Cerna said that Abrego Garcia had been listed as an "alternate"--not one of the original passengers--and moved up the list because other detainees had been taken off the manifest. Under oath, Cerna referred to Abrego Garcia's "purported membership in MS-13," but he did not describe him as a confirmed gang member, gang leader, or terrorist.

In 2019, a U.S. immigration judge granted Abrego Garcia withholding of removal, a protected status that prohibited his deportation to El Salvador. The judge found that, should he return, he would likely be targeted by Barrio 18. Abrego Garcia had arrived in the United States in 2011 to join his older brother, and said that he'd fled the Barrio 18 gang that was extorting his mother's business.

As DHS attorneys scrambled to respond to the lawsuit late last month, they wanted to minimize the government's liability by seeking to have Abrego Garcia kept away from the gang. But by Monday, March 31, a week after his family filed suit, the Trump administration's position had begun to harden. In its court filing, the Justice Department acknowledged that Abrego Garcia had been deported as the result of an "administrative error" but said that the government would not take steps to bring him back, arguing that the federal court could not tell the White House how to conduct foreign affairs. One of the Justice Department lawyers who wrote the brief that acknowledged the Trump administration's error was subsequently fired for, in the words of Attorney General Pam Bondi, not "vigorously" defending Trump.

Leavitt told reporters that Abrego Garcia was a leader of MS-13 who had engaged in human trafficking. Only a few days earlier, government attorneys had discussed how to keep Abrego Garcia safe until they could bring him back. Now the White House was denouncing him as a "terrorist," saying that he would never return.

As criticism of that stance spread, and federal courts sided against the administration, Vice President J. D. Vance, the Trump adviser Stephen Miller, Bondi, and other top Cabinet officials went on the attack. The White House went from calling Abrego Garcia's deportation a "clerical error" to insisting that no mistake had been made at all.

Miller, in particular, was determined to use the designation of MS-13 and other criminal groups as "Foreign Terrorist Organizations" to supercharge deportations and bypass standard due-process protections. The White House's evolving position fit the pattern of Trump's second term, in which his administration has responded to mistakes by shrugging them off and refusing to take corrective action. Miller took charge of the White House's messaging, castigating reporters who asked about the case. He also cheered on the administration's escalating standoff with the judicial branch. After the Supreme Court directed U.S. officials on April 10 to "facilitate" Abrego Garcia's return from El Salvador, Miller publicly claimed the opposite: that the Supreme Court had ruled in favor of the White House because the Court had acknowledged the president's prerogative in managing foreign affairs. (Miller did not respond to a request for comment.)

Read: Stephen Miller has a plan

Abrego Garcia was initially sent to the Terrorism Confinement Center (CECOT)--a mega-prison from which, the Salvadoran government boasts, no one has ever been released back into society--as part of three planeloads of Venezuelan and Salvadoran detainees. He was transferred out of the facility earlier this month, according to Senator Chris Van Hollen of Maryland, who was allowed to meet with Abrego Garcia last week at a hotel in San Salvador.

Attorneys for the U.S. government said the Bukele administration has told them that Abrego Garcia is being held at a lower-security facility "in good conditions and in an excellent state of health."

"With respect to any other communications, disclosing any diplomatic discussions regarding Mr. Abrego Garcia could negatively impact any outcome," the Justice Department said on Monday in a court filing. Attorneys for Abrego Garcia say the Trump administration has the ability to ask for his return because Washington is paying El Salvador at least $6 million each year to imprison detainees sent by the United States. (Van Hollen said he was told that the amount is $15 million.)

"Now that he's been confirmed healthy," Bukele wrote on social media last week, "he gets the honor of staying in El Salvador's custody."

Jennifer Vasquez Sura, Abrego Garcia's wife, recently told The Washington Post that she had moved with the couple's three children to a safe house after DHS posted online a 2021 court document with the family's address.

Her attorney, Simon Sandoval-Moshenberg, declined on Wednesday to discuss the agreement with the government, citing the court seal. "We remain focused on bringing Kilmar Abrego Garcia home," he told me in a text message. "We will not rest until he's brought home."



*Illustration sources: Alex Wong / Getty; Marvin Recinos / Getty; Win McNamee / Getty; courtesy of the Abrego Garcia family / Reuters.



This article originally misidentified Judge J. Harvie Wilkinson III as the chief judge of the Fourth Circuit Court of Appeals. Wilkinson is a former chief judge and a current member of the court.
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The Coming Economic Nightmare

Trump's tariffs could cause stagflation for the first time in decades. It may go on for a long, long time.

by David Frum




I remember the little stickers on restaurant menus.

In the 1970s, it cost much more to print a menu than it does today. Restaurants did not change them often. When prices rose, they'd retain their old menu--but affix little stickers with the new, handwritten prices atop the previous ones. When prices rose especially rapidly, the stickers accumulated in stubby columns rising up from the menu. A bored child might scratch off all the stickers with a fingernail--and, like a young archaeologist, reveal a lost world.

The term that came into use to describe the era was stagflation: stagnation plus inflation. Until recently, it seemed a relic of the disco era, but the economic chaos of Donald Trump's second presidency has resurfaced the old word. Stock markets are warning of a recession. Bond markets are anticipating inflation. Perhaps one market is wrong, or the other, or both. More likely, they portend the return of a half-forgotten nightmare.

From 1969 to 1982--just 13 years--the United States suffered four recessions. Three were severe. Two were both severe and protracted. Recoveries were comparatively feeble. Even during the recessions, prices kept rising.

The era's economic turmoil unnerved Americans. Mass-market best sellers such as The Late Great Planet Earth prophesied the imminent end of the world in a biblical apocalypse. Americans absorbed a secular version of the end-of-the-world obsession from books such as The Limits to Growth, which claimed that humankind was overconsuming almost every natural resource and had no choice but to strictly ration the pitiful remains.

In his famous 1979 speech, which came to be known as the "malaise" address, President Jimmy Carter warned: "The erosion of our confidence in the future is threatening to destroy the social and the political fabric of America." Conversation everywhere, the historian Theodore White wrote, was "stained and drenched in money talk, by what it cost to live or what it cost to enjoy life." Especially outside the upper classes, people "winced and ached. Some mysterious power was hollowing their hopes and dreams, their plans for a house or their children's college education." What could they do? How could they recover? "Faith in one's own planning was dissolving--all across the nation," White wrote. "The bedrock was heaving."

Trump's tariffs are like a hundred self-inflicted oil shocks, all arriving at the same time.

The unease destabilized American politics. Carter lost his reelection bid in 1980; his predecessor, Gerald Ford, likewise had been voted out in 1976. Richard Nixon might well have survived Watergate (as Trump has survived his many scandals) had the investigation not unfolded during the most miserable American economy since the Great Depression. In House elections, the party of the president suffered unusually heavy losses: 49 seats in 1974; 26 in 1982.

David Frum: Sorry, Richard Nixon

Finally, the stagflation was choked to an end in the fourth and climactic recession of 1981-82. In late 1983 and '84, the U.S. economy rebounded powerfully--and this time, the inflation did not return. Stagflation vanished into history. The economy has seen its share of tumult in the 21st century: the Great Recession, a recent bout of high inflation. But it's been a very long time since Americans have felt recession and inflation at once.

In January, President Trump inherited an economy that was growing strongly. Unemployment was low. Inflation had been restrained below 3 percent. If the new Trump administration had just left well enough alone, his second presidency could have coasted to economic success.

Instead, Trump single-handedly plunged the economy into chaos. In the '70s, the economy was disrupted because the price of oil surged, a result of the major oil producers' coordinated restriction of supply. Trump's tariffs are like a hundred self-inflicted oil shocks, all arriving at the same time. Unless Trump changes course immediately, everything will soon cost more, possibly a lot more: groceries and automobiles, industrial magnets and tableware, mobile phones and children's shoes.

Trump and his surrogates promise that from this upheaval will emerge a new era of American industry. Tariffs on foreign products will induce investors to build factories in America. Even if this promise came true, the result would still be a bad bargain. Tariff-sheltered industries tend to produce inferior goods at higher prices, and have little incentive to do otherwise. If the goods were competitive, after all, no tariff would be needed or wanted.

But Trump's tariffs will not induce much factory-building. Who'd invest in a factory to produce made-in-America goods at higher-in-America prices unless assured that foreign competition would be excluded for a long time, if not forever? Trump's tariffs are here today, gone tomorrow, maybe back the day after that, maybe not. On some days, Trump vows to keep his tariffs in place permanently; on others, he speculates about trading them away for hypothetical future deals. Disadvantages and uncertainties compound: The tariff-protected American car of the future Trump fancies, for instance, will be assembled from steel, glass, plastic, fabric, and electronics, all of them tariffed too: at 10 or 20 or 125 percent, or whatever other random number pops up on Trump's Truth Social feed that morning.

No American business--no business that serves the American market--will commit to any capital expenditure under these conditions. If Trump's tariffs last for any length of time, the result will be a vast disinvestment instead. The worst of the pain may not be felt immediately. Trump advertised the tariffs many weeks in advance, opening an opportunity for businesses to stockpile inventories. Sooner or later, however, those stockpiles will dwindle. Consumers will face higher prices or outright shortages. Businesses will suffer diminished demand. Workers will be laid off.

The only early hope is that the president who set the maelstrom going will panic and try to stop the wreckage. But he seems just as likely, perhaps more so, to make that damage worse. The presidents of the '70s desperately gambled with extreme measures of state control to stop inflation without aggravating unemployment. Nixon imposed wage and price freezes in 1971 and '73; in 1977, Carter proposed an elaborate scheme of controls, taxes, and subsidies across the energy sector. These experiments sometimes delivered a short bump in the polls--but quickly presented their authors with a dilemma: State control begets economic distortions, which demand more state control. Either the would-be controller advances toward ever greater political command of the economy--or the would-be controller is quickly forced to retreat in failure and embarrassment.

The grim fact about stagflation is that--once stumbled into--it is very hard to escape.



Donald Trump has no grasp of history. The people around him are afraid to teach it to him. So Trump's trade war could well lead him, as the economy sinks, to ever more interventionism of his own: subsidies and tariff exemptions for favored companies; payouts to farmers and other constituencies; political warfare against the independence of the Federal Reserve.

The most dangerous temptation that Trump may face is to impose some form of capital controls to stop investors from dumping dollar assets. Trump's trade war has driven a sell-off of U.S. Treasury bonds, which raised interest rates in the United States. Regimes moving toward protectionism sometimes try to block investors from rushing to the exits. The United States has more capacity than most to try such measures. Among their many costs, they dissuade investors from ever trusting your country again.

The grim fact about stagflation is that--once stumbled into--it is very hard to escape. Raise interest rates to curb the inflation, and the stagnation gets worse. Rev the economy to overcome stagnation, and the inflation gets worse. Policy makers find themselves in the predicament of a motorist trying to execute a three-point turn in a too-narrow roadway: They can never back up or advance far enough to make any progress.

The whole incomprehensible system that Trump is building--haphazard, anti-market, punishing to consumers and businesses alike--will have to be rewritten by the next president, or maybe junked by the next Congress if it has the votes to override Trump's veto and reclaim the legislature's constitutional power over tariffs and trade.

But whenever the government gets serious about repair and recovery, Americans will face more difficulties emerging from their tariff-caused stagflation than their oil-shocked predecessors did half a century ago. Impose a tariff on bananas: The price will rise; demand will drop. As the drop in demand is felt, investment will decline in the boats and warehouses that bring the bananas to market. Fewer banana trees will be planted; the people who work on banana plantations will find other jobs; the capital committed to banana production will be redeployed.

Lift the tariff on bananas, and the process will not immediately reverse. The memory of the arbitrary tariff will shape behavior for some time afterward. Recommitting the capital, rehiring workers, replanting trees, reinvesting in warehouses and boats--none of that will be instant. Banana prices may remain elevated in the tariff-imposing country for some while after it mends its ways. And as it goes with individual commodities, so it goes with the entire global system of production and trade.

The economic crisis of 2025 started in the mind of one man, but Trump's tariffs are dislocating planet-wide networks of trade. The dislocation has already sliced trillions of dollars from the value of U.S. corporations. Even if Trump ceased his trade actions tomorrow, the possibility that he could resume them would depress the value of almost every U.S. and international company.

Foreign governments, faced with Trump's bullying, have retaliated in ways that dislocate trade further. They may or may not end their retaliation when Trump has had enough. By then, many of them will have formed new trading arrangements that bypass the United States.

Trump will demand cheaper money from the Federal Reserve. He has already threatened to fire the Fed chairman, Jerome Powell, for recently declining to lower interest rates. Potential politicization of the Fed will frighten bondholders and push interest rates up--depressing the value of stocks, discouraging new investment, and raising the cost of mortgages, auto loans, and student debt.

Ultimately, the end of the crisis will depend on the actions of hundreds of millions of people across dozens of trading nations. Only if and when they recover their trust in the United States will the U.S. and world economies fully recover from the breach of trust Trump has created. How long will it take? No one knows.

As a businessman, Trump was notorious for operating in bad faith. He has been accused of deceiving customers, employees, investors, and creditors. Before he pivoted to politics, his bank of choice was one known for its relationship with Russian oligarchs and alleged money launderers. He repeatedly drove his properties into bankruptcy, leaving creditors, investors, and employees to bear the costs of his failure.

As a politician, Trump vowed to "make America great again" with the same predatory methods he used in business. He does not appear to believe in mutually beneficial transactions. The only way he feels confident that he prevailed is if the other party suffers. His plan for enriching America was predicated on dominating and wronging others. Plans like that seldom work even at the start, and never work for long.

Good faith is the beginning of success for nations as well as individuals. Trump's bad faith and poor choices once ruined only those who made the voluntary personal or corporate decision to do business with him. But no one can choose to sit out Trump's trade war. The casualties are already accumulating.



This article appears in the June 2025 print edition with the headline "That '70s Feeling." When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Inside the Fiasco at the National Security Council

Firings and leadership challenges have destabilized an institution that has little margin for error.

by Isaac Stanley-Becker




The national security adviser seemed at a loss.

It fell to Michael Waltz to explain to handpicked members of his staff this month why the president had ordered their dismissal after a meeting with Laura Loomer, the far-right activist who rose to prominence by making incendiary anti-Muslim claims and who last year shared a video that labeled 9/11 an "inside job."

"He was upset and couldn't explain it," a person familiar with Waltz's reaction told me.

But the abrupt dismissals shouldn't have come as a surprise at the National Security Council, a highly sensitive part of the U.S. government that provides a forum for the president to consider the most pressing national-security and foreign-policy issues with senior advisers and the Cabinet.

The NSC was the first part of the federal workforce to be purged of expertise when Donald Trump returned to power in January. Two days into Trump's second term, before agents of Elon Musk's DOGE initiative arrived at federal agencies with orders to cull their ranks, the NSC performed its own amputation. That's when the council's new leaders banished dozens of career officials, telling them on a conference call to leave the Eisenhower Executive Office Building, located next to the West Wing. "I offered to bring my computer back, and they said, 'No, you can't come into the building,'" one official told me. "Everything about it was bizarre."

Whole offices were emptied out, including the unit focused on the Western Hemisphere, which covers the countries to which Trump is deporting scores of migrants. As career experts were pushed aside, none of the 26 executive orders issued by Trump on his first day in office was reviewed by NSC lawyers, who are typically tasked with screening significant foreign-policy actions to ensure that the president is lawfully using executive power, U.S. officials told me.

Security protocols were cast aside. Ordinarily, officials finishing their service at the NSC receive a series of briefings aimed at protecting the country's secrets--meeting with legal, intelligence, and records-management specialists who help make sure the departing officials don't reveal classified information or fall prey to foreign spies. A form completed as part of every orderly exit includes space to confirm that each of the required briefings took place, according to a copy of the form that I reviewed. In the rush to banish career staff from the NSC, many officials never received these briefings. Some were instructed to send in the form blank.

The firings and failure to follow protocol offered an early preview of the chaos and instability at Trump's NSC, described to me by more than a dozen current and former U.S. officials who spoke on the condition of anonymity to discuss sensitive details or to avoid reprisal.

The dysfunction burst into public view months later, when Trump ordered the dismissal of at least six NSC officials after an extended Oval Office meeting with Loomer. Additional career staff members have been removed in recent weeks after running afoul of White House vetting.

Ali Breland: Laura Loomer is a warning

Meanwhile, Trump has sought recommendations on staffing from a wide range of online influencers. The day after the Loomer meeting, Jack Posobiec, a right-wing commentator and former Navy intelligence officer who helped advance a conspiracy theory about Democrats running a child-sex-abuse ring in a Washington pizzeria, was at the White House as part of an embrace of "new media" and offered input on NSC hiring, people familiar with his advice told me. Posobiec, who did not respond to a request for comment, later said in a podcast interview that the goal was "the right people being in the right role to support the right agenda, which is President Trump's agenda."

In a statement, the NSC's spokesperson, Brian Hughes, described the NSC staff inherited from Joe Biden's administration as "bloated." He said, "By refusing to replicate and retain Biden's failing NSC structure, President Trump and Mike Waltz are ensuring a secure and strong America."

The disorder at the NSC, officials told me, stems from Trump's impatience with process, disregard for the law, and insistence on loyalty in place of expertise. They also said it reflects the president's distrust of Waltz, a former Florida representative and Green Beret who served in the George W. Bush administration as an aide to Vice President Dick Cheney.

"The NSC staff is always a reflection of the style of the president," Douglas Lute, a national-security official and diplomat who served under George W. Bush and Barack Obama, told me. "Most presidents have felt well served by a fully staffed NSC capable of preparing them for every phone call, every office visit. That may not comport with this president's style or interests." Lute features in Waltz's 2014 memoir, Warrior Diplomat, as the "war czar" overseeing U.S. efforts in Afghanistan, a conflict that was personal for Waltz because he had done combat there, defending America's status as the "world's only remaining superpower."

Before he joined the Trump administration, Waltz positioned himself as a "mainstream Republican," Lute told me, "marked by a deep concern for alliances, including with Ukraine." That made Waltz an imperfect fit for Trump, who is skeptical of U.S. global leadership and has sought to disrupt the system of alliances Washington created after the Second World War. The strain between Trump and Waltz has only grown.

Last month, Waltz inadvertently added The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, to a group chat on the Signal messaging app about a forthcoming military attack on Yemen. Trump has become frustrated with Waltz, whose performance on television, which once distinguished him in Trump's eyes, has become disappointing to the president. Still, Trump is loath to acknowledge wrongdoing unearthed by the media, people familiar with his thinking told me.

Jeffrey Goldberg: The Trump administration accidentally texted me its war plans

The result is that Waltz remains on the job even as he has effectively lost control over his own NSC. The erosion of his authority extends to both policy and personnel.

On the priorities that matter most to the president, Waltz has less influence than Stephen Miller, the homeland-security adviser and deputy White House chief of staff for policy, whose team is part of the NSC. Miller treats the advisory body not as a forum to weigh policy options, current and former officials told me, but as a platform to advance his own hard-line immigration agenda. On the most sensitive geopolitical issues, including Russia's war in Ukraine and U.S. interests in the Middle East, Trump's longtime friend and special envoy, Steve Witkoff, sometimes draws on the support of the NSC staff but often operates independently, officials said.

Meanwhile, Waltz's authority to hire and fire his own staff has been swept out from under him. Vetting by the White House's Presidential Personnel Office, typically uninvolved in internal NSC matters, has derailed hiring and led to dismissals of career staff for infractions that include donating $50 to a Democratic Senate candidate eight years ago. (Screening for political affiliation is a prohibited employment action under federal law.)

The chaos has marginalized the NSC in the making of Trump's foreign policy; major decisions have been reached without a traditional NSC process. Some staff with portfolios that include Russia's war in Ukraine, for instance, first learned from news reports that Trump had decided to pause intelligence sharing with Kyiv. Once that choice was made, they were unable to answer questions that flooded in from agencies about the scope of the decision and how it would be implemented. The chaotic approach to foreign-policy decision making was also reflected in a lax attitude toward operations security, current and former officials told me. "There were always too many cellphones in the Oval Office," one former official said. (The White House denied that cellphones are present during sensitive discussions.)

In response to questions, the White House issued a statement from the press secretary, Karoline Leavitt, saying, "President Trump continues to have the utmost confidence in his national security team, including National Security Advisor Mike Waltz. Everyone is working together to advance the President's foreign policy goals."

Trump has been on a long crusade against the NSC. In his first term, he blamed the council for his first impeachment, which arose from a whistleblower complaint about a call with Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky, and proceeded to cut its staff almost in half. The firings involved disbanding the pandemic unit in the months before COVID-19 ripped through the country.

History is now repeating itself. The dismissals carried out in January eviscerated the NSC's health directorate, leaving glaring gaps as the bird-flu outbreak expanded early this year. The new administration took weeks to add staff in the directorate working on international economics, typically a large unit, but one that has been disempowered during the rollout of Trump's tariffs. The Western Hemisphere directorate has remained vacant for several months, covered on an ad hoc basis by the team focused on Europe.

The NSC is not a federal agency but an advisory body within the Executive Office of the President. The NSC staff is led by the national security adviser, a role previously held by consequential figures including Henry Kissinger and Brent Scowcroft. And it's organized into directorates arranged by region, such as the Western Hemisphere, and subject matter, such as counterterrorism.

The purpose of the NSC directorates is to develop policy proposals for consideration by senior leadership and the president--and to implement presidential decisions across agencies. The directorates are headed by political appointees, known as senior directors. But the bulk of the work is carried out by career officials detailed from other parts of the government--including the intelligence community and the Department of Defense--for one- or two-year stints that tend to span administrations of different parties.

The career staff help ensure a thorough evaluation of the benefits and possible risks of those orders. That evaluation is traditionally reflected in a decision memo that accompanies major foreign-policy actions. In certain instances over the past three months, Trump has not received such memos, officials told me.

The bypassing of that step removes vital checks on presidential power. "Any time the president authorizes the use of military force, it should be the result of a disciplined, analytical process," Charles Kupperman, who served as a deputy national security adviser during Trump's first term, told me.

Some analysts defended the Trump NSC's track record. James Carafano, a fellow at the conservative Heritage Foundation, pointed to air strikes against the Islamic State in Somalia and the Iranian-backed Houthi militia in Yemen, saying, "There's a definite battle rhythm to the counterterrorism work." Other people in touch with members of Trump's team told me that Ivan Kanapathy, who's responsible for the Asia portfolio, has been running an effective process, reflected in a spate of executive orders focused on economic competition with China. The intelligence directorate, before a series of firings, was focused on enhancing covert operations and removing restrictions on such activities--a priority for Trump's CIA director, John Ratcliffe.

Hughes, the NSC spokesperson, also pointed to pressure on Iran that has "forced the regime to the negotiating table," as well as peace talks aimed at finding a solution to Russia's war in Ukraine, among other priorities.

Yair Rosenberg: Inside the fight over Trump's foreign policy

The most active and well-staffed part of the NSC is the team working on homeland security under Miller. It has at times operated independently from what's known as the "Suite"--the leadership office where Waltz and his principal deputy, Alex Wong, work. Wong has expressed concern about a perceived split between homeland-security staff and national-security staff, officials told me.

Hughes disputed that there was any rift within the staff, saying Waltz and Miller are working together to "secure our border, stem the flow of fentanyl across our borders that is killing Americans, deport foreign terrorists and criminals, and finally take on the enormous threat of drug cartels."

The national security adviser's office, in the West Wing, lies mere steps from the Oval Office. But Waltz wasn't initially in attendance when Loomer, 31, strode in to see the president on April 2. It was her first-ever visit to the White House, and she was there to accuse senior members of Waltz's staff of disloyalty.

She brought with her a list of NSC officials who, in her telling, had wronged Trump or harbored associations with his antagonists, according to someone present. Waltz entered just as she was preparing to show the president a conservative anti-Trump ad from 2016 that features Waltz accusing Trump of dodging the Vietnam draft and concludes with him saying "Stop Trump now."

Waltz protested that he had, in fact, carefully vetted his staff. Vice President J. D. Vance appeared amused by the interaction. He joked during the meeting that Loomer's investigative skills made her well suited for work at the CIA.

For Trump associates, Loomer's approach evoked comparisons to Roy Cohn, the ruthless Red Scare prosecutor and Trump fixer who once said, "I like to fight." One of Loomer's main targets was Wong, the deputy national security adviser, who cut his teeth in the George W. Bush administration and then served as a foreign-policy adviser on Mitt Romney's 2012 presidential campaign, a Senate aide to Tom Cotton of Arkansas, and a State Department official in Trump's first term.

Wong was spared from the Loomer-inspired purge in part because the president feels fondly toward him based on his role organizing Trump's 2018 summit with the North Korean leader, Kim Jong Un, people familiar with the dynamics told me. "Alex is an extraordinary organizer and networker," one person who knows him told me. "He's very good at following orders."

Others were not as lucky. Among the four political appointees fired after Loomer's intervention was the senior director for intelligence, Brian Walsh, previously a top aide to Marco Rubio on the Senate Intelligence Committee. A dyed-in-the-wool Republican, Walsh would sometimes tell associates, "I came to Washington after September 11 to help George W. Bush kill terrorists."

But he faced a right-wing backlash for keeping a transgender detailee from the intelligence community on his staff, according to U.S. officials and other people familiar with the dynamics. Loomer, who has relied on information from inside the White House, sought to train public attention on the detailee last month, asking for her name in a post on social media that declared, "The American people deserve to know who this Trans Biden holdover is that is embedded in our intel community."

Waltz's chief of staff quickly directed Walsh to send the intelligence officer, described by associates as highly skilled, back to her home agency. Walsh was fired several days later.

Also dismissed was David Feith, the NSC's senior director for technology and national security. He had played a major role in drafting standards for foreign investment aimed at prioritizing domestic industry under an "America First" rubric, people familiar with his work told me. The implementation of these efforts is now in question. One of the career officials who was dismissed in recent weeks was an expert on Afghanistan defense and security issues, a longtime priority for Waltz owing to his multiple combat tours in Afghanistan.

The firings produced shock and fear inside the NSC, and prompted some unexpected expressions of sympathy. Privately, Sebastian Gorka, the far-right firebrand and senior director for counterterrorism, conveyed frustration about some of the dismissals, I was told. When I asked him for comment, he told me in a text message to delete his phone number and then "take a long jump off a short peer [sic]."

The dysfunction at the NSC has created concern for some on Capitol Hill. On social media, Representative Don Bacon, the Nebraska Republican and rare GOP critic of Trump's foreign policy, called Loomer a "Whack-a-Doodle." Senator Mark Warner of Virginia, the top Democrat on the Senate Intelligence Committee, told me, "What we've seen so far is a White House that takes a slapdash, chaotic approach to national security--sidelining legal counsel, forcing out experienced policy experts, and flouting basic best practices for protecting sensitive and classified information."

Senator Cotton, who chairs the Intelligence Committee, did not respond to a request for comment about the NSC's performance. Neither did Rick Crawford of Arkansas, the Republican chair of the House Intelligence Committee.

Cotton did, however, take to social media last month to defend Wong, his former aide, as well as the deputy national security adviser's wife, whose work as a federal prosecutor involved bringing charges arising from the pro-Trump riot at the Capitol on January 6, 2021. Cotton called the pair "100% MAGA Warriors," adding American-flag and bald-eagle emoji.

For those who lack the Senate Intelligence Committee chair as a character witness, the risk of being walked out of the Eisenhower Executive Office Building under what's been termed "continuous vetting" remains high. A former senior official said few high-caliber staffers will be left by the time the purge is complete.

"People who think they're doing a service to the president are ultimately doing him a disservice," the former senior official told me. "I don't know where they're going to find these unicorns who are both qualified to do their jobs and able to pass the Laura Loomer test."
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Trump Is Vulnerable on Immigration

Democrats can move public opinion by highlighting the unpopular aspects of his agenda.

by Jonathan Chait


Senator Chris Van Hollen (D-Md.) speaks to reporters in San Salvador on Thursday, April 17, 2025. (Daniele Volpe / The New York Times / Redux)



When Chris Van Hollen traveled to El Salvador to check on the status of Kilmar Abrego Garcia, who had been deported to a notorious prison, the Trump administration erupted in delight. Here was a golden opportunity to accuse the Democratic senator and his party of sympathizing with violent criminals. "His heart is reserved for an illegal alien who's a member of a foreign terrorist organization," the Trump adviser Stephen Miller told reporters.

Many Democrats and other critics of Trump's lawless deportation policy cheered Van Hollen's move, but others cringed. Several House Democrats complained to Axios that the party was walking into a trap. California Governor Gavin Newsom told reporters, "It's exactly the debate they want," urging his party to focus instead on the economy.

Hardheaded advice like this has its place. Dramatic speeches that satisfy Trump-hating liberals tend not to peel voters away from him. In this case, however, the pragmatic concerns raised by Democrats are mistaken. This is a political fight they can still win, and the stakes are too important to give up without trying.

The case for doing nothing is as follows. Immigration is Trump's strongest issue, according to polls. The more Democrats holler about Trump's immigration policy, the more the public judges Trump based on how he handles it, as opposed to other issues on which he's much less popular. "The White House would much rather this story dominate the political conversation than the economy," argues the polling expert Nate Silver. Staying quiet on deportation, by contrast, means people will hear more about Trump's trade war, the various unsecured chats on which his advisers have discussed secret military operations, and other stories that make Trump look bad. As Trump's approval rating sinks, Republicans will feel the need to distance themselves from him, and independent institutions such as courts and the media will have more courage to challenge him. Ultimately, that will do more to stymie his immigration abuses than confronting him directly on the issue would.

Nick Miroff: An 'administrative error' sends a Maryland father to a Salvadoran prison

This isn't a crazy argument. It correctly describes the strategic choices Democrats face on many issues where Trump has a strong hand. But it fails to work in this particular case, for several reasons.

First, although Americans generally approve of Trump's handling of immigration, the margin is small, and may be shrinking. Several recent polls find Trump's approval on the issue slipping below the level of disapproval. More pertinent, that support collapses when it meets almost any specific application of his agenda, as the data journalist G. Elliott Morris points out. For example, one Reuters/Ipsos poll in March found that 56 percent of respondents, and 22 percent of Republicans, disagreed with the statement "Trump should keep deporting people despite a court order to stop." Deporting immigrants who have not broken any laws other than immigration laws, deporting illegal immigrants who have lived in the United States for more than a decade, and deporting people without due process are all deeply unpopular.

Relying on the public's ability to develop a detailed grasp of policy specifics is often a mistake. You can't control the shape of a political debate, and the other side gets a say, which means that the details you think are important might not be the details the voters hear, if they hear any details at all. But this brings up the second flaw in the do-nothing argument. The midterm elections are a year and a half away, and the next presidential election is three and a half years away. Democrats have plenty of time to shape the information environment.

Right now, the public supports Trump's immigration stance because it's reacting to the extraordinary surge in migration, led by huge numbers of unprocessed asylum seekers, under the Biden administration. But when Joe Biden took office, after four years of draconian Trump policies and rhetoric--above all the cruel spectacle of family separation--the public was in a far more forgiving mood toward immigrants. This reflects a dynamic called "thermostatic public opinion," in which people tend to move in the opposite direction of where the president is pushing policy.

Adam Serwer: The constitutional crisis is here

If immigration is still the best issue for the Republican candidate in, say, summer 2028, then Democrats would be wise to let the issue drop. At the moment, however, time remains for thermostatic opinion to swing against Trump, and Democrats can help push it in that direction by highlighting the unpopular aspects of his agenda.

Trump's actions have also opened up cracks within his coalition at the elite level. Conservative organs such as The Wall Street Journal editorial page and National Review have editorialized against his disregard for due process. The Free Press, another conservative outlet, surveyed seven legal experts, all of whom criticized Trump's actions.

None of those publications commands the kind of mass audience that could turn Republican voters against Trump the way Walter Cronkite could make middle America question the Vietnam War. Yet their opposition indicates that Trump will struggle to maintain a unified front on this issue the way he has on other norm-violating actions where the conservative elite has mostly stood behind him. The overall tone of a debate tends to be much more skeptical when your own party's expert class is divided.

Some Democrats nonetheless think it wiser to devote their attention to issues where they already have an advantage, rather than trying to create an advantage that doesn't currently exist. That's a sensible approach under normal circumstances. But these are abnormal times. Trump is attempting to open a loophole in the Constitution that would let him jail any person, criminal or not, citizen or not, in an overseas prison without recourse to American law. This poses a threat to the republic on a totally different scale than almost any other Trump crime.

Jonathan Chait: A loophole that would swallow the Constitution

Drawing attention to the issue can not only alert the American public to its dangers; it can also alert Nayib Bukele, El Salvador's president, to the depth of anger he is creating among Democrats. Trump's foreign-prison loophole relies on the cooperation of overseas strongmen. If those strongmen are thinking about the possibility that Democrats might regain the presidency one day, and subject him to anything ranging from frosty diplomatic relations to a trial at the Hague, they might recalibrate their level of cooperation.

The fight over deportations is not just about immigration policy or approval ratings. Trump is attempting to use his advantage on immigration to secure terrifying powers. Before ceding him those powers, the opposition should try to deny him the advantage.
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Tim Walz Looks Into the Void

Back on the trail with the guy who lost the last election

by Mark Leibovich


Minnesota Governor Tim Walz speaks at a town hall in Youngstown, Ohio.



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


Tim Walz and I were sitting down for breakfast earlier this month at a Courtyard by Marriott in Independence, Ohio, just outside Cleveland. Walz, who was Kamala Harris's running mate last year, is still the governor of a state that happens not to be Ohio--or West Virginia, Iowa, Wisconsin, Nebraska, or Texas, all of which he had visited recently.

This was a bit curious, especially because it is not a presidential-election year. His three-day tour of northeastern Ohio included labor roundtables, impromptu roadside stops, and two town-hall meetings. What was he up to exactly?

Like Democrats in general, the two-term Minnesota governor is still trying to process the insanity of last summer and fall, the earthquake of Election Night 2024, and the horrors that have spiraled out since then. Also, like Democrats in general, he isn't sure how best to counter the daily onslaught of the second Donald Trump administration. Walz seems to be figuring things out as he goes, but at the very least feels itchy to help jump-start the second Donald Trump resistance.

Walz is a big breakfast guy. It gets him jump-started. He ordered his standard morning bowl of oatmeal with a sliced banana. Walz is also a big metaphor guy. For instance, he refers to his delirious vice-presidential campaign as his "90-day Eras Tour." It is a good line, but an imperfect metaphor. Taylor Swift's Eras Tour reinforced her rolling dominance; Walz's ended abruptly--and badly.

"I own it," Walz told me, referring to the inevitable critiques that have followed his and Harris's defeat. He swigged from a bottle of Diet Mountain Dew, the first of four he consumes on an average day.

Mark Leibovich: Tim Walz is too good at this

I had a vague memory of Walz's affinity for the phosphorescent soda. It was part of the populist persona that he debuted on the national stage after Joe Biden's candidacy imploded in July, and that helped endear Walz to Harris. Walz, as her running mate, was that plainspoken lover of hunting, coacher of football, changer of air filters, wearer of camo. He was briefly the prototype hero for all of those "White Dudes for Kamala" (they had T-shirts!).

I also had a vague memory of Walz briefly becoming a Democratic sensation last summer, even though that now feels like last century. But despite his star turn in July and August--the viral cable interviews, the killer convention speech--Walz virtually disappeared after Labor Day, except for a not-great debate performance against J. D. Vance.

To a certain degree, Walz's recent travels represent a return to the national political scene. I was curious to see how he would be received. It's not as if anyone senses a great public clamor for Tim Walz less than six months since Election Night. He seems a less than likely--and less than ideal--candidate to lead Democrats through their desperate straits. He often acknowledges this himself, as he did at a town hall in Youngstown.

"Probably the last guy" who should be telling the party what to do, he said, "is the guy who got his ass kicked in the last election."


Walz (center) at a roundtable discussion in Martins Ferry, Ohio, with members of the United Mine Workers of America and the United Steelworkers (Brian Kaiser for The Atlantic)



Audiences laugh at this, always. Political self-deprecation is a winner, especially in this period of abundant gallows humor.

But here is the notable part: A lot of people are showing up to see Tim Walz. The crowd at Youngstown's DeYor Performing Arts Center was loud and boisterous--about 2,800 people, including a packed overflow room. They lined up on a snowy Monday, the same night as the NCAA men's basketball title game. Walz drew another 2,000 people (with overflow room) to a large high-school auditorium in Lorain, Ohio, the next night.

"Something is definitely happening," Walz told me a few hours before the Youngstown town hall, during a stop for lunch across the border in Wheeling, West Virginia. By "something," he meant a great and building frustration among people who are horrified not just by what Trump is doing but also by the lack of response from the putative leaders of the Democratic Party.

No one at these events seemed to view Walz per se as the Democrats' savior, though I sensed nothing but goodwill for him. More than anything, he was a vehicle for them, someone to give voice to their anger. He had heard a "primal scream from America," Walz said in Youngstown, the line that drew probably the loudest cheers of the night. "When people on the streets were saying, 'My God, elected Democrats, do something!'"

Read: Can you really fight populism with populism?

There have been stirrings of late. "Cory Booker stood there for 25 hours," Walz said in Youngstown, referring to the senator from New Jersey's record-long floor speech the previous week. Senator Bernie Sanders of Vermont and Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez of New York have embarked on a nationwide "Fighting Oligarchy" tour that is drawing crowds sometimes in the tens of thousands to places such as Missoula, Montana, and Nampa, Idaho. Senator Elizabeth Warren of Massachusetts attracted a few thousand people at a recent rally in Austin and about 1,500 in Nashville. And Governor Gavin Newsom of California started a podcast last month; two of his first guests were staunch MAGA luminaries, Charlie Kirk and Steve Bannon. Another was Walz.

"I'm kind of wondering where I fall on the list of guests," Walz told Newsom after he was introduced. Walz praised his fellow governor for "doing something to try and fill a void that's out there, and hopefully trying to use it as a platform to articulate our values to a broader audience." He added, "We've not figured this out yet."

Walz talks a lot about this void. About a month ago, he set out to be part of the Democratic effort to fill it. He said he was appalled by the unwillingness of many Republican House members to hold town-hall meetings after agitated constituents started showing up to them. In March, Walz became one of a handful of Democrats who decided to host their own events in districts where Republicans had been refusing to. This would also be a chance for Walz to figure out a few things of his own, a version of the "where I fall on the list of guests" question. He wanted to see if there was any audience for someone like himself.

Walz's town halls are cathartic and fascinating spectacles--equal parts group therapy, strategy brainstorm, and gripe session. Walz is constantly spitting out fun facts and skips from topic to topic. He sometimes appears to be processing aloud as he speaks. One hobbyhorse is how Democrats need to communicate their message in simpler, real-life language. Walz affects a serious, highfalutin voice. "You hear Democrats say this, 'We really need to address food insecurity,'" he said in Youngstown. "What we really need to do is make sure people aren't hungry. And just talk about that." (Oligarch is another bad term, Walz says, as opposed to greedy billionaires.)

Walz is a good storyteller, and nails his applause lines. But he couches the current state of things as scary and getting more so. "The road to totalitarianism is people telling other people they're overreacting," Walz said in Youngstown. He throws around phrases such as "constitutional crisis" and "the world melting down around us." He mentions that the White House is not far from jailing its political enemies.

Adam Serwer: The constitutional crisis is here

Walz offers the power of citizen engagement as the Democrats' ultimate weapon. "One man should not be able to destroy the global economy," he said in the crescendo of his speech in Youngstown. He said that Congress isn't doing its job to check Trump, and now Trump is defying the courts. "So, I got to tell you," he said, "this is what you call a constitutional crisis." The crowd went nuts--presumably because they agree, not because they like constitutional crises.

"But there is one final fail-safe. That's the people," Walz said. "The people," he said again, over the building applause. "The people are going to solve this."


Audience members at Walz's town hall in Youngstown (Brian Kaiser for The Atlantic)



About that "running for something" question: Everything about Walz's three days in Ohio resembled a well-advanced campaign trip. He had an entourage of about a dozen people, including security, traveling staff, local officials, and press; he does not have a political PAC, according to his staff, and he worked with local Democratic organizations to set up the events. He held big ones, smaller forums and meetings, media scrums, and meandering retail stops.

"We're going to eat fish sandwiches!" Walz announced upon his arrival at Coleman's Fish Market, in downtown Wheeling. He greeted employees, visited a few tables, and posed for photos. Someone recommended that he try a cup of the alligator soup. It is one of the fish shop's most popular items, even though alligators are not common in West Virginia--nor, for that matter, are they fish. Walz ordered some and immediately raved, in the way that politicians always rave about restaurant cuisine when cameras are present. "It's like minestrone," he said. "You gotta try it." (I did, and found it bland and watery.)

I sat at a wooden table across from Walz, who was joined by former Ohio Governor Ted Strickland. Walz started telling me about how a day earlier, while stopping at a convenience store, he'd met a woman who raises emus. I heard him tell this story several more times over the next day and a half. These goofy and serendipitous encounters are part of what Walz loves about campaigning, or whatever it is that he's doing. He projects an obvious sense of missing being out on the trail, as if maybe he has his own void to fill.

"So, are you going to run for president?" I asked Walz over breakfast the next morning at the Courtyard in Independence.

"No, no," he said.

He told me he will decide in a few months whether to seek a third term as governor; he is up for reelection next year. He briefly thought about running for an open Minnesota Senate seat in 2026 but decided not to. I tried the "running for president" question a few more times. He gave me more "no"s, but at a certain point they started coming with equivocations--or I heard them as such.

"So, you're not running for president?" I asked.

"Nope."

"Ever? Possibly? Maybe? Rule it out? All that?"

"My line always is: Don't ever turn down a job you haven't been offered," Walz said, cryptically.


Walz speaks at a Network for Public Education conference in Columbus, Ohio. (Brian Kaiser for The Atlantic)



Walz has obvious regrets and second-guesses about the last campaign. He agrees with those who wish that he and Harris had been less cautious. "I'm a big believer in flooding the zone," he told me. The candidates should have gone on Joe Rogan's podcast and talked with other Trump-friendly media outlets, he said. "I'm like, fuck it," Walz said. "Just go." If there is one lesson that Democrats can take from Trump, he said, it is to "continually be present."

As far as his own role, Walz clearly felt restrained and, to some degree, reduced to a one-dimensional prototype for those coveted "White Dudes for Kamala" guys.

Mark Leibovich: Trump says he is serious about staying in office past 2028

He is careful not to criticize the campaign directly, but not subtle in parroting the critiques of others. Walz volunteered that Bill Clinton had called him in early October. "He said, 'Don't allow them to make you a caricature.'" (The "them" here refers to Walz's own campaign higher-ups, not the Trump-Vance campaign.) "You are a consequential governor," Clinton told him, according to Walz. "And that's what you should be running on."

I asked Walz if he'd ever pushed back against the campaign's decisions. He said that he offered suggestions, but did not want to create problems. Yet he wishes he could have done more interviews, showed a less canned version of himself, and been more freewheeling.

"Why didn't they have me do this shit, like we did yesterday?" Walz wondered aloud, a bit wistfully, referring to his encounter with the emu lady, which he'd just excitedly finished talking about (again). "Solid, for 100 days, just that?"

Near the end of our breakfast, Walz veered into another campaign story. He was doing a photo line at an event in California, and who should come roaring through but Katy Perry. "And for five minutes, she just chastised me about Diet Mountain Dew," Walz said. "I was like, 'You're scaring me, Katy.'" Perry's persistence didn't work--Walz still guzzles the stuff with gusto--but at least this was another cherished vignette from the campaign trail that he seems to crave more of.

After Walz finished his speech in Youngstown, he thanked everyone, waved, pointed, and lingered onstage. He had a big, almost euphoric smile on his face that went beyond the usual politician's perma-grin. It felt at odds with the darkness of the Democrats' predicament. He was relishing the moment.

So was the crowd. They lingered on their feet, cheering for the guy who got his ass kicked in the last election.
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The Force That Holds Trump's Coalition Together

<span>Traditional Republican elites tolerate the authoritarianism because they want the tax cuts.</span>

by Jonathan Chait




When I was 5 or 6 years old, I pulled an extremely mean trick on my little brother. I told him that if he cleaned my room, I "might give him a dollar." Once he had performed the chore, I told him I'd decided against paying him.

I thought of that shameful (and oddly Trumpian) moment a few weeks ago, when I began encountering news stories reporting that President Donald Trump was considering a plan to raise taxes on the rich. (Axios: "Scoop: Trump might let taxes rise for the rich to cover breaks on tips." Semafor: "Trump told Republican senators he's open to raising taxes on highest earners.") As young children understand when they learn the meaning of words, almost anything might happen. Trump might put Joe Biden's face on Mount Rushmore. That's about as likely to happen as him signing into law a hike in the top income-tax rate.

It's true that a Trump-administration staffer has floated a proposal to do so, and the fact that the president said he was open to it--as he says of nearly every idea lobbed his way--is inherently, if marginally, newsworthy. But the important context missing from the coverage that followed is that Republican politicians promise to raise taxes on the rich routinely. Trump, in fact, said many times during the 2016 campaign that he would raise taxes on people like himself.

David A. Graham: Trump will never rule out a bad option

This was reported as a novel break from party orthodoxy at the time. But previous leading Republicans had made similar promises. In 2012, Mitt Romney claimed, "I will not reduce the taxes paid by high-income Americans." George W. Bush campaigned for his tax cuts in 2001 by citing a single mother earning $22,000 a year as his prototypical beneficiary and suggesting that he intended to level the playing field. ("Somebody struggling to get ahead, somebody working the hardest job in America, pays a higher marginal rate than successful folks, Wall Street bankers. And that's not right. And that's not fair.")

The common thread in all of these statements, including Trump's, is that they were misleading. Republican politicians seem to understand that reducing taxes for the affluent is unpopular. Their traditional way of overcoming the drag it creates is to obscure their intentions while attempting to win back votes by changing the subject to other topics, such as foreign policy and social issues.

The media tends to forget the slick populist rhetoric of yesteryear, treating each new proclamation as a novel break with party dogma. In 1999, The Washington Post reported that then-candidate Bush's "emphasis on the poor would mark a clear departure from more traditional conservative GOP tax policy." Trump similarly drew a spate of friendly press coverage in 2016 about his promise to design a tax plan that would "cost me a fortune," even though his actual proposal was a traditional regressive tax cut. The mistake is to compare the rhetoric of politicians at a given moment to the policy of politicians in the past. The Republican Party very often promises to do something different from what it used to do. But Republicans in the past promised the same thing.

Some analysts have speculated that the party's stance really has changed this time, because Republicans have grown more reliant on working-class voters and less reliant on affluent ones. But the GOP obsession with cutting taxes for the rich was never a response to the demands of average Republican voters, very few of whom had any stake in the tax cuts for the ultra-wealthy that obsessed the party's policy makers.

What has genuinely changed is the addition of a new element to the Republican coalition. The party now includes a national-conservative faction, led by Vice President J. D. Vance. According to the Wall Street Journal opinion writer Kimberley Strassel, the tax leak came from a former Vance staffer. Compared with traditional conservatives, many natcons seem to care more about winning power in order to crush their enemies than to advance specific policy ends. For that reason, they might be more open to raising taxes on the rich: Why risk losing elections over an unpopular policy that isn't absolutely necessary for their primary goal of owning the libs?

But the natcons have not come particularly close to changing the party's position on this issue. The reason is that they're just one faction within the party. The Republican elite still contains a very large wing of traditional, anti-government conservatives. Those economically libertarian conservatives are in tension with the natcons, because they care far more about reducing government (especially government functions that redistribute resources from rich to poor) and have mixed feelings about disappearing people without due process, weaponizing the state against the president's enemies, fomenting insurrections to overturn election results, and other illiberal methods.

Time after time, however, the traditional conservatives have accepted Trump's authoritarianism and corruption because he stays loyal to them on their key issues. The path of least resistance for maintaining the coalition is to give each faction what it cares about most: Traditional conservatives get low taxes for the rich (and decreased business regulation), while natcons get a free hand to wield state power against their enemies. This authoritarian-libertarian synthesis might seem ungainly, but it coheres perfectly from the standpoint of those on the right who see progressive taxation and the welfare state as the most sinister threats to liberty.

Jonathan Chait: A loophole that would swallow the Constitution

This dynamic is on display in a recent essay by National Review's Dan McLaughlin attempting to define the American idea. The values he cites include requiring everybody "to abide by the outcomes of the political system" but also "free markets and the right and responsibility of every individual to live off the fruits of his or her own labor and improve his or her own lot in life." He does not place one above the other, and you can see the tension between the two: What happens if the outcome of the political system is a government that wants to tax rich people? Is the American value to respect the outcome, or ensure that right-wing economic values get to win anyway? McLaughin's answer is unclear. "The gravest threat to these values," he writes, "continues to be progressivism and its dissemination through our schools, Hollywood, and the media." Most anti-government conservatives have reasoned their way into accepting Trump as, at minimum, the lesser of two evils.

Likewise, Randy Barnett, a right-leaning libertarian law professor at Georgetown, posted on X a few days ago a list of "bullets we dodged" by avoiding a Democratic-run government that, he believes, would abolish the filibuster, establish single-payer health care, and fulfill other liberal goals. The president might be claiming the power to whisk any person he chooses to a Central American Gulag without due process, but at least he isn't doing something as horrific as Medicare for All.

The alliance between the more libertarian faction of the GOP and the natcons has been tested, but not shattered, by Trump's trade war. Abandoning party doctrine on the sacrosanct issue of taxes would completely sever the bond holding them together. A handful of the president's allies might float the idea, but you can bet your last dollar it won't happen.
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        Winners of the GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
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The German Society for Nature Photography (GDT) just announced the winning images for its annual members-only photo competition, selected from more than 8,000 entries submitted by photographers from 11 countries. Contest organizers were once again kind enough ...

      

      
        This Is the Way a World Order Ends
        Margaret MacMillan

        In his memoir, The World of Yesterday, the Austrian writer Stefan Zweig looked back on Europe before the First World War. That was, he wrote, the Golden Age of Security, when institutions such as the Habsburg monarchy appeared destined to last forever. Zweig lived to see much of his world swept away by first one war and then another, even more devastating, which was raging when he died by suicide in 1942.The Europeans of Zweig's youth did not grasp the fragility of their world, with its growing d...

      

      
        How the U.S. Lost the Canadian Election
        David Frum

        Donald Trump pushed the Conservative Party of Canada down the political stairs. Yesterday, on Canada's election day, he tossed a farewell bucket of slop after the tumbling Conservatives, with a final Truth Social post urging Canadians to see their choice as a verdict on him personally. As Trump gleefully confided in an interview with The Atlantic posted that same day, he knew perfectly well that the overwhelming majority of Canadians hate him. "I was disliked by enough of the Canadians that I've ...

      

      
        The Liberals Who Can't Stop Winning
        Daniel Block

        American liberals in search of hope can look to the Canadian election. Just five months ago, the country's incumbent Liberal Party appeared headed for an epic defeat. It trailed the Conservative Party by 25 percentage points, and its leader, then-Prime Minister Justin Trudeau, had an approval rating of just 22 percent. Forecasters predicted that the Liberals would win 35 seats in the country's 343-seat Parliament, compared with 236 for the Conservatives. Instead, the Liberals are set to win at le...

      

      
        Russia Is in Demographic Free Fall. Putin Isn't Helping.
        Anna Nemtsova

        Russia was in demographic decline long before the war in Ukraine. Now it's in free fall.Since 2022, hundreds of thousands of Russians have died or suffered critical injuries in Ukraine. The result: According to one demographer, Russians may have had fewer children from January to March 2025 than in any three-month period over the past 200 years. As of 2023, the country's fertility rate--1.4 births per woman--lies well below replacement level and amounts to a roughly 20 percent drop compared with 20...

      

      
        Why Trump Is Giving Putin Everything He Wants
        Robert Kagan

        "Vladimir, STOP!" That Truth Social post by President Donald Trump put a fitting capstone on one of the least successful negotiations in recent memory.For the past year or more, the conventional wisdom was that Vladimir Putin needed a deal on Ukraine. Russia's economy was struggling under the weight of international sanctions, and its military had suffered staggering losses on the battlefield. Putin was supposed to be desperate for at least a pause in the fighting. That was one reason Trump claim...

      

      
        The 35th Anniversary of the Hubble Space Telescope
        Alan Taylor
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Thirty-five years ago, in April of 1990, the Hubble Space Telescope was launched into orbit aboard the space shuttle Discovery. Since then, NASA reports that Hubble has made "nearly 1.7 million observations, looking at approximately 55,000 astronomical targets," bringing so much of the nearby...

      

      
        How Drug Cartels Took Over Social Media
        Anton Barba-Kay

        The corpses started appearing in the early 2000s, hanging from overpasses with threats scrawled on their shirts. Everyone in Mexico knew that drug cartels were murdering people, but they rarely made such a show of it. Then, in 2005, a kingpin named Edgar Valdez Villarreal (a.k.a. "La Barbie") ramped up the exhibitionism, posting a video online of his gang torturing and murdering its rivals. My stepbrother, a telenovela actor, agreed to play Valdez in a biopic; the film turned out to be written an...

      

      
        How to Say No to a Would-Be Autocrat
        Gershom Gorenberg

        If any doubts remain that Benjamin Netanyahu aims to transform Israel into an authoritarian state, where the prime minister is above the law and dissent is presumed subversive, an eight-page affidavit submitted to the country's supreme court this week should dispel them.Written by Ronen Bar, the embattled former head of the Shin Bet security agency, the document is testimony from the pinnacle of Israeli power. In legalese mixed with intimations of personal pain, Bar lists Netanyahu's attempts to ...

      

      
        Photos of the Week: Pony Run, Corgi Race, Rocket War
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Mourners of Pope Francis gathered at the Vatican, scenes from the the second weekend of Coachella 2025, a humanoid-robot half-marathon in China, a wildfire in Nebraska, a "Big Wheel" Easter race in San Francisco, and much more
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        I've Seen How This Plays Out for Ukraine
        Tetiana Kotelnykova

        A few days ago, my phone buzzed with a message from a friend. She was sheltering in a parking lot during a Russian air strike and wanted to know if I'd seen the news: America was pressuring Ukraine to cede Crimea to Russia. I replied and waited for a follow-up. None came.I tried to picture where she was--perhaps a strip mall at the edge of town. Faded signs, broken glass, cracked pavement. Where people once bought groceries, now they take refuge from missiles. As I write this, I still don't know i...
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            The German Society for Nature Photography (GDT) just announced the winning images for its annual members-only photo competition, selected from more than 8,000 entries submitted by photographers from 11 countries. Contest organizers were once again kind enough to share some of their winning and honored photographs with us below.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A puffin raises its head, standing on the ground, backlit by low sunlight.]
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                [image: A black-and-white image of two elephants beside a pond, seen at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Elephants at Watering Hole. Sixth Place, Mammals.
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                Gudkov Andrey / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A small, round-bodied wild cat runs over snow toward the camera.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Grumpy Cat. Fifth Place, Mammals.
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                Beate Oswald / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of a spider in its web, with light reflecting from many web strands in a rainbow of colors]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Spider Disco. Third Place, Other Animals.
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                Thomas Kirchen / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A bird perches atop a reed, its beak open, as an insect flies nearby.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sing 'n Snack. Sixth Place, Birds.
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                Wolfram Nagel / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of a moth, with many out-of-focus light reflections]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winter Moth. Fifth Place, Other Animals.
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                Susanne Grossnick / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of treeless hills beneath a partly cloudy sky, seen with a rainbow forming a full circle]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Full-Circle Rainbow. Seventh Place, Landscapes.
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                Peter Schwager / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A snow leopard tumbles down a rocky slope as it attacks a small dog.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Life and Death. Tenth Place, Mammals. A snow leopard tumbles down a slope as it attacks a small dog from a nearby village in Ladakh, India. The dog escaped with bite injuries and was treated.
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                Ulrich Heermann / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A view of seaside cliffs and a waterfall under low clouds]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Radiance. Runner-up, Landscapes.
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                Thomas Froesch / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A large grouse stands atop a rock in a snow-covered forest, putting on a display.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lone Sentinel. Seventh Place, Birds.
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                Levi Fitze / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A red fox trots on a path through purple flowering bushes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Red Fox in Heathland. Fourth Place, Mammals.
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                Angelika Krikava / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A small antelope stands on a stump, seen through foreground foliage, which is blurred.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Chamois. Category winner, Mammals.
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                Radomir Jakubowski / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A meadow seen on a foggy morning, with hundreds of spider webs visible, drooping under the weight of dew drops.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Misty Morning. Category winner, Special Category: Germany's Peatlands and Bogs.
                #
            

            
                
                
                    (c)
                
                
                
                Andreas Volz / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A white bird walks on a wind-carved snow bank, leaving footprints.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Patterns in the Snow. Category Winner, Jury Prize Winner, Birds.
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                Levi Fitze / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A rabbit stands, alert, near tall plants, seen at sunrise.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                At Sunrise. Third Place, Mammals.
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                Christoph Kaula / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    
  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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This Is the Way a World Order Ends

Americans once associated spheres of influence with a cynical, volatile European past. Now Washington is resurrecting them.

by Margaret MacMillan




In his memoir, The World of Yesterday, the Austrian writer Stefan Zweig looked back on Europe before the First World War. That was, he wrote, the Golden Age of Security, when institutions such as the Habsburg monarchy appeared destined to last forever. Zweig lived to see much of his world swept away by first one war and then another, even more devastating, which was raging when he died by suicide in 1942.

The Europeans of Zweig's youth did not grasp the fragility of their world, with its growing domestic tensions and fraying international order. Many of us in today's West have suffered the same failure of imagination. We are stunned and dismayed that what we took for granted appears to be vanishing: democracy in the United States, which was a model for much of the world, and international institutions and norms that allowed many nations to work together to avoid war and confront shared problems, such as climate change and pandemic disease.

As a historian, I study those moments in the past when an old order decays beyond the point of return and a new one emerges, but I never expected to live through one. I should have. Today's world is lurching toward great-power rivalry, suspicion, and fear--an international order where the strong do what they will, as Thucydides wrote, and "the weak suffer what they must." Imperialism, which never really disappeared, is back. Governments and think tanks now speak of spheres of influence, something the U.S. long opposed. If history is a guide, this will not be an easy or pleasant transition.



The past holds many examples of great change: regimes ending, monarchies becoming republics, whole civilizations vanishing, ways of managing relations between peoples and states swept aside, to be replaced by new ones.

Change can come slowly or suddenly. The Roman empire and its successor in the East decayed gradually, with intervals of revival. The French Revolution of 1789, Russia's in 1917, and, much more recently, the end of the Soviet regime and the Cold War happened within weeks or months.

Warnings beforehand can tell us, if we pay attention, that the old structures and rules are giving way. As with an apparently solid house, the foundations start to shift, the roof leaks, and greedy neighbors start to encroach on the grounds. When old regimes fall, the causes tend to be economic: France before 1789 was effectively bankrupt. Sometimes governments have ceased to function, and large sections of society, including elites, have become disaffected. By 1917 in Russia, housewives were marching in city streets to protest a lack of food, peasants were seizing land, and many Russians saw the czarist government as irrelevant, even treasonous. Soviet citizens in the 1980s could no longer ignore the glaring differences between the utopian promises of communism and the reality of an autocratic and incompetent regime. Even party members no longer believed.

George Packer: The Trump world order

International orders collapse in the same way. Pressures mount on the system from within and without. Support ebbs, even among those who have benefited most from the existing order, while those who would defy it grow bolder, and embolden one another. Before the First World War, the fading Ottoman empire promised rich pickings in North Africa, the Balkans, and the Middle East. Nevertheless, the world's powers shared a general understanding that they would leave it alone, for fear of setting off a major conflict among themselves. Then, in 1911, the relatively new state of Italy, using the flimsiest of excuses, invaded what later became Libya. The Balkan states watched with interest as the other great powers did very little. The next year, several of them banded together to launch their own attack on the Ottoman empire.

We should never underestimate the power of example in human affairs. In our own time, we are seeing one country and then another flouting what had been a basic rule since the end of World War II: that ownership by one country of territory seized by force from another would not be recognized. President Vladimir Putin of Russia took parts of Georgia in 2008, and in 2014 invaded Ukraine to seize Crimea and part of the Donbas region to further his mission of rebuilding the czarist empire. The peace negotiations under way between Ukraine, which is being abandoned by the United States, and Russia seem almost certain to allow Russia to keep that territory and very likely acquire even more. Israel seems to be maneuvering toward annexing parts of Gaza and maybe even southern Lebanon, while in Africa, Rwandan troops are pushing into neighboring Democratic Republic of the Congo. China can only be encouraged to think that the world will accept its bringing Taiwan under its rule.

A new world order with new rules is taking shape.



The alternative to an accepted international order, much like the alternative to government, is Thomas Hobbes's dystopia: a grim, anarchic world with "no arts; no letters; no society; and which is worst of all, continual fear and danger of violent death; and the life of man, solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short." The way back to a sustainable and effective international order, once that order has been lost, is long and difficult.

Until recent centuries, international orders were not global but regional in scale. Those regional orders became the models for much bigger ones later on, but until the end of the 15th century, travel was slow and frequently dangerous, and one part of the world did not always know much, if anything, about the others.

The underpinnings of a global order can be traced to the age of discovery, when Europeans first learned to circumnavigate the globe, then established a presence at vast distances, and followed that with empires. The Industrial Revolution in the 19th century produced, among much else, railways, steamships, and telegraphs, which connected people in far-flung territories with one another. The international orders that followed these advances assumed many different shapes. Sometimes, as in 18th-century Europe, powers balanced against one another, forging alliances and leaving them in a jostling for advantage that could easily topple into war. Sometimes international relations fell under the sway of a powerful hegemon--or of outright imperialism, where a single state, such as Rome, or an outside invader, such as the Ottoman empire, dominated its neighbors and provided them with security. For centuries, the Chinese believed that their land was the center of the world and that their emperor held the mandate of heaven to govern it. The British empire was the world's hegemon from the second half of the 19th century until, arguably, the start of the Second World War--just as the United States was from 1989 until now.

Michael Schuman: Trump hands the world to China

Under the Trump administration, the United States no longer demonstrates the will to dominate the globe, and China does not yet have the capacity. History offers yet another model for the present situation, and perhaps for the future: spheres of influence, in which great powers dominate their own neighborhoods or strategic points, such as the Suez Canal for the British empire or Panama for the U.S., while lesser powers within the sphere accept, not always willingly, their sway, and outside ones steer clear to preserve their own dominions. Western powers and Japan carved out such spheres of influence in the 19th century, when they took advantage of a declining China to establish exclusive zones of interest there. Britain and Russia did something similar in Iran in 1907.

Such an order is inherently unstable: The regions where the spheres meet become fields of conflict known as "shatter zones." Austria-Hungary and Russia vied for dominance in the Balkans before the First World War, just as China and India do with the countries between them and along around their shared border today. One power can be tempted to intrude on another's sphere when it thinks a rival's grip is slackening. And the influence that powers have in their spheres can wax and wane depending on domestic factors, including political upheavals and economic downturns. Lesser powers that find themselves under the dominion of a great power against their wishes can be resentful and rebellious. By its words and actions, for example, the Trump administration has reignited anti-Americanism in much of Latin America and turned Canadians against their neighbor.

A once-dominant power that fears it is declining can be particularly reckless. In 1914, Austria-Hungary saw that Serbia, nominally within its sphere of influence, had fallen under Russia's influence. Resentful and determined to destroy Serbia, Austria-Hungary instead precipitated a world war that destroyed the empire itself and much else.



Perhaps history can offer some hope as well as warning. The notion of an international order based on rules, norms, and broadly shared values has deep roots. Hugo Grotius, the great Dutch scholar of the 16th and 17th centuries, talked of an international society with laws and ways of settling disputes. A century later, Immanuel Kant proposed a League of Nations, which he imagined would prevent wars and eventually enfold all the countries of the world into one peaceful society.

For a time in the 19th century, what Kant called the "crooked timber of humanity" appeared to be straightening. Democracy spread globally, and with it, challenges to the received idea of the national interest as something determined by autocratic elites, or of military power as the only kind that mattered. Democratic leaders and thinkers began to envision a new and better international order--one with worldwide laws, institutions, and values. The First World War turned such musings into a plan of action.

The conflict's outbreak came as a shock to many Europeans, but signs were visible before 1914. Jobs for Europe's skilled workers were vanishing, or their wages were lowering, as production moved to areas of the world where labor was cheaper. Populist leaders stirred resentment against minorities--Jews, immigrants, elites. Revolutionaries condemned the whole system as unequal and unjust and called for the creation of a new order. At the same time, the willingness of the great powers to work with one another, as they had done in the first half of the century in the Concert of Europe, evaporated. New alliances emerged--one among Austria-Hungary, Germany, and Italy, and the other among France, Britain, and Russia. Crises and wars in the Balkans in the first years of the 20th century fueled resentments, desires for revenge, and an arms race. Europe had entered a danger zone where a sudden crisis could start a chain reaction. And that is what happened with the assassination of the heir to the Austrian throne in June 1914.

Ryan Crow: I've seen how 'America First' ends

The war's consequences were so devastating for Europe and the wider world that many feared humanity was doomed. But catastrophes have a way of focusing attention on solutions that might once have been dismissed as fanciful or impossible.

Woodrow Wilson, the president who took the United States into the war in 1917, made clear that he wanted nothing for his own country, and that his overriding aim was a new international order animated by ideals of fairness: Peoples are entitled to self-determination, and the nations of the world must come together to protect the defenseless and prevent future wars. Wilson told Congress in January 1918 that "reason and justice and the common interests of mankind shall prevail." To that end, a new institution, the League of Nations, would provide collective security for its members, confront aggression (with military force if necessary), and endeavor to improve the lot of humanity. When Wilson traveled to Europe for the peace conference in Paris, adoring crowds greeted him as a savior.

Historians now describe the league as a failure, because in the 1930s, the revisionist powers--Germany, Japan, and Italy, which were members--defied it to wage unprovoked war: Germany on its neighbours, Japan on China, and Italy on Ethiopia. Other powers, including the Soviet Union, France, Britain, and the United States, expressed disapproval and imposed some ineffective sanctions, but shrank from anything more drastic. A second and even more destructive world war was the result. But the hope and the idea behind the league did not die. If anything, the scale of the Second World War and the advent of the atom bomb made the quest for a peaceable international order more urgent than ever.

Another American president, Franklin D. Roosevelt, had been talking about an organization of the world's nations even before the U.S. came into the war. He gained British support and brought the American people and Congress along with him, something Wilson had failed to do. He also managed to gain Joseph Stalin's grudging assent that the Soviet Union would join the new order, which included not only the United Nations but also the Bretton Woods institutions, established to organize global economic relations.

After 1945, these instruments and the order they upheld allowed the world's powers to manage many of their antagonisms without resorting to war. A strong web of international bodies, special agencies, treaties, laws, and NGOs bound the globe ever closer. The Cold War threatened at times to break that web apart, and shooting wars were always present somewhere in the world. But the order held, such that even the United States and the Soviet Union found ways to reach agreements and ease tensions. When the Cold War abruptly ended with the collapse of first the Soviet empire in Europe and then the Soviet Union itself, the world looked set for greater cooperation, and perhaps even the onward march of democracy.



History has a way of clarifying that what looks like the only possible future at one moment is actually just one possibility among others. Few in the 1990s anticipated the emergence of revisionist powers, for whom the existing order was a sham, a cover for the dominance of the United States and its allies. These actors saw the post-World War II order as an obstacle to their nations' ambitions, whether to restore past glories, reclaim land they felt was rightfully theirs, or dominate their own people and regions. In Hungary, Prime Minister Viktor Orban has threatened to reconsider the Treaty of Trianon, which assigned much of Hungary's territory to its neighbors after World War I. The greatest revisionist of all, so far, is Putin. But perhaps the most serious rebuke to the liberal international order has come from inside the democracies, where populist parties have hitched economic grievances, anti-immigrant sentiments, and the loss of faith in their own elites and institutions to an authoritarian domestic turn.

Resentments and goals may differ from country to country, but populism is fueled everywhere by the promise of undoing the mistakes of the past. Internationally, this translates into contempt for the liberal rules-based order and international organizations such as the United Nations. Far-right leaders prefer to work with like-minded counterparts to further their own interests, even at the expense of others.

Yair Rosenberg: Trump is remaking the world in his image

Nowhere is this shift more consequential than in the United States, which was the original visionary and anchor of the postwar order. The Trump administration has characterized that role as one for suckers, in which the United States restrained its hard power and allowed other countries to bleed its wealth. Donald Trump has proposed instead for the United States to use its economic and military predominance as tools of naked coercion, dispensing entirely with the niceties of international agreements and even domestic constitutional constraint.

We are witnessing the resurrection of spheres of influence. In the past, U.S. leaders decried these as characteristic of the cynical old Europe that Americans had escaped. But in truth, the Monroe Doctrine, which warned outside powers to stay away from the Western Hemisphere, asserted an American sphere of influence; during the Cold War, the United States implicitly accepted Soviet hegemony over Eastern Europe and extended its own influence over the West. Yet, however imperfectly, the U.S. also stood for another, better order, which recognized the rights of small nations and spoke to much of humanity's hope for a world run for the collective good, not just for the benefit of a few powerful states. Today's American administration, however, seems openly wedded to the idea of dividing the globe among great powers, and oblivious to the potential for conflict where spheres interact and struggle against one another--for example, U.S. and China in the Pacific.

The recent leaked proposal to drastically reduce the State Department and the Foreign Service and reorganize what is left into four regional "corps"--Eurasia, the Middle East, Latin America, and the Indo-Pacific--is a first step toward accepting such a division. The fact that Canada would come directly under the aegis of the secretary of state suggests that the Trump administration sees the whole of the Western Hemisphere as its own. In a recent Time interview, the president repeated his airy claims that Canada was a burden on the U.S. and went on: "We don't need anything from Canada. And I say the only way this thing really works is for Canada to become a state." In a new division of the world, Russia could presumably preside over Central Asia and most or all of Europe, dismissed so contemptuously by Vice President J. D. Vance and others. China may well claim hegemony in East Asia. The current drift toward authoritarian leaders in this fractured world will leave international relations at the mercy of their whims, dreams, and follies.

As is often the case in history, what appears sudden isn't really. Pressures build; small changes accrete--and then burst into view. The first months of 2025 have felt like a movie suddenly speeding up, images rushing by so fast that the dialogue is an almost incomprehensible gabble. What the world once took for granted in the U.S.--checks and balances, respect for the courts, reverence for democratic values and practices--is now in question. And because America was the crucial player in the international order, the tremors of its earthquake are felt everywhere. In Asia and Europe, U.S. allies prepare to face China and Russia alone. In the Americas, a president who sounds like a 19th-century imperialist crossed with a New York real-estate developer talks about taking over Greenland, Panama, and Canada. And all at once, spheres of influence have ceased to be just something historians and political scientists study, but the emerging reality of a volatile new world.
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How the U.S. Lost the Canadian Election

Trump's threats to annex Canada reversed its political trend--but they should not reverse its commitment to free trade.

by David Frum




Donald Trump pushed the Conservative Party of Canada down the political stairs. Yesterday, on Canada's election day, he tossed a farewell bucket of slop after the tumbling Conservatives, with a final Truth Social post urging Canadians to see their choice as a verdict on him personally. As Trump gleefully confided in an interview with The Atlantic posted that same day, he knew perfectly well that the overwhelming majority of Canadians hate him. "I was disliked by enough of the Canadians that I've thrown the election into a close call, right?" In the event, it wasn't even that close a call: Canada's Liberals held on to power that, months ago, they were firmly forecast to lose. But on the principle of being "the corpse at every funeral, the bride at every wedding and the baby at every christening," as Alice Roosevelt Longworth said of her father, Teddy, Trump enjoys redirecting attention to himself even if the attention is hostile.

As recently as January, the Canadian Conservatives held a 20-plus-point lead over the incumbent Liberals. The general verdict on Justin Trudeau's nine years as prime minister was overwhelmingly negative. Trudeau's policies of lavish government spending and higher taxes discouraged business investment. Low investment translated into slow growth of business productivity, lagging far behind the United States over the same period. Confronted by the problem that Canadians were not increasing their per capita output, Trudeau responded by accelerating immigration intake as an alternative way of boosting economic growth: If Canada couldn't use labor more efficiently under his leadership, at least there would be more labor to use. Canada already had very high levels of immigration pre-Trudeau; he raised the targets even higher, while failing to make provision for more housing construction. The result was a steep climb in home values and apartment rents, pricing young people out of the major job centers.

Conservative Party leader Pierre Poilievre counted on the housing issue to elevate him to the prime ministership. Instead, Poilievre lost his own seat in Parliament. This was Trump's doing.

Trump's tariff war against Canada's economy, aggravated by his repeated threats to annex Canada, upended the Canadian election. An election that would otherwise have punished the Liberals for Trudeau's bad economic management was transmuted into a referendum on Canada's continued national existence.

The transmutation favored the Liberals for three big reasons.

First, over the past half century, the Liberals identified as the more America-skeptical of Canada's two major parties. When Canadians feel warm toward the United States, they look to Conservatives to bind the two countries more closely together. When they feel afraid, they look to Liberals to lock the gates against their southern neighbor.

Second, some elements of the contemporary Conservative Party had imported Trumpy-sounding, MAGA-styled themes into Canadian politics. Poilievre endorsed the so-called trucker convoy that illegally closed streets in downtown Ottawa in early 2022. He mimicked Trump's "America First" slogan with his own "Canada First."

Third, Trump's trade war with Canada created a demand for a Canadian leader who looked adept, accomplished, and safe. Poilievre gained the Conservative Party leadership as a kind of mirror-Trudeau: He is also the father of a young family, a master of social media, and an ideological leader in a nonideological country, but from a humble background rather than Trudeau's princely one. Even as Trump's self-insertion into the election crushed Conservative poll numbers, Poilievre's personal rating held up when pollsters asked about his capacity to help Canada's young people with their problems. But as Trump kept menacing Canada, the desire for a sympathetic leader was rapidly replaced by the clamor for an effective one.

The Liberals deftly replaced Trudeau with Mark Carney, a former governor of the Bank of Canada and then governor of the Bank of England. Since leaving public service, Carney accumulated a fortune as the chairman of a Canadian asset-management company that had shifted its operations to New York. In another political moment, that elite background would not have been an asset, but now Canadians have turned to this "cutthroat capitalist," as one publication put it, to defend them against Trump.

Read: The Liberals who can't stop winning

Along the way, Canadians have sent a strong message to Americans. Trump vows to make America great again, to raise respect for America in the world. His effect on next-door Canada, however, has been to demolish America's reputation.

That has also pushed Canada away from free markets, and back to the statism and protectionism of the Canadian past--which will be to America's detriment. Under the long tenure of Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau in government (from 1968 to 1984, with a break in 1979-80), Canada restricted U.S. investment, discriminated against American companies that operated in Canada, and invested public funds to create state-owned industries, especially in energy. Those policies were repudiated and reversed by the Conservatives in the 1980s--a reversal that was sustained by the Liberal governments of the 1990s. All the way until 2025, then, both parties maintained a consensus in favor of open trade and a limited role for government in markets.

Trump shattered that consensus. During this election, both Carney and Poilievre promised new interventionist policies to promote Canadian industry. This change of course is not yet a full return to the 1970s, but the retro mood is gathering. Neither is Canada an outlier here: Other countries are also responding to U.S. tariffs not only with retaliatory tariffs, but also with subsidies and other forms of preference to domestic producers. As supply chains are chopped, local favoritism flourishes--and everywhere, American influence lessens.

The United States once led the way in creating global rules of trade that tied together all free economies. Under Trump, the U.S. is retreating from that leadership, isolated and friendless. The American domain is no longer the whole planet, just one continental corner: Fortress America. Some of the people in Trump's orbit--Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent and Commerce Secretary Howard Lutnick are of this faction--seem to imagine that the United States' Mexican and Canadian neighbors can be bullied into an enlarged Fortress North America, subservient tenants submitting to whatever terms their dominant landlord imposes on them.

The Canadian election result cautions against the Fortress North America concept, at once so domineering and so naive. Other countries have politics, too. Trump's determination to create a protected and controlled U.S. economy invites other nations to follow the same mutually impoverishing path. Even the weak have weapons. The targets of Trump's economic aggression will accept greater hardship to preserve their dignity than American voters will for the privilege of acting like arrogant menaces.

In the years after the Second World War, Canadian diplomats played an outsize role in the reconstruction of the global economy. The new Canadian government ought to find inspiration in that history, rather than rummage through the self-harming choices of the Pierre Trudeau years. In the absence of U.S. leadership, those whom America once led must turn to one another for encouragement. They can only wait and hope that America will soon regret its deviation into corrupt, authoritarian, predatory trade politics, and return to its formerly inspiring role as economic freedom's global champion.
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The Liberals Who Can't Stop Winning

Trump isn't the only reason Canada's center-left has stayed in power.

by Daniel Block




American liberals in search of hope can look to the Canadian election. Just five months ago, the country's incumbent Liberal Party appeared headed for an epic defeat. It trailed the Conservative Party by 25 percentage points, and its leader, then-Prime Minister Justin Trudeau, had an approval rating of just 22 percent. Forecasters predicted that the Liberals would win 35 seats in the country's 343-seat Parliament, compared with 236 for the Conservatives. Instead, the Liberals are set to win at least 155--a plurality larger than they had before.

How did the party pull off this astonishing feat? To many, the answer is that they didn't: Donald Trump did. "The Conservatives' 25 percentage point lead in the polls has swiftly turned into a single-digit deficit as Mr. Trump has become the race's dominant issue," The New York Times wrote three weeks ago. "Trump Effect Leaves Canada's Conservatives Facing Catastrophic Loss," read an April 16 headline in The Guardian.

Chris Jones: The angry Canadian

The theory of the case is straightforward. The Conservatives were cruising until Trump threatened to annex Canada and slapped tariffs on its exports. At that point, they were finished. Canadians rallied around the flag, which meant rallying around the incumbent Liberal government. They turned on the Conservative Party's leader, Pierre Poilievre, whose "Canada First" slogan and promise to fire "woke" bureaucrats sounded a lot like Trumpism.

But the Liberals' victory is not simply the product of American politics. It is also the result of the formidable political talent of the party, which has now won four consecutive elections and governed the country for 10 years and counting. And its leaders have spent their time moving the country substantially leftward. Whatever adjectives American progressives might use to describe Democrats--feckless, weak, pathetic--the Canadian Liberals are the opposite. In fact, they may be the most successful left-of-center party on the planet.

Yesterday was not the first time the Liberals have surged back from near defeat. They have governed Canada for much of the country's history, but in 2011, the party won just 34 seats--coming in third for the first time ever, behind the progressive New Democratic Party. The Conservatives, meanwhile, won a majority in Parliament. The Liberal Party was on the political margins, with no clear path back to relevance. Then, in 2013, it selected Justin Trudeau to be its leader.

In the two years that followed, Trudeau completely reversed the Liberals' fortunes. Promising "sunny ways" and progressive policies, he won a large majority in 2015. Then he went about making good on most of his pledges. The Liberals expanded the Canadian version of Social Security. They passed an infrastructure bill that was larger, as a percentage of GDP, and greener than the one Joe Biden enacted. They banned more than 1,000 types of guns. They increased immigration. They legalized marijuana.

The Liberals went on to win two more elections, in 2019 and 2021, and to pass even more progressive legislation. Prodded by the New Democratic Party, the Trudeau government established a "pharmacare" program that will make certain essential drugs free to all Canadians. It created a free dental-insurance program for Canadians who make less than $90,000 (in Canadian dollars, or about $65,000 in the U.S.) a year. And it created a sweeping, $10-a-day national child-care program; as a result, Canadians parents now spend a third as much on child care as they did in 2021.

Trudeau presided over an expansion of Canada's welfare state so enormous that it would make Senator Bernie Sanders blush, and he did it while winning three elections. When he left office last month, he was the longest-tenured progressive leader in the global North.

True, he left with dismal ratings, such that his party felt the need to push him out. But the Liberals handled this with supreme competence. Consider that when the Democrats forced Joe Biden to step aside after his disastrous debate performance, they handed the reins to Vice President Kamala Harris, who refused to break with him. The Liberals, by contrast, passed over Trudeau's deputy prime minister and elevated Mark Carney, a respected political outsider unencumbered by Trudeau's baggage. Upon becoming prime minister, Carney immediately killed Trudeau's most hated policy: the carbon tax.

Trump, of course, played a part in the Liberals' triumph, with his threats to annex Canada. But the Liberals also did an excellent job of capitalizing on the U.S. president's bombast. They cut ads that juxtaposed Trump's rhetoric with Poilievre's. They cultivated a sense of Canadian nationalism. And the party's members elected Carney--the candidate, according to polls, voters thought would best handle the U.S. president.

Read: Why Canadians are better than Americans at protesting Trump right now

The Liberals' success story may not be replicable in the United States, but the Democrats could stand to learn a few things from their northern neighbors. When Canada's Liberals tossed aside an unpopular candidate, they didn't hesitate to replace him with the most viable alternative-- regardless of seniority within the party. They were also ready to jettison an unpopular policy that many members believed was right on the merits: The carbon tax was good for the environment, but killing it helped keep Liberals in power and protect their other achievements.

Carney may well struggle to hold on to power for as long as Trudeau did, given that the Liberals have fallen just short of an outright majority in Parliament; even the most successful political parties rarely win five straight contests. But the Liberals are an electoral machine--something of a rarity on the center-left--that would be foolish to bet against.
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Russia Is in Demographic Free Fall. Putin Isn't Helping.

The Russian president is enacting one of the world's most extreme natalism programs--and one of the weirdest.

by Anna Nemtsova




Russia was in demographic decline long before the war in Ukraine. Now it's in free fall.

Since 2022, hundreds of thousands of Russians have died or suffered critical injuries in Ukraine. The result: According to one demographer, Russians may have had fewer children from January to March 2025 than in any three-month period over the past 200 years. As of 2023, the country's fertility rate--1.4 births per woman--lies well below replacement level and amounts to a roughly 20 percent drop compared with 2015. In some regions, births fell that much in just 12 months. Last year, deaths outpaced births by more than half a million.

This crisis has led to one of the world's most extreme natalism campaigns--and one of the weirdest. President Vladimir Putin has commanded his government to "stimulate" Russian women to have at least three children, and to make sure they get pregnant when they're young. To that end, the Ministry of Education has been discussing ways to create "conditions for romantic relations" in schools. Last month, Moscow's Department of Health displayed giant pink banners around the city asking women, How's it going? Still haven't given birth?

Elizabeth Bruenig: The pro-baby coalition of the far right

If this is supposed to make them want to procreate, it doesn't seem to be working--at least not for Larisa, a 21-year-old university student who was incredulous when she saw the sign on her way to campus. Even though her parents cover the cost of her car and apartment, she told me, "I have enough money to pay just for my food. Forget three babies." Indeed, the Kremlin's own polling has shown that almost 40 percent of Russian women of childbearing age say they won't have kids in the next five years because of financial concerns.

Most of Larisa's friends are like her: women in their early 20s who came to Moscow to study and start their career. That's precisely the path that Russian leaders are trying to discourage. Irina Filatova, a member of Parliament, recently warned that young women's ideas about "self-development" are a threat to Russia's "traditional family values." But if they insist on going to college, then at least they should find a husband there, so they "can give birth at age 18 or 19," another female legislator suggested last year.

To assuage concerns about the cost of having kids, authorities in the Oryol region recently began offering pregnant students $1,200. Daria Yakovleva, a women's-rights activist, told me that such programs may lead girls to think of childbearing as a ticket to economic security, even though having children in Russia often entrenches poverty. Svetlana Gannushkina witnesses these financial burdens firsthand. A human-rights advocate who served on Russia's Presidential Council for Civil Society and Human Rights, Gannushkina helps low-income families that are unable to provide for their children. She doesn't see government handouts as a solution. "Paying girls money for pregnancies is a strange approach," Gannushkina told me. "Authorities should be forcing men to feel responsible, first of all, but so far, all we hear is demands for women--what women should not do or should do."

One of Gannushkina's clients, Takhmina, is pregnant with her eighth child, and her husband makes less than $800 a month. Gannushkina told me that the state was supposed to send them financial aid but has withheld it since a right-wing mob attacked Takhmina's family online because they're ethnically Tajik. Evidently, Gannushkina said, "she is not the kind of pregnant woman they want."

The Russian government is trying not only to encourage pregnancies but also to make terminating them as hard as possible. Politicians have restricted access to abortion, and regulators are clamping down on the distribution of abortion pills such as mifepristone.

None of these interventions addresses an underlying reason Russian women say they don't want children--the country's "negative political situation," a pollster's euphemism for authoritarianism and war.

Russia's leaders rarely acknowledge the toll this "situation" takes on citizens. Many women are depressed, lonely, and afraid. Every day, the war makes more of them widows. For others, the source of fear is the country's pervasive problem with domestic violence, which the government partially decriminalized in 2017. Earlier this month, one particularly shocking case garnered national attention. A Russian mother named Ksenia Dushanova alleged that her boyfriend attacked her while she was asleep, gouging out one of her eyes with a car key, breaking her arm, and slashing her face. She posted images of her injuries on Instagram and wrote that her assailant had apparently been released from custody when he'd agreed to fight in the war.

Read: Putin's deal with wife killers

The Russian activist Alena Popova leads a group that documents domestic violence across the country, with a focus on abuses committed by service members coming back from the front. Last year, she told me, more than 2,500 Russians contacted her team asking for help. The group also tracks the violence and mistreatment that many pregnant women experience in hospitals. One patient who received an abortion in the city of Surgut told local media that her doctors provided no pain relief and told her, when she cried out, to "shut up and not perform as in a circus."

As part of its campaign to deter abortions, the state enlists doctors to create "positive attitudes toward having children" during pre-abortion consultations. Local governments report how many minds they change; last week, the region containing Surgut said that last year its doctors had persuaded 1,249 women who'd considered terminating their pregnancy to give birth. In a concerning sign for the government, the tally was lower than last year's.

Putin's biggest problem, though, won't be solved by convincing women to carry their pregnancy to term. He's created a society that Russians no longer want to bring children into. Getting them to reconsider will take more than government checks and pink banners.
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Why Trump Is Giving Putin Everything He Wants

If the U.S. president holds all the cards, why hasn't he won any concessions from Russia?

by Robert Kagan




"Vladimir, STOP!" That Truth Social post by President Donald Trump put a fitting capstone on one of the least successful negotiations in recent memory.

For the past year or more, the conventional wisdom was that Vladimir Putin needed a deal on Ukraine. Russia's economy was struggling under the weight of international sanctions, and its military had suffered staggering losses on the battlefield. Putin was supposed to be desperate for at least a pause in the fighting. That was one reason Trump claimed it would be a "very easy negotiation," and that he could get the war "settled very fast."

All that had to be done was to get Ukraine to back off its unrealistic demands for a return of all its territory, at which point Putin would seize the chance to buy time to repair his economy and replenish his troops and materiel. This was the assumption, not just of Trump and his advisers, but of a growing chorus of observers, including New York Times reporters and foreign-policy hands: A negotiated end of the war was the "only real viable option." And in a negotiated settlement, as opposed to terms of surrender, both sides give up something. Ukraine would have to give up much, if not all, of the territory it had lost to Russian conquest, and in return, it would get some form of security guarantee against a future Russian attack. Surely Russia, desperate for a deal, would give up its opposition to such assurances. As The Washington Post's Marc Thiessen put it just a month ago, "Russia is incredibly weak, both economically and militarily, which means that in these negotiations, Trump holds all the cards."

How then to explain why Trump, after three months of negotiations, has failed to win a single concession from Putin and now threatens to "walk away" from the whole problem? If Putin is weak and desperate, and Trump holds all the cards, why is Putin getting everything he wants and giving up nothing in return? The answer tells us something about Trump, but more important, it gives us an insight into the nature of the new era we have entered in international affairs.

Trump's advisers and supporters have been clear for more than a year about the shape of the deal they anticipated. No one denied the risk that Putin might accept a deal and then restart the war as soon as the world looked away. During the 2024 campaign, then-Senator J. D. Vance acknowledged that, even if Ukraine was not admitted to NATO, it had to have some kind of security guarantee so that "the Russians don't invade again." He called for a "heavily fortified" "demilitarized zone" between Russian and Ukrainian forces. Trump supporters also envisioned significant provisions of economic and military aid to a postwar Ukraine. Trump's former secretary of state, Mike Pompeo, proposed $100 billion from a special NATO fund and $500 billion worth of "lend-lease" loans to purchase weaponry.

Trump's supporters, some of whom now work in the administration, explained how Trump was going to be able to get the deal done. Getting Ukraine to the table would be easy. "I think we have plenty of leverage" with Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky, Mike Waltz, at the time a Republican representative from Florida, said in November. But the United States, he argued, also had plenty of sources of leverage with Putin. One was Russia's dependence on energy exports. If Putin was intransigent, the United States could crack down on "Russia's illicit oil sales." And if Putin still refused to bend, Washington could "provide more weapons to Ukraine with fewer restrictions on their use." Or as Trump himself put it, "I would tell Putin, 'If you don't make a deal, we're going to give them a lot,'" referring to Ukraine. "We're going to give them more than they ever got if we have to."

From the June 2025 issue: Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer on Donald Trump's plan to change America forever

So what happened? The present deal is so one-sided in favor of Putin that the president and his team have had to manufacture Russian "concessions." Thus Vice President Vance called it a concession that the Russians might have to "give up" some territory that "they currently own," meaning Ukrainian territory that Russia has conquered, while President Trump called it a concession that Putin has (theoretically) agreed not to take the whole country, something he is currently unable to do. On the matter that even Vance once agreed was essential--security for Ukraine against another Russian invasion--Putin has conceded nothing.

That is important to keep in mind as Trump savages Ukraine for rejecting his proposal.  The Russians have not accepted the proposal. Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov says Russia is "ready to reach a deal" but that some aspects of the plan need to be "fine-tuned." What that "fine-tuning" is about is no mystery. The American peace proposal contains no suggestion of U.S. aid to Ukraine after a settlement and no discussion of the size of Ukrainian armed forces. Putin and his negotiators have made clear throughout the talks that they want Ukraine demilitarized and all weapons supplies and economic aid from the West cut off. The plan leaves open the possibility of a European peacekeeping presence, if such a thing is even possible without American support. But the one demand Putin has absolutely insisted on, and his spokespeople have reiterated at every opportunity, is that he will not tolerate such a presence, which he considers indistinguishable from having a NATO force on his borders.

Further "fine-tuning" for Putin means ensuring that Ukraine is isolated, unarmed, and unprotected. He has not budged on those points even when the war was going horribly for him. Just in this past week, Putin's spokespeople have made clear that Russia will not accept a cease-fire unless the West agrees to stop arming Ukraine, so that Ukraine cannot use the cease-fire to "reset and regroup." And the Kremlin rejected any proposal to provide Ukraine a "security guarantee" with European or other peacekeepers on the ground in Ukraine.

So Trump is asking the Ukrainians to agree to give up territory and accept official recognition of Russian control of Crimea, even though Putin has made abundantly clear that he will not agree to any of the things Ukraine needs in return. Acknowledging Russian control of their territory is the Ukrainians' ultimate concession. They can make it only once, and only as part of a final, comprehensive plan that guarantees their security. Trump is demanding that they give it up now, before Putin has agreed to anything.


Saul Loeb / AFP / Getty
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What does all this tell us? One thing it tells us is that Trump is not quite the negotiator he thinks he is. Let's stipulate that Trump was never interested in helping Ukraine. He wanted to get the issue off his plate as quickly as possible and couldn't care less what happens to Ukraine--or to Europe as a whole, for that matter. He might have walked away immediately and probably now wishes he had. He could have said on day one what he is saying now: that Ukraine is Joe Biden's war, just as Barack Obama regarded Iraq as George W. Bush's war and Biden regarded Afghanistan as his predecessors' war. But Trump boasted repeatedly throughout his campaign about making a deal and bringing the war to an end, so he may have felt in some way bound to give it a try. His likely  intention was not to secure the permanent protection of Ukraine but to gain a "decent interval" before its surrender. After all, Henry Kissinger won a Nobel Peace Prize for negotiating a settlement of the Vietnam War that he knew would not long delay the fall of Saigon. As he told Richard Nixon, the goal was only to hold things together "a year or two," after which Vietnam would be "a backwater" and no one would "give a damn."  Trump may have had similar hopes, and indeed many seasoned analysts assumed that Putin would do Trump the favor of accepting a deal and waiting, perhaps until Trump was out of office, to complete the conquest of Ukraine.

Read: Heads, Ukraine loses. Tails, Russia wins.

Putin may never have been interested in pausing the war for that long, or perhaps at all. But Trump passed up any chance of finding out whether he was or not. As National Security Adviser Waltz, Special Envoy for Ukraine Keith Kellogg, Thiessen, and even Trump himself understood, Trump had leverage. In the long run, Putin is weak. But in the short term, Ukraine is weaker, and Putin is counting on Ukraine collapsing before his own forces do. He has all along believed that the war's timelines favor him. To change that assessment, Putin would have to believe that Trump was committed to Ukraine for the long term and would provide it aid for as long as necessary, so that Putin would have to wonder how many more years he could keep this war going without fracturing his military or his society. Even then, he might have chosen to continue the war, but there was at least a chance that he could have given Trump what he needed--a decent interval that would allow the U.S. president to reap the rewards as peacemaker without having to suffer the indignity of an immediate Russian violation of whatever agreement he struck.

To get such a deal, Trump would have had to bluff convincingly that he was willing to help Ukraine if Putin balked. That was the biggest card Trump had to play, but he never played it. On the contrary, he made it perfectly obvious from the beginning not only that he had no intention of aiding Ukraine, but that he detested Zelensky and was willing to humiliate him publicly and even to deny Ukraine crucial intelligence in the midst of a war for its very existence. "I've had a hard time with Zelensky," Trump told The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, in an Oval Office interview just last week. "You saw that over here when he was sitting right in that chair, when he just couldn't get it." Of course, the reason Trump has a "hard" time with Zelensky is that he is asking the Ukrainian leader to give away huge swaths of his country to a conquering army for nothing.

One "symbolic" meeting in the Vatican does not change the general understanding that Trump would walk away from Ukraine tomorrow if he thought he could get away with it. Trump has sometimes waved threats of more sanctions, as he did this weekend, but he has never gone beyond offhand statements or Truth Social posts, nor is it likely that Putin worries about further sanctions on his already heavily sanctioned economy. He has been willing to suffer further economic pressures so long as Ukraine appears to be on its last legs, and Trump has never given him reason to think it isn't.

Trump instead seems to have put all his faith in his own powers of persuasion. Whether he really believes he has a "good relationship" with Putin is unclear, though he talks about it a lot. He also talks about the world viewing him as a tough guy, and he has claimed that Putin "respects" him in a way that he did not respect previous American presidents. Trump and his advisers appear to put great stock in the idea that, as Vance told the Europeans in Munich, there is a "new sheriff in town" and so folks had better get in line.

To say that Putin is unimpressed may be the geopolitical understatement of the century. I have wondered in the past which course Putin would choose with Trump: Would he appease him, in the interest of strengthening an American president who shares his desire to destroy the liberal world order, or would he be more interested in humiliating the American president as a way of demonstrating conclusively that the U.S. can't protect anyone and the era of American global leadership is over?

Although Putin has done it with a smile and an outstretched hand, the humiliations have been consistent and plentiful. Days after Trump's election, the White House staff leaked word of a phone call with Putin in which Trump warned the Russian leader not to escalate the war. Putin responded not only by launching the first hypersonic, intermediate-range, nuclear-capable missile at Kyiv (in response to Ukraine's use of ATACM missiles against targets in Russian territory), but also by denying that any phone call had taken place--to the point where Trump himself had to demur when asked about the call.

Trump began demanding an "immediate cease-fire" in December and has repeated that demand many times since. And every time, Putin's spokespeople have made clear that Putin has no interest in "freezing" the conflict. For weeks, Trump said that Putin wanted a meeting with him, while Putin's people said they had received no proposal for talks but were ready to talk if Trump wanted to. The most blatant insult came last month, when the two leaders scheduled their first acknowledged phone call. At the time designated for the call, Putin was at a public event, and when one of his aides leaned over to remind him, he showed such dismissive unconcern that the whole audience laughed. He then kept Trump waiting for another hour.

Read: Trump's plan to sell Ukraine out to Russia

But the greatest humiliation came last week. On the very day that Trump lashed out at Zelensky for not accepting the American proposal that Putin had also not accepted, Putin launched a devastating missile attack on a civilian target in Kyiv--the worst of the war. Trump's response on Truth Social--"Vladimir, STOP!"--was not, we may be sure, a heartfelt appeal to spare Ukrainian civilian casualties, from the man who all but guaranteed civilian casualties when he cut off intelligence sharing with Ukraine. It was a plea to Putin to stop humiliating him in front of the whole world. One does not have to have a very vivid imagination to picture the amusement on Putin's face when he read Trump's plaintive post.

Trump seems to want to get the Ukraine issue out of the way so that he can move on with the normalization of relations with Russia, but how normal can those relations be?  Special Envoy Steve Witkoff, who generally seems to channel Trump's thinking, says he sees "a possibility of reshaping the Russian-United States relationship through some very compelling commercial opportunities," some "enormous economic deals," which will also bring "real stability to the region." Putin will take the money, but if he wanted a cooperative relationship with the United States, he would have thrown Trump a bone, just as everyone expected him to, instead of answering his capitulation with a missile attack on a civilian target.

Maybe he figures Trump is so desperate for a relationship that he will tolerate any amount of bullying. But that's not good news for Trump, and it is just a hint of the discord and conflict that will prevail in the multipolar world that Trump has inaugurated.
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        The 35th Anniversary of the Hubble Space Telescope

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	April 28, 2025

            	12 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Thirty-five years ago, in April of 1990, the Hubble Space Telescope was launched into orbit aboard the space shuttle Discovery. Since then, NASA reports that Hubble has made "nearly 1.7 million observations, looking at approximately 55,000 astronomical targets," bringing so much of the nearby universe into focus. Gathered here is a collection of amazing recent images--some published in celebration of Hubble's 35th anniversary, others either newly released or recently updated with new techniques.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Glowing and dark sections of a huge cloudlike structure in space, backdropped by stars]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This towering structure of billowing gas and dark dust is only a small portion of the Eagle Nebula. More than nine light-years long and 7,000 light-years distant from Earth, this image of the nebula has been refreshed with the use of new processing techniques and released as part of ESA/Hubble's 35th-anniversary celebrations. The cosmic cloud shown here is made of cold hydrogen gas, like the rest of the Eagle Nebula. In such regions of space, new stars are born among the collapsing clouds. Hot, energetic and formed in great numbers, the stars unleash an onslaught of ultraviolet light and stellar winds that sculpt the gas clouds around them. This produces fantastical shapes like the narrow pillar with the blossoming head that we see here.
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                [image: A view of a barred spiral galaxy with stars and other galaxies in the background]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Hubble captured this face-on view of NGC 5335, a remarkable-looking galaxy about 225 million light-years away, categorized as a flocculent spiral galaxy with patchy streamers of star formation across its disk.
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                [image: Clouds of gas and dust form a bright nebula in the night sky, vaguely shaped like a moth.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This Hubble image captures the beauty of the mothlike planetary nebula NGC 2899. This object has a bipolar, cylindrical outflow of gas, propelled by radiation and stellar winds from a hot white dwarf at the center. There may be two companion stars that are interacting and sculpting the nebula, which is pinched in the middle by a fragmented ring or torus--looking like a half-eaten donut. It has a forest of gaseous "pillars" that point back to the source of radiation and stellar winds. The nebula lies approximately 4,500 light-years away in the southern constellation Vela.
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                [image: A densely packed cluster of thousands of stars]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                As part of ESA/Hubble's 35th-anniversary celebration, a revisit to the star cluster Messier 72 with new data and image processing techniques. M72 is a collection of stars, formally known as a globular cluster, located in the constellation Aquarius roughly 50,000 light-years from Earth. The intense gravitational attraction between the closely packed stars gives globular clusters their regular, spherical shape.
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                [image: A disc-shaped galaxy, seen edge-on, ringed by clouds of darker dust]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Located about 30 million light-years away in the constellation Virgo, the Sombrero Galaxy is instantly recognizable. Though the Sombrero Galaxy is packed with stars, it's surprisingly not a hotbed of star formation. Less than one solar mass of gas is converted into stars within the knotted, dusty disc of the galaxy each year. Even the galaxy's central supermassive black hole, which is more than 2,000 times more massive than the Milky Way's central black hole, is fairly calm.
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                [image: A swirling line of dark clouds sits among brighter clouds of gas and dust, among hundreds of stars.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This new image showcases NGC 346, a dazzling young star cluster in the Small Magellanic Cloud, about 200,000 light-years away in the constellation Tucana. NGC 346 is home to more than 2,500 newborn stars. The cluster's most massive stars, which are many times more massive than our sun, blaze with an intense blue light in this image. The glowing pink nebula and snakelike dark clouds are the remnant of the birth site of the stars in the cluster.
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                [image: A spiral galaxy seen in detail, including an apparently larger "arm" stretched out toward the observer]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This skewed spiral galaxy, called Arp 184 or NGC 1961, sits about 190 million light-years away from Earth in the constellation Camelopardalis. The name Arp 184 comes from the Atlas of Peculiar Galaxies, which was compiled by astronomer Halton Arp in 1966. The 338 galaxies in the atlas are oddly shaped, tending to be neither entirely elliptical nor entirely spiral-shaped. Arp 184 earned its spot in the catalog thanks to its single broad, star-speckled spiral arm that appears to stretch toward us.
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                [image: Two stellar structures in space, one shaped like a bright butterfly, the other, a colorful cloud of gas and dust.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view into the dusty recesses of the nearest massive star-forming region to Earth, the Orion Nebula, some 1,300 light-years away. The nebula is home to hundreds of newborn stars, including the subject of this image: the protostars HOPS 150 and HOPS 153. These protostars get their names from the Herschel Orion Protostar Survey. The object that can be seen in the upper-right corner of this image is HOPS 150: It's a binary system of two young protostars orbiting each other. Each has a small, dusty disc of material surrounding it that it is feeding from. The dark line that cuts across the bright glow of these protostars is a cloud of gas and dust, more than 2,000 times wider than the distance between Earth and the sun, falling in on the pair of protostars. Extending across the left side of the image is a narrow, colorful outflow called a jet, which comes from the nearby protostar HOPS 153, out of frame. HOPS 153 is a significantly younger stellar object than its neighbor, still deeply embedded in its birth nebula and enshrouded by a cloud of cold, dense gas.
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                [image: Many distant galaxies, one relatively closer spiral galaxy, and a ring-like magnified galaxy]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A tiny patch of sky in the constellation Hydra. The stars and galaxies depicted here span a mind-bending range of distances. Nearest to us in this image are stars within our own Milky Way galaxy, which are marked by diffraction spikes. The bright star that sits just at the edge of the prominent bluish galaxy is only 3,230 light-years away, as measured by ESA's Gaia space observatory. Behind this star is a galaxy named LEDA 803211. At 622 million light-years distant, this galaxy is close enough that its bright galactic nucleus is clearly visible. Many of the more distant galaxies in this frame appear starlike, with no discernible structure but without the diffraction spikes of a star in our galaxy. Of all the galaxies in this frame, one pair stands out in particular: a smooth golden galaxy encircled by a nearly complete ring at left. This curious configuration is the result of gravitational lensing, where a distant object is warped and magnified by the gravity of a massive foreground object. The lensed galaxy, whose image we see as the ring, lies incredibly far away from Earth. We are seeing it as it was when the universe was just 2.5 billion years old.
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                [image: Dark clouds of gas and dust partially obscure brighter clouds in a nebula, with many embedded stars visible.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Hubble Space Telescope photo of a small portion of the Rosette Nebula, a huge star-forming region spanning 100 light-years across and located 5,200 light-years away. Hubble zoomed into a small portion of the nebula that is only four light-years across (the approximate distance between our sun and the neighboring Alpha Centauri star system). Dark clouds of hydrogen gas laced with dust are silhouetted across the image. The clouds are being eroded and shaped by the seething radiation from the cluster of larger stars in the center.
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                [image: A circular galaxy surrounded by many rings, with several smaller galaxies visible nearby]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Hubble observations have allowed researchers to hone in on more of the Bullseye galaxy's rings--and helped confirm which galaxy dove through its core. LEDA 1313424, aptly nicknamed the Bullseye, is two-and-a-half times the size of our Milky Way and has nine rings--six more than any other known galaxy. Hubble has confirmed eight rings, and data from the W. M. Keck Observatory in Hawaii confirmed a ninth. Hubble and Keck also confirmed which galaxy dove through the Bullseye, creating these rings: the blue dwarf galaxy that sits to its immediate center-left. This relatively tiny interloper traveled like a dart through the core of the Bullseye about 50 million years ago, leaving rings in its wake like ripples in a pond. A thin trail of gas now links the pair, though they are currently separated by 130,000 light-years.
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                [image: Multicolored clouds of gas and dust surround and obscure hundreds of stars.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A sparkling and dusty scene from the Large Magellanic Cloud, one of the Milky Way's satellite galaxies, about 160 000 light-years away. The scene pictured here is on the outskirts of the Tarantula Nebula, the largest and most productive star-forming region in the local universe. At its center, the Tarantula Nebula hosts the most massive stars known, which weigh in at roughly 200 times the mass of the sun. The section of the nebula shown here features serene blue gas, brownish-orange dust patches, and a sprinkling of multicolored stars. The stars within and behind the dust clouds appear redder than those that are not obscured by the dust.
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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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How Drug Cartels Took Over Social Media

Mexico's gangs are influencers now.

by Anton Barba-Kay




The corpses started appearing in the early 2000s, hanging from overpasses with threats scrawled on their shirts. Everyone in Mexico knew that drug cartels were murdering people, but they rarely made such a show of it. Then, in 2005, a kingpin named Edgar Valdez Villarreal (a.k.a. "La Barbie") ramped up the exhibitionism, posting a video online of his gang torturing and murdering its rivals. My stepbrother, a telenovela actor, agreed to play Valdez in a biopic; the film turned out to be written and financed by La Barbie himself, who often wandered the set.

Two decades later, I realize that these grim spectacles were the beginning of a trend: Cartels are influencers now. They have converted their criminality into a commodity, broadcasting with impunity while law enforcement and social-media platforms struggle to rein them in. On TikTok, drug traffickers filmed themselves fleeing from customs agents in a high-speed boat chase, garnering millions of likes. Some content is less Miami Vice and more cottagecore: farmers harvesting poppy seeds, for instance. Keep scrolling and you might find henchmen bagging bales of $100 bills, tiger cubs lounging in trucks, and dogs trotting with decapitated heads in their mouths.

Sam Quinones: America's approach to addiction has gone off the rails

Like everyone else, cartels post to get attention and shape their public image. Higher-ups in the Sinaloa Cartel show off their mansions and narrate their personal journeys from rags to riches. Members of the Jalisco New Generation Cartel have used social media to showcase their supposed humanitarianism but also their savagery. Sometimes they feud with other gangs: In 2021, the group engaged in a performative back-and-forth with United Cartels, which earned both parties ample spotlight. More important, though, cartels wield their digital influence to spread to other markets, diversify their rackets, converge with international supply chains, and recruit Americans to smuggle drugs and people. Gangs in the U.S. have embraced social media for many of the same reasons.

Posting can also serve a tactical purpose. Consider the so-called Battle of Culiacan: In 2019, dozens of gunmen livestreamed the Mexican military's failed attempt to secure the Sinaloa kingpin Ovidio Guzman Lopez, the son of the infamous drug lord Joaquin "El Chapo" Guzman Loera. The cartel had deployed gunmen across the city, which triggered a flood of clips and rumors online that overwhelmed law enforcement. According to reports, gang members paid bystanders to hop on their vehicles--an apparent attempt to superficially boost their numbers. Then Sinaloan gunmen filmed themselves bragging as they trounced government forces, who ultimately had to surrender Guzman Lopez back to the cartel. The videos circulating on social media made for a terrifying show of force and, frankly, good TV. In response to the fiasco, the government put out a television ad vowing to continue the war on drugs, which looked feebly analog by contrast.

As cartels have grown more adept at using social media, their influence in Mexican culture has spread. Popular ballads chronicle the exploits of kingpins. Fashion trends such as alucin and buchon take their cues from gangs. (After getting out of prison, El Chapo's wife partnered with an Instagram influencer to launch a line of shapewear.) Over the past decade, cartel-forward films and TV shows--Narcos, Sicario, Breaking Bad, and their progeny--have permeated both sides of the U.S.-Mexico border.

Social-media companies try to stem cartels' activity on their sites, but their efforts have been sporadic and uncoordinated. Some platforms tend to remove the grisliest content, and some ban a few cartels outright. Others, however, merely remove certain names and terms from search results. Content that one platform blocks can easily be copied and uploaded to a more permissive one, such as X. And although companies keep tabs on Mexico's most prominent cartels, some 180 other groups go mostly unchecked. Many of them splinter and rebrand so quickly that automated moderation becomes virtually impossible. Their posts almost certainly draw more scrutiny from rivals than from the platforms.

From the January/February 2016 issue: How DEA agents took down Mexico's most vicious drug cartel

Even if a total ban were possible, it would likely create another set of problems. Given the danger and difficulty of investigating Mexican cartels, their social-media feeds are sometimes the only public source of information about their activities. According to Reporters Without Borders, Mexico is the third-most-lethal area in the world for journalists (behind Pakistan and Gaza); 19 were murdered there in 2022. Small, citizen-run outlets--sometimes called "narcoblogs"--have tried to fill the void. But cartels target them too, so many bloggers post anonymously, leading readers to doubt their legitimacy. Even though cartels have become more visible in Mexico than ever before, we have very little credible information about their activities.

A couple of years ago, I was driving to dinner with my family in Cuernavaca when a pickup truck ahead of us suddenly hit the brakes. Armed men rushed out and told us to stop. Their uniforms appeared to be military, but cartels have been known to mimic the armed forces, so we couldn't be sure. Just outside our car, soldiers beat down the door of a house and piled in. I sat in the back seat with my young niece, forcing a smile and singing a nursery rhyme while gently pushing her back from the window in case of a shoot-out. But after that, nothing happened, and we were waved through. Instinctively, I took out my phone to see if someone had posted something. No one had.
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How to Say No to a Would-Be Autocrat

The head of Israel's internal-security agency stands up for the rule of law.

by Gershom Gorenberg




If any doubts remain that Benjamin Netanyahu aims to transform Israel into an authoritarian state, where the prime minister is above the law and dissent is presumed subversive, an eight-page affidavit submitted to the country's supreme court this week should dispel them.

Written by Ronen Bar, the embattled former head of the Shin Bet security agency, the document is testimony from the pinnacle of Israeli power. In legalese mixed with intimations of personal pain, Bar lists Netanyahu's attempts to turn the Shin Bet into a secret police protecting the prime minister personally rather than the nation. He also details his refusals to accede to these demands.

The message, which should be heard in other capitals where democracy is under attack, is that high officials can and must resist a self-coup--a bid by an elected leader to seize dictatorial powers.

The open clash between Netanyahu and Bar began this winter. In late February, the Shin Bet, along with the police, had begun investigating allegations that top Netanyahu aides had financial ties to the government of Qatar, which funds Hamas. Less than three weeks later, the prime minister decided to dismiss the Shin Bet chief on the grounds of "loss of trust" in him. The cabinet unanimously rubber-stamped Bar's firing.

The prime minister appoints the head of the security service, but the post is nonpartisan--and this is the first time in Israel's history that a Shin Bet director has been fired. Opposition parties, civil-society groups, ex-generals, and other citizens filed suit, asking the supreme court to block Bar's dismissal. The attorney general (which in Israel is an independent legal position, not a cabinet member), Gali Baharav Miara, took their side, and the cabinet hired a celebrity private attorney to argue its case.

Read: Netanyahu's other war

The court told Baharav Miara and Netanyahu to submit affidavits to back up their cases. On Tuesday, minutes before the court's deadline, the attorney general's legal team filed two statements from Bar: the eight-pager, addressed to the public as well as the court, and a longer secret one, with classified documents as supporting evidence to be seen by only the justices and Netanyahu. Netanyahu has received an extension until Sunday to file his testimony.

Whatever Bar put in the secret document, the public one was immediately explosive. Netanyahu's "loss of trust," Bar asserted, was rooted in "an expectation of personal loyalty on my part to the prime minister." One trigger for dismissal, Bar wrote, was the "Qatargate" probe--which followed on an earlier investigation of the same Netanyahu aides for leaking a top-secret military-intelligence document in an alleged bid to turn Israeli public opinion against a hostage deal.

Both cases raised "most serious suspicions of grievous harm to national security." The Qatar scandal, in particular, suggested the possibility that individuals "employed by a country supporting Hamas were to be found in the inner sanctum of Israeli decision-making," Bar wrote. Dismissing the Shin Bet director in the midst of this investigation would send "a severely chilling message to the agency and to other investigative bodies." This effect, Bar's testimony implied, was one purpose of his firing.

Another, he suggested, was tied to Netanyahu's trial on corruption charges. The Shin Bet, like the U.S. Secret Service, is charged with the personal protection of top officials. "The prime minister pressured me, unusually, again and again," Bar wrote, to provide a determination that Netanyahu had to avoid public appearances and "exposure to missile attacks," and so could not appear in court and testify. That, Bar asserted, would "not have made it possible to conduct the trial." Netanyahu even had a document prepared, phrased as if Bar had written it, for the agency chief to sign.

Bar refused. Netanyahu has been appearing on the witness stand.

Though Netanyahu's decision to remove Bar is recent, Bar's statement suggests that tensions between the two men may go back as far as two years. Shortly after the current government assumed power in 2023, Justice Minister Yariv Levin announced a "judicial reform"--in fact, a constitutional revolution to free the government from constraints on its power. The plan set off a wave of protests, in which hundreds of thousands of people filled Tel Aviv streets weekly and held smaller demonstrations outside Netanyahu's residence and other ministers' homes.

Read: Why 70 percent of Israelis want Netanyahu to resign

Netanyahu expressed "his expectation that the Shin Bet would act" against "citizens involved in protests," provide information about activists, and investigate who was funding the demonstrations, Bar writes. In "more than a few cases," Netanyahu raised the subject after a meeting had concluded, and after asking his military secretary and a stenographer to leave the room. Documenting every word exchanged between the prime minister and the Shin Bet director is reportedly an established practice, meant to prevent the abuse of the agency's powers.

One of the agency's tasks, Bar notes, is preventing subversion. But according to criteria set by the supreme court, subversion must involve secretive, illegal activity with the potential for violence. "I refused to use the Shin Bet's powers ... in a manner that could violate the right of legitimate protest," Bar wrote.

One conversation about the protests crystallizes Bar's complaint--that Netanyahu wanted the Shin Bet to be loyal to him, not to democratic norms or the rule of law, and to act against his opponents. In it, Netanyahu raised the possibility of a constitutional crisis--a situation in which the government would defy the Supreme Court.

"It was made clear to me," Bar states, that in the case of such a crisis, "I must obey the prime minister and not the High Court."

The details of this exchange, Bar said, are in his secret testimony. Indeed, the key problem with his public affidavit is that so much of the evidence for his allegations remains out of public view.

The Shin Bet chief's sudden status as a hero of resistance to Netanyahu is pregnant with irony. Bar has repeatedly admitted that he shares responsibility for the intelligence failure that allowed Hamas to attack on October 7, 2023. Since then, he has also participated in top-level decision making about Israel's response, including the war in Gaza, which has produced so much civilian death and suffering. And he waited until after his dismissal to speak out, which critics could see as raising questions about his motives.

Moreover, the Shin Bet would be an unlikely candidate for a democracy prize. It enjoys wide powers of surveillance. With judicial permission, it can prevent suspects in security cases from meeting with their lawyers. It plays a crucial role in preventing terror attacks--but also in maintaining the occupation of the West Bank.

Yet Bar's professional record is precisely what makes the repetition of the word refuse in his affidavit a model for other state officials--in Israel, the United States, and other democracies under threat.

Until Bar rose to the top of the Shin Bet, publishing his name--like that of any other agency staffer--was illegal. Even in his affidavit, he seems uncomfortable putting himself at the center of the issue: "It is not with an easy heart that I have put this account before the court," he wrote. "I have served the State of Israel for nearly 35 years ... I am not accustomed to legal proceedings."

Bar is an establishment man, the product of a hierarchical organization built on anonymity and loyalty to the state. Had he accepted Netanyahu's claim to be the state, Israel would be closer to dictatorship. But he rejected that claim.

Read: Netanyahu doesn't want the truth to come out

Six hours after Bar's document was released, Netanyahu posted a response on social media. Nearly half is devoted to shifting all blame for October 7 to Bar, absolving himself. The prime minister claims that Bar started the Qatargate investigation after he knew he'd be fired, as an effort to prevent this.

Netanyahu denies that he tried to postpone his trial, and he accuses Bar of failing to deal with incitement in 2023. He does not address the charge that he asked Bar to obey him, rather than the supreme court, in a showdown. But only on Sunday, when he files his affidavit, will it be clear which claims he is willing to make under potential penalty of perjury.

The supreme court could render a decision on whether Bar remains in office, and for how long, based on technical issues. But Bar explicitly asks the court to make a decision on principle--a "judicial determination of the essence of the role" of the Shin Bet director. In either case, if the justices overturn or delay Bar's dismissal, the next question will be whether Netanyahu will obey the decision or ignite a constitutional showdown--and, in the latter case, how the public responds, and what side other government officials take.

Bar's stand is not sufficient in itself to stop a self-coup. But in a conflict between a leader and a democratic system, he has demonstrated where the allegiance of public officials must lie.
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        Photos of the Week: Pony Run, Corgi Race, Rocket War

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	April 25, 2025

            	28 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Mourners of Pope Francis gathered at the Vatican, scenes from the the second weekend of Coachella 2025, a humanoid-robot half-marathon in China, a wildfire in Nebraska, a "Big Wheel" Easter race in San Francisco, and much more


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A woman holds a child in her arms as they both look up toward the ornate ceiling of a basilica.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Caretaker Ellie Gifford holds Joseph Mathews in her arms as they look up at the ceiling of the Basilica of the National Shrine of the Immaculate Conception in the wake of the the death of Pope Francis, on April 21, 2025, in Washington, D.C.
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                [image: People dance outside in traditional Ukrainian clothing.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People in traditional Ukrainian clothes perform folk dances during celebrations of Orthodox Easter at the Museum of Folk Architecture and Life in Lviv, Ukraine, on April 20, 2025.
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                [image: A woman walks among tulips with an umbrella.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman walks among the tulips in Amsterdam on April 16, 2025.
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                [image: A person wearing an unusual rabbit costume races down a road on a curving hill atop a makeshift wheeled platform.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dozens of contestants attend the "Bring Your Own Big Wheel" Race on Easter Sunday on Potrero Hill in San Francisco on April 20, 2025.
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                [image: Two people in a hippo costume walk past people preparing for a boat race.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A costume portraying a hippopotamus is seen during a pirogue race at the Fesmamas Festival in Markala, Mali, on April 19, 2025.
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                [image: An over-under view of a horse walking through chest-deep water, its legs seen on the sand underwater.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person leads a horse into the Mediterranean Sea near Hadera, Israel, on April 19, 2025.
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                [image: A person prays while standing in in churning water near a shore.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A church elder prays while standing in the surf during a Good Friday baptism ceremony in Durban, South Africa, on April 18, 2025.
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                [image: Two children light candles in a church.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Children light candles during a blessing of traditional Easter food baskets on Holy Saturday, in the Holy Ascension Church in Kharkiv, Ukraine, on April 19, 2025.
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                [image: People wearing white costumes with tall conical hats and masks carry candles in a procession.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Penitents of the Jesus Yacente ("Reclining Christ") brotherhood take part in a procession during Holy Week in the northwestern Spanish city of Zamora on the night of April 17, 2025.
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                [image: Small rockets leave many streaks of light, blasting from an unseen church at lower left, toward a rival church at right.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fiery streaks of handmade rockets light up the night sky over the village of Vrontados on the Greek island of Chios, as two rival congregations engage in a traditional "rocket war" to celebrate Easter on April 20, 2025. Thousands of fireworks were launched between the Saint Markos and Panagia Erithiani churches, turning the solemn resurrection night into a spectacle of light and sound.
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                [image: People run for cover as a plume of dirt and smoke rises above tents at a camp for displaced people, following an air strike.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People run for cover as a plume of dirt and smoke rises above tents at a camp for displaced Palestinians in northern Khan Younis in the southern Gaza Strip, during an Israeli strike, on April 19, 2025.
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                [image: A person appears to call out as they walk through piles of rubble following a missile strike.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Rescuers and civilians work to pull victims from the rubble of a Russian missile strike on a residential building, resulting in at least two deaths and 54 injuries, on April 24, 2025, in Kyiv, Ukraine.
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                [image: The hands and faces of many people are seen through the bars of a tall fence.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Devotees are pictured as large crowds gather to enter the Temple of the Tooth for a public exposition of the sacred Tooth relic of the Buddha in Kandy, Sri Lanka, on April 18, 2025.
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                [image: People walk on a path past bluebells that cover the forest floor.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People walk through a woodland covered in bluebells in the Chiltern Hills near Berkhamsted, England, on April 20, 2025.
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                [image: Donald Trump holds up a collectors card depicting his assassination attempt, at a table surrounded by children.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                President Donald Trump holds up a collectors card that depicts him following the July 2024 assassination attempt, during the Easter Egg Roll on the South Lawn of the White House on April 21, 2025, in Washington, D.C.
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                [image: A half-dozen corgis wearing numbered jerseys race on a grassy track.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Corgis take part in a race at the Corgi Derby at Musselburgh Race Course in Musselburgh, Scotland, on April 19, 2025.
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                [image: A person dressed as the Easter Bunny pulls an empty cart along a meadow.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person dressed as the Easter Bunny pulls an empty cart along a meadow in Bad Worishofen, Germany, after distributing eggs on April 21, 2025.
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                [image: People stand on a footbridge over water in a park surrounded by illuminated cherry blossom trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cherry blossoms are lit up at Hirosaki Park in Aomori Prefecture, Japan, on April 22, 2025.
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                [image: A miniature replica of the Statue of Liberty stands atop an old bridge support in a river.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A miniature replica of the Statue of Liberty is seen in the Dauphin Narrows stretch of the Susquehanna River in Dauphin, Pennsylvania, on April 24, 2025.
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                [image: A performer sings on stage while standing on a platform above a giant sculpture of a human face with an open mouth.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Megan Thee Stallion performs during the 2025 Coachella Valley Music and Arts Festival on April 20, 2025, in Indio, California.
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                [image: A performer walks across an outdoor stage in front of a crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Bobby Vylan performs during the second weekend of Coachella 2025 on April 20, 2025.
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                [image: A person, dressed as a humanoid robot, posing for photographs]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A vlogger who dressed up to look like a humanoid robot poses at a Shanghai auto show on April 24, 2025.
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                [image: Several human minders trot along behind a humanoid robot as it runs in a race.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A robot and its engineers run in a humanoid-robot half-marathon in Beijing on April 19, 2025.
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                [image: Two people run on a beach, each leading a small pony.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ben Wilkes leads Gucci (left) and Diane Livingston leads Vivienne as they run along 90 Mile Beach during the final day of the Great North Gallop on April 21, 2025, in Houhora, New Zealand. Set against the backdrop of Northland's wild beaches and dense forests, the Born to Run Great Northern Gallop is a fundraising 100-kilometer multiday adventure race, where participants run or walk alongside miniature ponies.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Fiona Goodall / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Smoke rises from a distant fire under a cloudy sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the Plum Creek Fire as it burned in north-central Nebraska. The fire reportedly began Monday as a prescribed burn but got out of control, scorching more than 6,000 acres.
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                [image: A shepherd walks with a herd of goats in a snow-covered mountain valley.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A shepherd leads a herd of pashmina goats to grazing grounds during snowfall on the Changthang Plateau in eastern Ladakh in India, on April 19, 2025.
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                People line up as they enter St. Peter's Basilica in the Vatican to pay their respects to Pope Francis lying in state on April 24, 2025.
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                [image: A half-dozen mourners are seen sitting on the ground among lit candles.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Catholics mourn Pope Francis on April 24, 2025, at the Esplanade of Tasitolu in Dili, East Timor, where the Pope held a mass in September of last year.
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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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I've Seen How This Plays Out for Ukraine

Appeasement won't stop Putin.

by Tetiana Kotelnykova




A few days ago, my phone buzzed with a message from a friend. She was sheltering in a parking lot during a Russian air strike and wanted to know if I'd seen the news: America was pressuring Ukraine to cede Crimea to Russia. I replied and waited for a follow-up. None came.

I tried to picture where she was--perhaps a strip mall at the edge of town. Faded signs, broken glass, cracked pavement. Where people once bought groceries, now they take refuge from missiles. As I write this, I still don't know if she made it out of that parking lot alive.

The news she shared didn't surprise me. By now, I don't expect anything else.

Vladimir Putin annexed Crimea, Ukraine's southern peninsula, in 2014, when I was 14 years old. Crimea felt far away from my home in Horlivka, in the eastern Ukrainian region of Donetsk, where I was studying for a history exam. I never made it to that test.

Within weeks, there were shouts outside our house, air strikes overhead, and deafening crowds. A colonel in Russia's Federal Security Service appeared. He and a group of armed men took over local government buildings, set up checkpoints, and declared the creation of the so-called Donetsk and Luhansk People's Republics. At the time I didn't fully understand what that meant--just that something had changed, and we were expected to accept it.

Read: Heads, Ukraine loses. Tails, Russia wins.

Outside powers made statements affirming Ukraine's sovereignty and criticizing Russia's actions; America and the European Union imposed sanctions. And all the while, Russia's foreign minister, Sergey Lavrov, and U.S. Secretary of State John Kerry discussed a diplomatic solution. Russia was occupying our land and backing armed separatists, but Ukraine was told to negotiate.

Then Russian-backed forces moved further into eastern Ukraine, and the cycle repeated: statements, warnings, sanctions.

Eight years later, in 2022, Russia invaded again. I was living in Kyiv when it started. This time, the war reached the capital.

For nearly half my life, I've been displaced. I've lost people. I've watched Russia take what it wanted, and I've watched the world redraw the lines afterward. Now, after all these years and all this bloodshed, Ukraine is once again being asked to accept the idea that Crimea belongs to Russia.  

The Trump administration's proposed agreement would recognize Russia's illegal annexation and freeze the war's front lines. But nothing I've lived through suggests this would be the end of it. Each concession has been followed by another demand. Every new border has eventually been redrawn. Crimea wasn't the end. Neither was Donetsk. Neither was Mariupol. It's not difficult to see what comes next.

Still, some insist this is a reasonable compromise. That we should accept the loss of Crimea for the sake of peace. That Ukraine should be "realistic." From this side of the war, the plan feels like something else entirely.

 Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky has said that Ukraine will refuse to recognize Crimea as Russian: "There's nothing to talk about here. This is against our constitution." In response, U.S. President Donald Trump blamed Zelensky for prolonging the war and said that Crimea's return "is not even a point of discussion." If Ukraine wants the territory back, Trump asked, "why didn't they fight for it eleven years ago when it was handed over to Russia without a shot being fired?"

Read: Trump's plan to sell out Ukraine to Russia

Trump's words made clear to Russia that it has the upper hand, and now there are no limits to how far it will go. Drawing a line requires strength, not appeasement. Strength is the only thing Putin respects--the only thing he understands.

Having lived through both phases of Russia's war, I've seen that the more Russia is allowed to take, the more it will demand. I've learned how quickly lives can vanish--and how slowly the world reacts. I've reported from towns where people waited for the next wave of shelling with practiced calm. I've met families who moved again and again to avoid death. I've visited schools turned into shelters and walked through cities that once looked like mine but now exist only in memory.

What's happening to Ukraine isn't just about Ukraine. Every line redrawn here makes lines easier to redraw somewhere else. Ukraine sees clearly now that appeasement doesn't end these kinds of wars. It just moves them.
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The Great Language Flattening

Chatbots learned from human writing. Now it's their turn to influence us.

by Victoria Turk




In at least one crucial way, AI has already won its campaign for global dominance. An unbelievable volume of synthetic prose is published every moment of every day--heaping piles of machine-written news articles, text messages, emails, search results, customer-service chats, even scientific research.



Chatbots learned from human writing. Now the influence may run in the other direction. Some people have hypothesized that the proliferation of generative-AI tools such as ChatGPT will seep into human communication, that the terse language we use when prompting a chatbot may lead us to dispose of any niceties or writerly flourishes when corresponding with friends and colleagues. But there are other possibilities. Jeremy Nguyen, a senior researcher at Swinburne University of Technology, in Australia, ran an experiment last year to see how exposure to AI-generated text might change the way people write. He and his colleagues asked 320 people to write a post advertising a sofa for sale on a secondhand marketplace. Afterward, the researchers showed the participants what ChatGPT had written when given the same prompt, and they asked the subjects to do the same task again. The responses changed dramatically.



"We didn't say, 'Hey, try to make it better, or more like GPT,'" Nguyen told me. Yet "more like GPT" is essentially what happened: After the participants saw the AI-generated text, they became more verbose, drafting 87 words on average versus 32.7 in the first round. The full results of the experiment are yet to be published or peer-reviewed, but it's an intriguing finding. Text generators tend to write long, even when the prompt is curt. Might people be influenced by this style, rather than the language they use when typing to a chatbot?

Read: The words that stop ChatGPT in its tracks

AI-written text is baked into software that millions, if not billions, of people use every day. Even if you don't use ChatGPT, Gemini, Claude, or any of the other popular text-generating tools, you will inevitably be on the receiving end of emails, documents, and marketing materials that have been compiled with their assistance. Gmail offers some users an integrated AI tool that starts drafting responses before any fingers hit the keys. Last year, Apple launched Apple Intelligence, which includes AI features on Macs, iPhones, and iPads such as writing assistance across apps and a "smart reply" function in the Mail app. Writing on the internet is now more likely than even a year or two ago to be a blended product--the result of a human using AI somewhere in the drafting or refining phase while making subtle tweaks themselves. "And so that might be a way for patterns to get laundered, in effect," Emily M. Bender, a computational-linguistics professor at the University of Washington, told me.



Bender, a well-known critic of AI who helped coin the term stochastic parrots, does not use AI text generators on ethical grounds. "I'm not interested in reading something that nobody said," she told me. The issue, of course, is that knowing if something was written by AI is becoming harder and harder. People are sensitive to patterns in language--you may have noticed yourself switching accents or using different words depending on whom you're speaking to--but "what we do with those patterns depends a lot on how we perceive who's saying them," Bender told me. You might not be moved to emulate AI, but you could be more susceptible to picking up its linguistic quirks if they appear to come from a respected source. Interacting with ChatGPT is one thing; receiving a ChatGPT-influenced email from a highly esteemed colleague is another.



Language evolves constantly, and advances in technology have long shaped the way people communicate (lol, anyone?). These influences are not necessarily good or bad, although technological developments have often helped to make language and communication more accessible: Most people see the invention of the printing press as a welcome development from longhand writing. LLMs follow in this vein--it's never been easier to turn your thoughts into flowing prose, regardless of your view on the quality of the output.



Recent technological advances have generally inspired or even demanded concision--many text messages and social-media posts have explicit character limits, for instance. As a general rule, language works on the principle that effort increases with length; five paragraphs require more work than two sentences for the sender to write and the receiver to read. But AI tools could upset this balance, Simon Kirby, a professor of language evolution at the University of Edinburgh, told me. "What happens when you have a machine where the cost of sending 10,000 words is the same or roughly the same as the cost of sending 1,000?" he said.



Kirby offered me a hypothetical: One person may give an AI tool a few bullet points to turn into a lengthy, professional-sounding email, only for the recipient to immediately use another tool to summarize the prose before reading. "Essentially, we've come up with a protocol where the machines are using flowery, formal language to send very long versions of very short, encapsulated messages that the humans are using," he said.

Read: The end of foreign-language education

Beyond length, the linguists I spoke with speculated that the proliferation of AI writing could lead to a new form of language. "It's pretty easy to imagine that English will become more standardized to whatever the standard of these language models is," said Jill Walker Rettberg, a professor of digital culture at the University of Bergen's Center for Digital Narrative, in Norway. This already happens to an extent with automated spelling- and grammar-checkers, which nudge users to adhere to whichever formulations they consider to be "correct." As AI tools become more commonplace, people may see their style as the template to follow, resulting in a greater homogenization of language: Just yesterday, Cornell University presented a study suggesting that this is happening already. In the experiment, an AI writing tool "caused Indian participants to write more like Americans, thereby homogenizing writing toward Western styles and diminishing nuances that differentiate cultural expression," the authors wrote.



Philip Seargeant, an applied linguist at the Open University in the U.K., told me that when students use AI tools inappropriately, their work reads a little too perfect, "but in a very bland and uninteresting way." Kirby says that AI text lacks the errors or awkwardness he'd expect in student essays and has an "uncanny valley" feel. "It does have that kind of feeling [that] there's nothing behind the eyes," he said.



Several linguists I spoke with suggested that the proliferation of AI-written or -mediated text may spark a countermovement. Perhaps some people will rebel, leaning into their own linguistic mannerisms in order to differentiate themselves. Bender imagines people turning off AI features or purposely choosing synonyms when prompted to use certain words, as an act of defiance. Kirby told me he already sees some of his students taking pride in not using AI writing tools. "There is a way in which that will become the kind of valorized way of writing," he said. "It'll be the real deal, and it'll be obvious, because you'll deliberately lean into your idiosyncrasies as a writer." Rettberg compares it to choosing handmade goods over cheap, factory-made fare: Rather than losing value as a result of the AI wave, human writing may be appreciated even more, taking on an artisanal quality.



Ultimately, as language continues to evolve, AI tools will be both setting trends and playing catch-up. Trained on existing data, they'll always be somewhat behind how people are using language today, even as they influence it. In fact, we may end up with AI tools evolving language separately to humans, Kirby said. Large language models are usually trained on text from the internet, and the more AI-generated text ends up permeating the web, the more these tools may end up being trained on their own output and embedding their own linguistic styles. For Kirby, this is fascinating. "We might find that these models start going off and taking the language that's produced with them in a particular direction that may be different from the direction language would have evolved in if it had been passed from human to human," he said. This, he believes, is what could set generative AI apart from other technological advances when it comes to impact on language: "We've inadvertently created something that could itself be culturally evolving."
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American Panopticon

The Trump administration is pooling data on Americans. Experts fear what comes next.

by Ian Bogost, Charlie Warzel




If you have tips about DOGE and its data collection, you can contact Ian and Charlie on Signal at @ibogost.47 and @cwarzel.92.



If you were tasked with building a panopticon, your design might look a lot like the information stores of the U.S. federal government--a collection of large, complex agencies, each making use of enormous volumes of data provided by or collected from citizens.



The federal government is a veritable cosmos of information, made up of constellations of databases: The IRS gathers comprehensive financial and employment information from every taxpayer; the Department of Labor maintains the National Farmworker Jobs Program (NFJP) system, which collects the personal information of many workers; the Department of Homeland Security amasses data about the movements of every person who travels by air commercially or crosses the nation's borders; the Drug Enforcement Administration tracks license plates scanned on American roads. And that's only a minuscule sampling. More obscure agencies, such as the recently gutted Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, keep records of corporate trade secrets, credit reports, mortgage information, and other sensitive data, including lists of people who have fallen on financial hardship.



A fragile combination of decades-old laws, norms, and jungly bureaucracy has so far prevented repositories such as these from assembling into a centralized American surveillance state. But that appears to be changing. Since Donald Trump's second inauguration, Elon Musk and the Department of Government Efficiency have systematically gained access to sensitive data across the federal government, and in ways that people in several agencies have described to us as both dangerous and disturbing. Despite DOGE's stated mission, little efficiency seems to have been achieved. Now a new phase of Trump's project is under way: Not only are individual agencies being breached, but the information they hold is being pooled together. The question is Why? And what does the administration intend to do with it?




In March, President Trump issued an executive order aiming to eliminate the data silos that keep everything separate. Historically, much of the data collected by the government had been heavily compartmentalized and secured; even for those legally authorized to see sensitive data, requesting access for use by another government agency is typically a painful process that requires justifying what you need, why you need it, and proving that it is used for those purposes only. Not so under Trump.



This is a perilous moment. Rapid technological advances over the past two decades have made data shedding ubiquitous--whether it comes from the devices everyone carries or the platforms we use to communicate with the world. As a society, we produce unfathomable quantities of information, and that information is easier to collect than ever before.




The government has tons of it, some of which is obvious--names, addresses, and census data--and much of which may surprise you. Consider, say, a limited tattoo database, created in 2014 by the National Institute of Standards and Technology, and distributed to multiple institutions for the purpose of training software systems to recognize common tattoos associated with gangs and criminal organizations. The FBI has its own "Next Generation Identification" biometric and criminal-history database program; the agency also has a facial-recognition apparatus capable of matching people against more than 640 million photos--a database made up of driver's license and passport photos, as well as mug shots. The Social Security Administration keeps a master earnings file, which contains the "individual earnings histories for each of the 350+ million Social Security numbers that have been assigned to workers." Other government databases contain secret whistleblower data. At the Department of Veterans Affairs, you'll find granular mental-health information on former service members, including notes from therapy sessions, details about medication, and accounts of substance abuse. Government agencies including the IRS, the FBI, DHS, and the Department of Defense have all purchased cellphone-location data, and possibly collected them too, via secretive groups such as the National Geospatial-Intelligence Agency. That means the government has at least some ability to map or re-create the past everyday movements of some American citizens. This is hardly even a cursory list of what is publicly known.

Advancements in artificial intelligence promise to turn this unwieldy mass of data and metadata into something easily searchable, politically weaponizable, and maybe even profitable. DOGE is reportedly attempting to build a "master database" of immigrant data to aid in deportations; NIH Director Jay Bhattacharya has floated the possibility of an autism registry (though the administration quickly walked it back). America already has all the technology it needs to build a draconian surveillance society--the conditions for such a dystopia have been falling into place slowly over time, waiting for the right authoritarian to come along and use it to crack down on American privacy and freedom.



But what can an American authoritarian, or his private-sector accomplices, do with all the government's data, both alone and combined with data from the private sector? To answer this question, we spoke with former government officials who have spent time in these systems and who know what information these agencies collect and how it is stored.



To a person, these experts are alarmed about the possibilities for harm, graft, and abuse. Today, they argued, Trump is targeting law firms, but DOGE data could allow him to target individual Americans at scale. For instance, they described how the government, aside from providing benefits, is also a debt collector on all kinds of federal loans. Those who struggle to repay, they said, could be punished beyond what's possible now, by having professional licenses revoked or having their wages or bank accounts frozen.



Musk has long dreamed of an "everything app" that would combine banking, shopping, communication, and all other human affairs. Such a project would entail holding and connecting all the information those activities produce. Even if Musk were to step back from DOGE, he or his agents may still possess data they collected or gained access to in the organization's ongoing federal-data heist. (Musk did not respond to emailed questions about this, nor any others we posed for this story.)



These data could also allow the government or, should they be shared, its private-sector allies to target big swaths of the population based on a supposed attribute or trait. Maybe you have information from background checks or health studies that allows you to punish people who have seen a therapist for mental illness. Or to terminate certain public benefits to anybody who has ever shown income above a particular threshold, claiming that they obviously don't need public benefits because they once made a high salary. A pool of government data is especially powerful when combined with private-sector data, such as extremely comprehensive mobile-phone geolocation data. These actors could make inferences about actions, activities, or associates of almost anybody perceived as a government critic or dissident. These instances are hypothetical, but the government's current use of combined data in service of deportations--and its refusal to offer credible evidence of wrongdoing for some of those deported--suggests that the administration is willing to use these data for its political aims.



Harrison Fields, a spokesperson for the White House, confirmed that DOGE is combining data that it has collected across agencies, but he did not respond to individual questions about which data it has or how it plans to safeguard citizens' private information. "DOGE has been instrumental in enhancing data accuracy and streamlining internal processes across the federal government," Fields told us in an emailed statement. "Through data sharing between agencies, departments are collaborating to identify fraud and prevent criminals from exploiting hardworking American taxpayers."



For decades, government data have been both an asset and a liability, used and occasionally abused in service of its citizens or national security. Under Trump and DOGE, the proposition for the data's use has been flipped. The sensitive and extensive collective store of information may still benefit some American citizens, but it is also being exploited to satisfy the whims and grievances of the president of the United States.




Trump and DOGE are not just undoing decades of privacy measures. They appear to be ignoring that they were ever written. Over and over, the federal experts we spoke with insisted that the very idea of connecting federal data is anathema. An employee in senior leadership at USAID told us that the systems operate on their own platforms with no interconnectivity by design. "There's almost no data sharing between agencies," said one former senior government technologist. That's a good thing for privacy, but it makes it harder for agencies to work together for citizens' benefit.



On occasions when sharing must happen, the Privacy Act of 1974 requires what's called a Computer Matching Agreement, a written contract that establishes the terms of such sharing and to protect personal information in the process. A CMA is "a real pain in the ass," according to the official, just one of the ways the government discourages information swapping as a default mode of operation. According to the USAID employee, workers in one agency do not and cannot even hold badges that grant them access to another agency--in part to prevent them from having access to an outside location where they might happen upon and exfiltrate information. So you can understand why someone with a stated mission to improve government efficiency might train their attention on centralizing government data--but you can also understand why there are rigorous rules that prevent that from happening. (The Privacy Act was passed to curtail abuses of power such as those exhibited in the Watergate and COINTELPRO scandals, in which the government conducted illegal surveillance against its citizens.)



The former technologist, who worked for the Biden administration, described a system he had tried to facilitate building at the General Services Administration that would provide agencies with income information in order to verify eligibility for various benefits, such as SNAP, Medicaid, and Pell Grants. A simple, basic service to verify income, available only to federal and state agencies that really needed it, seemed like it would be an easy success.




It never happened. (The former federal technologist blamed "enormous legal obstacles," including the Privacy Act itself, policies at the Office of Management and Budget, and various court rulings.) The IRS even maintains an API--a way for computers to talk to one another--built to give the banking industry a way to verify someone's income, for example to underwrite a mortgage application. But using that service inside the government--even though it was made by the federal government--was forbidden. The best option for agencies who wanted to do this was to ask citizens to prove their eligibility, or to pay a private vendor such as Equifax, which can leverage the full power of data brokering and other commercial means of acquiring information, to confirm it.



Even without regulatory hurdles, intermingling data may not be as straightforward as it seems. "Data isn't what you'd imagine," Erie Meyer, a founder of the U.S. Digital Service and the chief technologist for multiple agencies, including the CFPB, told us. "Sometimes it's hard-paper information. It's a mess." Just because a federal agency holds certain information in documents, files, or records doesn't mean that information is easily accessed, retrieved, or used. Your tax returns contain lots of information, including the charities to which you might have contributed and the companies that might have paid you as an employee or contractor. But in their normal state--as fields in the various schedules of your tax return, say--those data are not designed to be easily isolated and queried as if they were posts on social media.



An American surveillance society that fully stitched together the data the government already possesses would require officials to upend the existing rules, policies, and laws that protect sensitive information about Americans.



To this end, DOGE has strong-armed its way into federal agencies; intimidated, steamrolled, and fired many of their workers; entered their IT systems; and accessed some unknown quantity of the data they store. DOGE removes the safeguards that have protected controls for access, logs for activity, and of course the information itself. Borrowing language from IT management, the senior USAID employee called DOGE a kind of permission structure for privacy abuse.



But the federal technologist added something else: "We worship at the altar of tech." Many Americans have at least a grudging respect for the private tech industry, which has changed the world, and quickly--a sharp contrast to the careful, if slow-moving, government. Booting out the bureaucrats in favor of technologists may look to some like liberation from mediocrity, even if it may lead to repression.




Musk has said that his goal with DOGE is to serve his country. He says he wants to "end the tyranny of bureaucracy." But around Washington, people are asking one another what he really wants with all those data. Keys to the federal dataverse could, for example, be extremely useful to a highly ambitious man who is aggressively trying to win the AI race.



We already know that Musk's people have access to large swaths of information from federal agencies--what we don't know is what they've copied, exfiltrated, or otherwise taken with them. In theory, this material, whether usable together or not, could be recombined with other identifying information from private companies for all kinds of purposes. There has been speculation already that it could be fed into third-party large language models to train them or make the information more usable (Musk's xAI has its own model, Grok); outside firms could use their own technologies to make sense of disparate sets of data, as well. Such approaches, the federal workers told us, could make it easier to turn previously obfuscated information, such as the individual elements of a tax return, into something to be mined.



Tech companies already collect as much information as possible not because they know exactly what it's good for, but because they believe and assume--correctly--that it can provide value for them. They can and do use the data to target advertising, segment customers, perform customer-behavior analysis, carry out predictive analytics or forecasting, optimize resources or supply chains, assess security or fraud risk, make real-time business decisions and, these days, train AI models. The central concept of the so-called Big Data era is that data are an asset; they can be licensed, sold, and combined with other data for further use. In this sense, DOGE is the logical end point of the Big Data movement.

Collecting and then assembling data in the industrial way--just to have them in case they might be useful--would represent a huge and disturbing shift for the government. So much so that the federal workers we spoke with struggled even to make sense of the idea. They insisted that the government has always tried to serve the people rather than exploit them. And yet, this reversal matches the Trump transactional ethos perfectly--turning How can we serve our fellow Americans? into What's in it for us?



Us, in this case, isn't even the government, let alone your fellow Americans. It's Trump's business concerns; the private-sector ones that have supplicated to him; the interests of his friends and allies, including Musk, and other loyalists who enter their orbits. Once the laws, rules, and other safeguards that have prevented federal data from comingling fall away--and many of them already have in practice--previously firewalled federal data can be combined with private data sets, such as those held by Trump allies or associates, tech companies who want to get on the administration's good side, or anyone else the administration can coerce.




Many Americans have felt resigned to the Big Data accrual of their information for years already. (Plenty of others simply don't understand the scope of what they've given up, or don't care.) Data breaches became banal--including at Equifax and even inside the government at the Office of Personnel Management. Some private firms, such as Palantir, already hold lucrative government data-intelligence contracts. As Wired recently reported, ICE cannot track "self-deportations" in near-real time--but Palantir can. Lisa Gordon, Palantir's head of global communications, told us that the company does not "own, collect, sell or provide any data to our customers--government or commercial," and that clients are ultimately in control of their information. However, she also added that Palantir "is accredited to secure a customer's data to the highest standards of data privacy and classification." Theoretically, even if federal data are stored by a third-party contractor, they are protected legally and contractually. But such guarantees might no longer matter if the government deems its own privacy laws irrelevant. Public data sets could become a gold mine if sold to private parties, though there is no evidence this is taking place.



The thought that the government would centralize or even give away citizen data for private use is scandalous. But it's also, in a way, expected. The Vietnam War and Watergate gave Americans reasons to believe that the government can't be trusted. The Cold War issued a constant, decades-long threat of annihilation and the necessary surveillance to avoid it. The War on Terror extended the logic into the 21st century. Optical, recording, and then computer technologies arose, offering new ways to watch the public. During the 2010s, Edward Snowden's NSA surveillance leaks took place, and the Facebook-Cambridge Analytica scandal was brewing. By then, the 20th-century assumption that U.S. intelligence agencies were running mind-control experiments, infiltrating and disrupting civil-rights groups, or carrying out surreptitious missions at home like they do abroad had been fully internalized, and fused with the suspicion that Google, Facebook, Amazon, and Walmart were--in their own ways--following suit.




Earlier this month, The Washington Post reported that government agencies are combining data that are normally siloed so that identifying undocumented immigrants would be easier. At the Department of Labor, DOGE has gained access to sensitive data about immigrants and farmworkers, Wired reported. This and other reporting shows that DOGE seems to be particularly interested in finding ways to "cross-reference datasets and leverage access to sensitive SSA systems to effectively cut immigrants off from participating in the economy," according to Wired.



A worst-case scenario is easy to imagine. Some of this information could be useful simply for blackmail--medical diagnoses and notes, federal taxes paid, cancellation of debt. In a kleptocracy, such data could be used against members of Congress and governors, or anyone disfavored by the state. Think of it as a domesticated, systemetized version of kompromat--like opposition research on steroids: Hey, Wisconsin is considering legislation that would be harmful to us. There are four legislators on the fence. Query the database; tell me what we've got on them.



Say you want to arrest or detain somebody--activists, journalists, anyone seen as a political enemy--even if just to intimidate them. An endless data set is an excellent way to find some retroactive justification. Meyer told us that the CFPB keeps detailed data on consumer complaints--which could also double as a fantastic list of the citizens already successfully targeted for scams, or people whose financial problems could help bad actors compromise them or recruit them for dirty work. Similarly, FTC, SEC, or CFPB data, which include subpoenaed trade secrets gathered during long investigations, could offer the ability for motivated actors to conduct insider trading at previously unthinkable scale. The world's richest man may now have access to that information.



An authoritarian, surveillance-control state could be supercharged by mating exfiltrated, cleaned, and correlated government information with data from private stores, corporations who share their own data willingly or by force, data brokers, or other sources. What kind of actions could the government perform if it could combine, say, license plates seen at specific locations, airline passenger records, purchase histories from supermarket or drug-store loyalty cards, health-care patient records, DNS-lookup histories showing a person's online activities, and tax-return data?



It could, for example, target for harassment people who deducted charitable contributions to the Palestine Children's Relief Fund, drove or parked near mosques, and bought Halal-certified shampoos. It could intimidate citizens who reported income from Trump-antagonistic competitors or visited queer pornography websites. It could identify people who have traveled to Ukraine and also rely on prescription insulin, and then lean on insurance companies to deny their claims. These examples are all speculative and hypothetical, but they help demonstrate why Americans should care deeply about how the government intends to manage their private data.



A future, American version of the Chinese panopticon is not unimaginable, either: If the government could stop protests or dissent from happening in the first place by carrying out occasional crackdowns and arrests using available data, it could create a chilling effect. But even worse than a mirror of this particular flavor of authoritarianism is the possibility that it might never even need to be well built or accurate. These systems do not need to work properly to cause harm. Poorly combined data or hasty analysis by AI systems could upend the lives of people the government didn't even mean to target.



"Americans are required to give lots of sensitive data to the government--like information about someone's divorce to ensure child support is paid, or detailed records about their disability to receive Social Security Disability Insurance payments," Sarah Esty, a former senior adviser for technology and delivery at the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, told us. "They have done so based on faith that the government will protect that data, and confidence that only the people who are authorized and absolutely need the information to deliver the services will have access. If those safeguards are violated, even once, people will lose trust in the government, eroding its ability to run those services forever." All of us have left huge, prominent data trails across the government and the private sector. Soon, and perhaps already, someone may pick up the scent.
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AI Executives Promise Cancer Cures. Here's the Reality

The technology is genuinely useful for scientific discovery, but its applications are less dramatic than you might think.

by Matteo Wong




To hear Silicon Valley tell it, the end of disease is well on its way. Not because of oncology research or some solution to America's ongoing doctor shortage, but because of (what else?) advances in generative AI.



Demis Hassabis, a Nobel laureate for his AI research and the CEO of Google DeepMind, said on Sunday that he hopes that AI will be able to solve important scientific problems and help "cure all disease" within five to 10 years. Earlier this month, OpenAI released new models and touted their ability to "generate and critically evaluate novel hypotheses" in biology, among other disciplines. (Previously, OpenAI CEO Sam Altman had told President Donald Trump, "We will see diseases get cured at an unprecedented rate" thanks to AI.) Dario Amodei, a co-founder of Anthropic, wrote last fall that he expects AI to bring about the "elimination of most cancer."



These are all executives marketing their products, obviously, but is there even a kernel of possibility in these predictions? If generative AI could contribute in the slightest to such discoveries--as has been promised since the start of the AI boom--where would the technology and scientists using it even begin?



I've spent recent weeks speaking with scientists and executives at universities, major companies, and research institutions--including Pfizer, Moderna, and the Memorial Sloan Kettering Cancer Center--in an attempt to understand what the technology can (and cannot) do to advance their work. There's certainly a lot of hyperbole coming from the AI companies: Even if, tomorrow, an OpenAI or Google model proposed a drug that appeared credibly able to cure a single type of cancer, the medicine would require years of laboratory and human trials to prove its safety and efficacy in a real-world environment, which AI programs are nowhere near able to simulate. "There are traffic signs" for drug development, "and they are there for a good reason," Alex Zhavoronkov, the CEO of Insilico Medicine, a biotech company pioneering AI-driven drug design, told me.



Yet Insilico has also used AI to help design multiple drugs that have successfully cleared early trials. The AI models that made Hassabis a Nobel laureate, known as AlphaFold, are widely used by pharmaceutical and biomedical researchers. Generative AI, I've learned, has much to contribute to science, but its applications are unlikely to be as wide-ranging as its creators like to suggest--more akin to a faster engine than a self-driving car.



There are broadly two sorts of generative AI that are currently contributing to scientific and mathematical discovery. The first are essentially chatbots: tools that search, analyze, and synthesize scientific literature to produce useful reports. The dream is to eventually be able to ask such a program, in plain language, about a rare disease or unproven theorem and receive transformative insights. We're not there, and may never be. But even the bots that exist today, such as OpenAI's and Google's separate "Deep Research" products, have their uses. "Scientists use the tools that are out there for information processing and summarization," Rafael Gomez-Bombarelli, a chemist at MIT who applies AI to material design, told me. Instead of Googling for and reading 10 papers, you can ask Deep Research. "Everybody does that; that's an established win," he said.



Good scientists know to check the AI's work. Andrea Califano, a computational biologist at Columbia who studies cancer, told me he sought assistance from ChatGPT and DeepSeek while working on a recent manuscript, which is now a normal practice for him. But this time, "they came up with an amazing list with references, people, authors on the paper, publications, et cetera--and not one of them existed," Califano said. OpenAI has found that its most advanced models, o3 and o4-mini, are actually two to three times more likely to confidently assert falsehoods, or "hallucinate," than their predecessor, o1. (This was expected for o4-mini, because it was trained on less data, but OpenAI wrote in a technical report that "more research is needed to understand" why o3 hallucinates at such a high rate.) Even when AI research agents work perfectly, their strength is summary, not novelty. "What I don't think has worked" for these bots, Gomez-Bombarelli said, "is true, new reasoning for ideas." These programs, in some sense, can fail doubly: Trained to synthesize existing data and ideas, they invent; asked to invent, they struggle. (The Atlantic has a corporate partnership with OpenAI.)

Read: The man out to prove how dumb AI still is

To help temper--and harness--the tendency to hallucinate, newer AI systems are being positioned as collaborative tools that can help judge ideas. One such system, announced by Google researchers in February, is called the "AI co-scientist": a series of AI language models fine-tuned to research a problem, offer hypotheses, and evaluate them in a way somewhat analogous to how a team of human scientists would, Vivek Natarajan, an AI researcher at Google and a lead author on the paper presenting the AI co-scientist, told me. Similar to how chess-playing AI programs improved by playing against themselves, Natarajan said, the co-scientist comes up with hypotheses and then uses a "tournament of ideas" to rank which are of the highest quality. His hope is to give human scientists "superpowers," or at least a tool to more rapidly ideate and experiment.



The usefulness of those rankings could require months or years to verify, and the AI co-scientist, which is still being evaluated by human scientists, is for now limited to biomedical research. But some of its outputs have already shown promise. Tiago Costa, an infectious-disease researcher at Imperial College London, told me about a recent test he ran with the AI co-scientist. Costa and his team had made a breakthrough on an unsolved question about bacterial evolution, and they had not yet published the findings--so it could not be in the AI co-scientist's training data. He wondered whether Google's system could arrive at the breakthrough itself. Costa and his collaborators provided the AI co-scientist with a brief summary of the issue, some relevant citations, and the central question they had sought to answer. After running for two days, the system returned five relevant and testable hypotheses--and the top-ranked one matched the human team's key experimental results. The AI appeared to have proposed the same genuine discovery that they had made.



The system developed its top hypothesis with a simple rationale, drawing a link to another research area and coming to a conclusion the human team had taken years to arrive at. The humans had been "biased" by long-held assumptions about this particular phenomenon, Jose Penades, a microbiologist at ICL who co-led the research with Costa, told me. But the AI co-scientist, without such tunnel vision, had found the idea by drawing straightforward research connections. If they'd had this tool and hypothesis five years ago, he said, the research would have proceeded significantly faster. "It's quite frustrating for me to realize it was a very simple answer," Penades said. The system did not concoct a new paradigm or unheard-of notion--it just efficiently considered a large amount of information, which turned out to be good enough. With human scientists having already produced, and continuously producing, tremendous amounts of knowledge, perhaps the most useful AI will not automate that ability so much as complement it.



The second type of scientific AI aims, in a sense, to speak the language of biology. AlphaFold and similar programs are trained not on internet text but on experimental data, such as the three-dimensional structure of proteins and gene expression. These types of models quickly apply patterns drawn from more data than even a large team of human researchers could analyze in a lifetime. More traditional machine-learning algorithms have, of course, been used in this way for a long time, but generative AI could supercharge these tools, allowing scientists to find ways to repurpose an older drug for a different disease, or identify promising new receptors in the body to target with a therapy, to name two examples. These tools could substantially increase both "time efficiency and probability of success," Sriram Krishnaswami, the head of scientific affairs at Pfizer Oncology, told me. For instance, Pfizer has used an internal AI tool to identify two such targets that might help treat breast and prostate cancer, which are currently being tested.



Similarly, generative-AI tools can contribute to drug design by helping scientists more efficiently balance various molecular traits, side effects, or other factors before going to a lab or trial. The number of configurations and interactions for any possible drug is profoundly large: There are 10632 sequences of mRNA that could produce the spike protein used in COVID vaccines, Wade Davis, Moderna's head of digital for business, including the AI-product team, told me. That's dozens of orders of magnitude beyond the number of atoms in the universe. Generative AI could help substantially reduce the number of sequences worth exploring.



"Possibly there will never be a drug which is 'discovered' through AI," Pratyush Tiwary, a chemical physicist at the University of Maryland who uses AI methods, told me. "There are good companies that are working on it, but what AI will do is to help reduce the search space"--to reduce the number of possibilities scientists need to investigate on their own. These AI models are to biologists like a graphic calculator and drafting software are to an engineer: You can ideate faster, but you still have to build a bridge and confirm that it won't crumble before driving across it.



The ultimate achievement of AI, then, may just be to drastically improve scientific efficiency--not unlike chatbots already used in any number of normal office jobs. When considering "the whole drug-development life cycle, how do we compress time?" Anaeze Offodile II, the chief strategy officer at MSK, told me. AI technologies could shave years off of that life cycle, though still more years would remain. Offodile imagined a reduction "from 20 years to maybe 15 years," and Zhavoronkov, of Insilico, said that AI could "help you cut maybe three years" off the total process and increase the probability of success.



There are, of course, substantial limitations to these biological models' capabilities. For instance, though generative AI has been very successful in determining protein structure, similar programs frequently suggest small molecule structures that cannot actually be synthesized, Gomez-Bombarelli said. Perhaps the biggest bottleneck to using generative AI to revolutionize the life sciences--making useful predictions about not just the relatively constrained domain of how a protein will fold or bind to a specific receptor, but also the complex cascade of signals within and between cells across the body--is a scarcity of high-quality training data gathered from relevant biological experiments. "The most important thing is not to design the best algorithm," Califano said. "The most important thing is to ask the right question." The machines need knowledge to begin with that they cannot, at least for the foreseeable future, generate by themselves.



But perhaps they can with human collaborators. Gomez-Bombarelli is the chief science officer of materials at Lila Sciences, a start-up that has built a lab with equipment that can be directed by a combination of human scientists and generative AI, allowing models to test and refine hypotheses in a loop. Insilico has a similar robotic lab in China, and Califano is part of a global effort led by the Chan Zuckerberg Initiative to build an AI "virtual cell" that can simulate any number of human biological processes. Generating "novel" ideas is not really the main issue. "Hypotheses are cheap," Gomez-Bombarelli said. But "evaluating hypotheses costs millions of dollars."

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

Throwing data into a box and shaking it has yielded incredible results in processing human language, but that won't be enough to treat disease. Humans designing science-boosting AI models have to understand the problem, ask appropriate questions, and curate relevant data, then experimentally verify or refute any resultant AI system's outputs. The way to build AI for science, in other words, is to do some science.
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Tesla's Remarkably Bad Quarter Is Even Worse Than It Looks

Reality is catching up with Elon Musk.

by Patrick George




It's a rare thing to shoot yourself in the foot and win a marathon. For years, Elon Musk has managed to do something like that with Tesla, achieving monumental success in spite of a series of self-inflicted disasters. There was the time he heavily promoted the company's automated factory, only to later admit that its "crazy, complex network of conveyor belts" had thrown production of the Model 3 off track; and the time a tweet led him to be sued for fraud by the Securities and Exchange Commission; and the time he said that the Tesla team had "dug our own grave" with the massively delayed and overhyped Cybertruck. Tesla is nonetheless the most valuable car company in the world by a wide margin.



But luck runs out. Yesterday evening, Tesla reported first-quarter earnings for 2025, and they were abysmal: Profits dropped 71 percent from the same time last year. Musk sounded bitter on the call with investors that followed, blaming the company's misfortune on protesters who have raged at Tesla dealerships around the world over his role running DOGE and his ardent support of far-right politicians. "The protests that you'll see out there, they're very organized. They're paid for," he said, without evidence.



Then he pivoted. Although Musk described DOGE as "critical work," he said that his "time allocation" there "will drop significantly" next month, down to just one or two days a week. He's taking a big step back from politics and returning the bulk of his attention to Tesla, as even his most enthusiastic supporters have begged him to do. (Tesla did not immediately return a request for comment.)

Read: The Tesla revolt

One bad quarter won't doom Tesla, but it's unclear how, exactly, the company can move forward from here. Arguably, its biggest and most immediate problem is that electric-vehicle fans in America, who tend to lean left politically, do not want to buy Musk's cars anymore. The so-called Tesla Takedown protests have given people who feel helpless and angry about President Donald Trump's policies a tangible place to direct their anger. Because Musk was also the Trump campaign's biggest financier, those protesters saw a Tesla boycott as one of the best ways to hit back. The fact that these demonstrations were the first thing Musk brought up on the earnings call speaks volumes about how rattled he must be; Tesla purchases have been down considerably this year in the U.S., even as EV sales keep rising.



And while some people in Europe may believe they do not have much cause to care about DOGE, they do care that Musk has been promoting far-right political actors, most notably Germany's Alternative for Germany party. That seems to be having a palpable impact on Tesla's sales; they've been tanking by double digits across Europe.



Buyers are turning to other car brands for their electric-powered driving needs, and those brands are happy to take their business. Tesla may have effectively created the modern EV sector, but the competition is catching up. In the U.S. alone, several car companies now offer electric options with more range, better features, and lower prices than Tesla. A long-awaited cheaper new Tesla could bring in more buyers, but there's been little fanfare around it, perhaps because Musk is preoccupied with autonomous taxis and self-driving cars; a new "robotaxi" service is supposedly launching in June, in Austin. Yet any self-driving-technology investment depends on Tesla's ability to sell cars right now to finance those dreams, and that's where Tesla is likely to continue to have trouble.

Read: The great Tesla sell-off

Finally, there's the bigger problem of China. Musk's company effectively showed that country how to make modern EVs, and although Teslas still sell well enough there, Musk is up against dozens of new Tesla-like companies that have taken his ideas and run wild. Electric cars in China can be had with more advanced features than what Tesla offers, faster charging times, and more advanced approaches to automated driving. (Case in point: I am writing this story in Shanghai, from the passenger's seat of an EV that can swap its depleted battery for a fresh one in mere minutes.)



At most companies, it'd be long past time to show the CEO the door. But Tesla's stock price is inextricably linked to Musk and his onetime image as Silicon Valley's greatest living genius. Even if Musk were to move on, it's unclear whether Tesla as a brand could recover, Robby DeGraff, an analyst at the research firm AutoPacific, told me. "I'm genuinely not convinced removing him would be enough," DeGraff said. "I do believe the potential is there for the brand to steer itself around with exciting, quality, innovative products. But there's a colossal amount of repair work that needs to be done behind the scenes first."



Unfortunately for Tesla, the great disrupter of the automotive industry is beginning to feel a lot like a "legacy" car company, struggling to figure out what's next and getting lapped by newcomers. The competition has the advantage of not being inextricably tied to a boss who's made the brand so toxic that people would rather go to his dealerships to wave angry signs than to buy cars. If Tesla's future rests on left-leaning EV fans forgiving Musk for backing Trump, boosting the AfD party in Germany, and gleefully putting hundreds of thousands of federal employees out of work, then Musk may find himself longing for the days when his biggest problem was building a wild-looking stainless-steel truck.
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Trump's First 100 Days

Panelists discuss the president's most consequential actions--and the biggest changes to American governance.

by The Editors




Since Donald Trump's return to the White House, his administration has overhauled core institutions and norms. Panelists on Washington Week With The Atlantic joined to discuss the first 100 days of the president's second term--and what may come next for the country.

On the subject of Trump's impact as president since his inauguration, The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, posed a question to the panelists: "What is the most consequential action he's taken, or what's the biggest change we've seen in American governance?"

"The difference between Trump now and Trump previously is one thing I've been struck by, which is just how confident, bold, aggressive, creative he has been at sort of wielding the levers of powers at his disposal to bend, you know, the city, the country, and the world to his will," Atlantic staff writer Ashley Parker said last night.

"Trump traditionally is someone who is trying to get through the minute, the hour, the day," Parker continued. "He is trying to win over the person directly in front of him." But the president also now appears to be tolerating more criticism than he might have in his first term: On tariffs, Parker explained, "he had the stomach, at least initially, for more pain as the markets plummeted and as he was getting, you know, lobbied behind the scenes, and some pretty public criticism." Trump, she added, "stood by that much longer than I would have expected for someone who is traditionally pinballing between whatever is politically expedient in that moment."

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: Kaitlan Collins, the chief White House correspondent at CNN; Stephen Hayes, the editor of The Dispatch; Asma Khalid, a White House correspondent for NPR; and Ashley Parker, a staff writer at The Atlantic.

Watch the full episode here.
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Well, That's One Way to Address America's Vaping Problem

Millions of Americans are inhaling e-cigarettes illegally imported from China. Because of tariffs, they're about to get a lot more expensive.

by Nicholas Florko




The EBCreate "Miami Mint"-flavored vape is truly a wonder. The device is not particularly technologically advanced; the electronic components inside consist of little more than a battery and a heating coil that turns liquid into mist. The vape smells like a mojito that's gone a bit sour. But for $25 at my local vape shop, I got this tiny trinket that, by one estimate, contains the amount of nicotine found in 25 packs of cigarettes.



Along with nearly every other flavored vape, it's also illegal. Though these products are popular and easy to find, they haven't received the regulatory approval necessary to be sold in stores. Health officials have been unsuccessful at cracking down on these e-cigarettes in large part because they are made overseas and then smuggled into the country. Without government oversight, these devices can be unsafe: Vaping is essentially the equivalent of inhaling a pharmaceutical drug from an unregistered factory, and the devices risk hooking teens on nicotine. But the tricky thing about vapes is that eradicating them might not be in the interest of public health. As I've previously written, they're a helpful off-ramp from smoking for adults who aren't ready to kick nicotine. Because they don't burn tobacco, vapes are much safer than cigarettes yet still deliver a similar high.



Read: Public health as a blueberry-banana problem



Soon, however, flavored vapes could get much less affordable. The overwhelming majority of illicit vapes are made in China--including mine, which, according to its packaging, was manufactured in Hong Kong. That means these devices are now caught up in President Donald Trump's tariffs. Chinese-made vapes are subject to a 170 percent tax when they enter the U.S., which will "end up being reflected in the form of higher prices that consumers pay," Mike Pesko, an economist at the University of Missouri who studies vapes, told me. By most accounts, Trump's trade war with China is incredibly reckless and shortsighted. But on the issue of vapes, it may actually inject some reason into the chaos.



Exactly how vapes make their way from Hong Kong to smoke shops in Brooklyn or Tuscaloosa is convoluted. At times, the industry can be gallingly lawless. Consider my Miami Mint vape. The brand that made it, EBCreate, used to be called Elf Bar. Its products were especially popular with kids, so the company quickly landed in the crosshairs of FDA regulators. The agency has sent warnings to the companies distributing these products on behalf of Elf Bar, it has fined the shops that sell them, and regulators have even attempted to ban their import into the United States. And yet, the company continues to operate and regularly ship its products here; the name change from Elf Bar was reportedly an attempt to evade the recent import ban. (EBCreate did not respond to a request for comment.)



Because Chinese vapes are illegal, many of the larger chains that sell cigarettes refuse to stock them. So specialty vape shops and smaller convenience stores have taken on all the risk. Exactly how tariffs on vapes will play out isn't yet clear. For now, prices haven't budged, but expect price hikes. One retailer has published a blog post warning that "the price of e-cigarettes will definitely increase significantly."



Although Chinese vape manufacturers have reportedly been known to purposefully mislabel their products as battery chargers or flashlights, the fact that Trump's tariffs are applied to all goods from China will make it "very hard for the Chinese manufacturers just to mislabel an e-cigarette" in an effort to avoid a tariff, Donald Kenkel, an economist at Cornell, told me. Most vape shops are not massive corporations that can afford to absorb a tariff and sacrifice profits to keep customers happy, so they might have little choice but to raise prices. Paying $50 for a Miami Mint e-cigarette might seem worth the cost to someone who is hooked on nicotine, but when vape prices go up, research suggests that some consumers stop buying. If the tariffs persist in their current form, the price hikes could be steep enough that vape stores go out of business.



Considering that more than 1.6 million American kids are regularly vaping, the mass closure of smoke shops might feel a bit like fumigating an infestation. Higher prices come with a trade-off: When vapes get more expensive, some people turn back to cigarettes. Still, tariffs could simultaneously help root out the most concerning aspects of vapes while maintaining much of their promise. Adults who want to vape have a few legal options. Three vape companies have received FDA authorization to sell their products, and you can find them in major convenience stores such as 7/11. But they are struggling to compete with their illegal counterparts. Doug Kantor, the general counsel of the National Association of Convenience Stores, a lobbying group, told me that many of his association's members "have lost customers and a lot of sales to people who are willing to carry illegal products."



Part of the problem is that the legal vapes come in just two flavors: menthol and tobacco. (Smokers can find more flavors in nicotine pouches such as Zyn, which is currently available in 10 different flavors, including cinnamon, citrus, coffee, and whatever "Chill" is.) The Chinese-made versions also just offer far more bang for your buck. A legal product like R. J. Reynolds Vuse Alto appears at first glance to be cheaper than its Chinese competitors--my local 7/11 charges $18.99 for a single "All-in-one kit." But that vape contains only 1.8 milliliters of nicotine vape juice. For just a few dollars more, you can choose from many Chinese alternatives that contain seven times the amount of nicotine. In January, the tobacco giant Altria, which sells the e-cigarette Njoy, warned investors that its vape business wasn't growing as expected, because "the illicit e-vapor market has grown to a size and scale beyond our expectations."



Tariffs could give an edge to legal vapes. Unlike those of their Chinese competitors, their bottom lines will not be seriously hurt by the trade war. A spokesperson for Reynolds American told me in a statement that the company has "diversified some of our production to locations outside of China, so we feel that we are well-positioned" to weather the tariffs. Yesterday, Altria noted on an earnings call that it is "predominantly a U.S. company with a U.S.-focused supply chain." It's hard to get excited about a trade policy that ends up propping up the likes of Altria and Reynolds American, both of which sell billions of deadly cigarettes each year. But hiking the price of illegal vapes will likely improve public health. Yes, a portion of vapers will go back to smoking because of the tariffs, but others will turn to products that have actually been vetted by regulators for safety. And the more expensive the vape, the less likely kids are to pick it up.



Trump's tariffs are akin to performing surgery on the economy with a sword rather than a scalpel. But in the case of vaping, none of the precision policies has worked. Millions of Americans are inhaling an addictive substance into their lungs that is being illegally sold in stores with no oversight. Tariffs, for all their faults, might finally offer a solution.
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The Texas County Where 'Everybody Has Somebody in Their Family' With Dementia

And many people with the condition are cared for at home.

by Marion Renault, Cheney Orr




In Starr County, Texas, near the state's southern tip along the U.S.-Mexico border, escaping dementia can feel impossible. The condition affects about one in five adults on Medicare--more than double the national rate. "Everybody has somebody in their family" with dementia, Gladys Maestre, a neuroepidemiologist who studies aging at the University of Texas at Rio Grande Valley, told me.



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



For Jessica Cantu, it was her father, Tomas. He asked her, his eldest daughter, never to put him in a nursing home. She promised. "We take care of our own," she told me. As Tomas's dementia progressed, the former pastor held to his routines. He played with his 19 grandchildren. He preached Wednesday-night services and hand-delivered donations of rice, beans, and oil across the border. He fed his chickens and sheep, and ate his favorite homemade foods--pineapple upside-down cake, enchiladas with saltine crackers, and cream-of-mushroom chicken over rice.

Dementia looms over the Cantu family tree. Two of Tomas's 10 siblings had it; Jessica wondered whether more might have, if they'd lived longer. Her maternal grandmother had dementia too. Seven months after her dad's death, she began working as a nurse practitioner at the county's first private Alzheimer's-specific research site, El Faro Health and Therapeutics. "Patients will come in and say, 'So have you figured it out? What is it?'" she told me. She tells them the truth. "I don't know what it is that's causing all of this."


Tomas Cantu's headstone stands across the street from the Whataburger where he used to meet his sons and his brother for coffee every Saturday morning in Roma, Texas. (Cheney Orr for The Atlantic)



Dementia has no single trigger. As with many cancers, it can emerge from a lifetime of accumulated strain--from genetics, environment, and behavior. Researchers have identified a dozen risk factors that, if mitigated, could theoretically delay or prevent roughly 40 percent of cases worldwide: traumatic brain injury; conditions including high blood pressure, hearing loss, diabetes, and depression; habits such as smoking, inactivity, and heavy drinking; environmental and social forces including air pollution, social isolation, and limited education.

These "risk factors usually do not come [as] one; they come in clusters," Maestre said--and in Starr County, an almost entirely Hispanic community, they quickly stack up. Nearly one in three people lives in poverty; a quarter lack health insurance. Chronic conditions are widespread--especially diabetes, high blood pressure, and heart disease--while access to care is limited: There's just one primary-care physician for every 3,000 to 4,000 people, and few dementia specialists. Low education, language barriers, poor air quality, and extreme heat all compound the threat. These accumulate in cycles of grief and stress: The people I spoke with talked about deaths in the family followed by strokes that cascade into cognitive decline. Dementia isn't simply a diagnosis. It's a structural outcome.

Still, many in Starr County struggle to make sense of it. And no matter the cause--no matter which conglomeration of causes--they must live with dementia's reality.



In the Rio Grande Valley, people are also outliving their odds. The area's high dementia rate, Maestre has come to believe, may reflect not just risk but endurance: people living longer with the condition.

In general, research shows that Hispanic people tend to live longer than non-Hispanic white people, despite facing higher rates of chronic disease and steeper socioeconomic disadvantages--a pattern sometimes called the "Hispanic paradox." And in the Rio Grande Valley, part of what might sustain people through dementia, Maestre suspects, is the culture: Dementia is seen less as a medical emergency and more as a natural, if difficult, phase of life. Elsewhere, people with dementia may live in nursing homes or take expensive new Alzheimer's drugs with modest benefit. In Starr County, many older adults remain at home, surrounded by family who offer familiarity and stimulation. The care is physical, intimate--not clinical, but constant--and backed by research showing that familiar environments and home-based care can enhance both quality of life and cognitive function for people with dementia.

"He was never, never--since the day I brought him to my home--he was never one day alone," says Juan "Manny" Saenz of his father, Francisco "Pancho," who died at home last month at age 94. A professional body-shop painter, offshore fisherman, and lifelong jokester, Pancho began to grow forgetful and repetitive about a decade ago. Before Manny's mom, Amaro, died, she made him promise not to put his father in a nursing home. Under Manny's care, Pancho's appearance was impeccable: He was bathed and perfumed, with trimmed nails and a neat mustache. He ate his meals on ceramic dishes, and relished his coffee-and-cookie merienda snack break--or breaks, on days he'd forget the previous ones. Manny, who lives in Rio Grande City, told me exactly what Jessica Cantu had: "We take care of our own."


Juan "Manny" Saenz helps his dad, Francisco ("Pancho"), use the bathroom in Manny's home in Rio Grande City in December 2023. A few months earlier, Manny was sitting outside the same bathroom while his father sat on the toilet, and they were comic-bickering, as they often did, with exaggerated insults and playful lies. Then Pancho said, "Hijo, I always loved you," Manny recalled. "Never in my entire life has my dad said he loved me." Manny laughed. "Afterwards, we go back to our same routine." (Cheney Orr for The Atlantic)




Carmen rests her hands on top of her dad's in November 2023. "I remember him doing hand puppets with a gas lamp during a thunderstorm when we lost electricity," she said. "And he would put his hand under his armpit and make that sound. He always had a sense of humor." (Cheney Orr for The Atlantic)



Monica Saenz Silva made a similar decision for her mother, Ramona--a bookkeeper at heart, the kind of person who kept every receipt for taxes and reminded her adult children to change their tires. She kept a running calendar of birthdays, not just for family and friends, but also for acquaintances, so she could wish them well. By 2019, a few years after her dementia symptoms appeared, "that was out the door," Monica told me.

Today, Ramona will approach a taco or hamburger quizzically; she's forgotten how to bite into them. At times, she doesn't recognize the house where she's lived for decades. Still, Monica is determined to keep her there. "You want to keep them home, so they're in a familiar surrounding," she said. "It's not all the time that she doesn't know she's home."

The response of many families here to dementia is shaped, partly, by limited treatment options: Alzheimer's and related dementias have no cure, and available medicines can be expensive, be limited in their benefits, and come with potentially life-threatening side effects. In Starr County, some caregivers eschew pharmaceuticals for aromatic teas, herbal compresses, and prayers to soothe loved ones, Maestre said. Theirs is an ethic of endurance: If dementia is here, families ask, why not build a life, tenderly, around it?

Still, many don't speak of it openly. Cantu told me that in her community, many still consider Alzheimer's to be a normal part of aging--at most, a mental illness of old age, but almost never a neurodegenerative disease. "It's okay to just be forgetful at the age of 70. It's okay because Grandma and Grandpa were forgetful at the age of 70," she said. "There's no reason to discuss it."

Still, some caregivers live with a sense of dread: In many cases, the disease does have a genetic component, and the structural forces that compounded their loved ones' risk haven't disappeared. They know their turn could be coming. Cantu frets about her mind; Monica Saenz Silva checks her memory every day. And they don't necessarily want for themselves what they did for their parents: If his time comes, Manny Saenz wants to go to a nursing facility. "You won't know anything, so it doesn't matter," he said. For him, the person with Alzheimer's is spared the memory of their decline; the burden belongs to those who remember, and that's a risk he doesn't want to pass on.


Monica Saenz Silva sits with her mother, Ramona Saenz, and tucks her hair behind her ear in December 2023. (Cheney Orr for The Atlantic)




Ramona and her longtime friend Graciela "Gracie" Gonzalez sit together in Ramona's backyard. Ramona has been diagnosed with Alzheimer's, and Gracie's daughter believes her mother is also in the disease's early stages. (Cheney Orr for The Atlantic)







Hispanic Americans face a significantly higher risk of dementia than white Americans, and are also one of the country's fastest-aging groups. And yet, for decades, scientific understanding of dementia has drawn from data from mostly white, urban, and affluent populations; Hispanics make up fewer than 5 percent of participants in Alzheimer's clinical trials. That limits researchers' understanding of the condition. And the more they look, the less dementia seems like a single disease with a uniform pattern, and the more it appears to be a spectrum of diseases--each unfolding with its own course of symptoms, progression, and brain damage.

In some studies, researchers have detected amyloid plaques--the sticky protein clumps long considered hallmarks of Alzheimer's--more frequently in the brains of white participants with dementia or mild cognitive impairment than in their Black, Asian, or Hispanic counterparts. In several studies that measured tau proteins, another key Alzheimer's biomarker, Black adults with--or without--symptoms of dementia had lower levels than white participants. The genetic variant most strongly linked to Alzheimer's disease is less common--and possibly less potent--among people with certain Hispanic backgrounds than among white people.

In 2021, the National Institute on Aging designated a new Alzheimer's Disease Research Center in South Texas, co-directed by Maestre and Sudha Seshadri, a neurologist at the University of Texas at San Antonio. Their goal is to understand the Rio Grande Valley's dementia cluster--and what can be done about it--in part by examining the effects of environmental hardship and linguistic isolation, and by investigating protective factors such as bilingualism and family networks.


Gladys Maestre, who directs the Alzheimer's Disease Resource Center for Minority Aging Research at the University of Texas at Rio Grande Valley, walks through a field outside the university's neuroscience institute in Harlingen, Texas, in December 2023. Her aspirations extend beyond the lab: She envisions medical researchers collecting data door-to-door in vulnerable neighborhoods over a decade or more. "Ultimately," she said, "I want less stress, more money in people's pockets, better food, art in the street--all of it as support and stimulation for the brain." (Cheney Orr for The Atlantic)






Eventually, Maestre hopes that urban design (such as shaded walkways, gardens, and spaces for intergenerational interaction) could help reduce the region's risks. "It's not possible to put all the responsibility on the individual," she told me. "You cannot do that on your own."

And yet, resources remain scarce. Texas is home to about 460,000 people living with Alzheimer's disease, but compared with other large states such as Florida and New York, it spends much less on dementia-related programs. (The Texas statehouse is considering a bill to establish a $3 billion fund for dementia research.)

For now, families like Jessica Cantu's are left to do what they can. When her father was a pastor, he would tell her about the sick people he visited who would reach up with their arms (toward the kingdom of heaven, he said) before dying peacefully. In the final weeks of his life, he was still going to church and chatting with people at the H-E-B grocery store. But then Tomas lost his appetite and grew frail. One night, Jessica kept vigil at his bedside, afraid he'd fall trying to get up. In the quiet hours, she said, he lifted both arms toward the ceiling. "He was reaching up to the heavens, to the sky," she said. "It just gave me that comfort to know that he was ready, and that everything was going to be okay."


Floats sent foam snow fluttering down during a Christmas parade in Rio Grande City in December 2023. (Cheney Orr for The Atlantic)



Masha Hamilton contributed reporting.

Support for this story was provided by the Magnum Foundation, in partnership with the Commonwealth Fund.
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The End of Chicken-Breast Dominance

The price of boneless chicken thighs is finally catching up with the price of white meat.

by Sarah Zhang




Few things in life are both cheaper and better, but for a long time, this was true of the chicken thigh. Its superiority was passed like a shibboleth among food connoisseurs: Thighs are juicier, tastier, are almost half the price--preferable in just about every way to the boneless, skinless, flavorless breasts that reign supreme in America.



Well, the secret's out. On a recent trip to the grocery store, I picked up a pack of boneless thighs that cost, pound for pound, some 50 cents more than boneless breasts. In fact, the cost of thighs has crept steadily upward for years now, and surpassed that of breasts for much of last year. In recent months, breasts have gained in price again, but white meat's continued dominance no longer seems assured. Home cooks have embraced the flavor and versatility of dark meat; fast-casual restaurants such as Chipotle and Sweetgreen have it all over their menus. After a decades-long run, America's white-meat era may finally be ending.



That era began in the1980s, when the first plant dedicated to deboned breast meat opened in the United States. "Before that, deboned breast meat was very expensive and rare," Paul Aho, a poultry-industry consultant, told me. Eating chicken used to mean getting whole chickens, skin and bones and all. But when processing plants started atomizing chicken into their parts, the popularity of boneless, skinless breasts exploded. Americans learned to love not only slabs of white meat but also nuggets, patties, and tenders--processed products made possible by the ubiquity of deboned breasts. In an era obsessed with low-fat, low-cholesterol diets, white meat was deemed the healthier option too. Demand for breasts drove the expansion of the entire American poultry industry, Aho said.



The billions of chickens being raised for breast meat of course also have billions of thighs, legs, wings, and organs, arguably by-products of breast production. U.S. producers learned to export minimally processed leg quarters--an entire thigh and leg with skin and bones--overseas, where consumers did not mind, or even preferred, dark meat. Russia was a major customer, then China, and then Mexico.



The boneless and skinless chicken thigh, however, did not exist as a widespread meat product in the United States until the 2000s. This is also partially a story of industrial innovation: Over time, the thigh-deboning process has become more automated, making boneless dark meat less labor-intensive to produce. The Baader 632 Thigh Filleting System, for example, boasts of processing 230 thighs a minute, by yanking the meat straight off the bone. Aho points out that automation tends to work better with thighs, which have only a single straight bone, than with breasts, which cling to multiple curved bones. Machines that debone breasts usually can't get the muscle off as cleanly, leaving more meat behind.



With the rise of the boneless thigh, American chicken producers saw an opportunity to sell dark meat at home, at prices higher than intact thighs can get overseas. They started producing more deboned thighs. In 2019, the chicken producer Sanderson Farms told the Los Angeles Times that it would soon have thigh-deboning capacity at all seven of its plants for large birds, compared with just one or two a couple of years earlier.



If a fully intact thigh is unmistakably a thigh, the boneless, skinless version is more approachable for Americans raised on similarly processed breasts. Deboned thighs are just as easy to throw on a grill, put in a sandwich, shred, or chop into bite-size pieces for burritos. In fact, they're easier to cook than breasts, because they're less prone to drying out from being left in the pan for five minutes too long. Recipe developers optimizing for easy and quick can tout their "mass appeal." "I certainly see a lot more praise of dark meat than there used to be," J. Kenji Lopez-Alt, the food writer and cookbook author, told me. (He personally prefers a perfectly cooked chicken breast, but said it's hard to get right.)



Matt Busardo, who heads up North American poultry for the market-intelligence firm Expana, points to two other reasons for the popularity of thighs: the diversification of the American palate, thanks to the popularity of Asian and Latin American cuisines that prize dark meat, and the rise of fast-casual restaurants, which considered thighs a tastier, more forgiving, and until recently cheaper cut. Chicken breasts are still popular; their sales have been rising this whole time, too. But "thigh meat has kind of overshot that by leaps and bounds," Busardo told me. Sales of chicken breast by volume are up 3.9 percent in the past three years, but sales of thighs are up 15.9 percent, according to the marketing-research firm Circana.



The historically single-minded focus on breeding chickens for white meat has, ironically, made it less appealing in some ways. Anecdotally, I've heard of shoppers put off by woody breast or spaghetti meat--muscle disorders that result from the breast growing too big too fast. Chicken breasts have nearly doubled in size since the 1950s, and these muscle irregularities became common enough to worry the industry about 20 years ago. Woody breast causes an unappetizing, almost crunchy texture; spaghetti meat comes out mushy and stringy. Tinkering with diets to slow growth or slaughtering birds at lower weights can mitigate woody breast, Casey Owens, a poultry scientist at the University of Arkansas, told me. But a small, slower-growing chicken is a less profitable chicken. Owens has also studied how to make woody breasts more palatable through extra processing. When ground up into patties, she said, the extra connective tissue found in woody breasts makes for a less dense, maybe even preferable, texture.



If the demand for dark meat continues to rise, chickens selected for their big breasts may no longer be economically optimal. Could the industry start breeding birds with bigger thighs? "I've actually brought that up to breeding companies, and 10 or 15 years ago, they would just scoff at the idea," Aho said. "Now they say, 'We might need a more balanced bird.'"










This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2025/04/chicken-thighs/682612/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Trump's Tariffs Are Coming for Your Chili Crisp

What will happen to the Chinese grocery store?

by Karen Yuan




Hong Kong Supermarket looked exactly as it always had. When I visited the store in Manhattan's Chinatown last week, buckets of live crabs were stacked precariously next to bags of sweet-potato starch and shrink-wrapped boxes of dried shiitake mushrooms. The instant noodles took up two walls, where I quickly found my beloved and gloriously weird cheese-flavored kind. The aisles were packed with the usual staples: black vinegar, bags of vermicelli, sacks of jasmine rice big enough to body-slam a man.

But the product labels gave away that something was wrong: Product of China, many of them read in Mandarin. Almost everything at Hong Kong Supermarket is imported from China, and, because of tariffs, they could soon get more expensive. President Donald Trump's 145 percent tax on goods imported from China affects everything from sofas to socks. Starting tomorrow, the fast-fashion giants Shein and Temu will hike their prices. And for some Americans, sticker shock from tariffs might mean skipping a new pair of jeans or squeezing a few more months out of a wheezing vacuum cleaner.

But the tariffs are especially tough on Chinese grocery stores and their customers. Unlike retailers that just happen to sell Chinese-made clothes and gadgets, stores like Hong Kong Supermarket are stocked with Chinese products because they are made in China. After all, I've yet to come across American brands that make my cheese-flavored noodles. Chinese grocery stores are a lifeline for millions of Americans like me. They're where you can always count on basic ingredients that you'll never find in Trader Joe's or Whole Foods. In a world of tariffs, the Chinese grocery store has gone from a space of security to one of low, simmering dread: the kind that comes from watching the small constants of your life get a little more expensive, a little more distant.

At Hong Kong Supermarket, the prices haven't gone up yet, but customers are bracing for hikes. There's more pausing at price tags. More sighing. Aunties in quilted jackets crowd the produce bins, where their shopping carts tell the story of careful calculation: one bunch of scallions instead of two, a single pork bun where there might have been three, the occasional wistful glance toward the $13.99 fresh durian in the cardboard barrel. In the dried-snacks aisle, the shopper beside me stared wistfully at a jar of salted plums. Anna Chen, a slight 50-year-old woman holding an empty green shopping basket, told me that tariffs were on her mind. "I really hope the prices don't get higher," she said.

They will, Wille Wang, a manager at Hong Kong Supermarket, told me. The store hasn't had to increase prices much at the moment, he said, but it's only a matter of time if the tariffs remain in effect. "What can we do? It's not our fault; we can't control tariffs. Unless we sell at a loss, which isn't sustainable." He expects that cheap products might go up a little, but that the big jumps will be on premium goods and hyper-specific varieties. I thought of fermented bean curds, a hot-pot favorite; black-yolked century eggs, found in so many congees; and the sea cucumbers gifted to every grandparent. When existing inventory runs out, store owners will face hard choices: Eat the costs and risk going under. Raise prices and risk losing customers, as some businesses with Chinese suppliers are already doing. Seek alternative suppliers and risk altering the flavors that define their communities.

Everyone loses. Shoppers who frequent Chinese grocery stores may have few alternatives but to shell out more money for their food. You can't swap out the Pixian bean paste for something generic from the "international" aisle for your mother's mapo tofu and hope she won't notice. You can't trade out Shaoxing wine for dry sherry. Substitutions only go so far before the dish falls apart--one missing ingredient, and you're eating a sad memory of something else. "Western grocery stores don't have the groceries I need," Chen said. "If prices keep going up, I can't do anything about it."

At some point, a work-around becomes a compromise, and a compromise becomes a resignation. These stores are where people can keep up how they've always eaten. Many people go to them not for novelty, but for continuity. "I'm thinking of stockpiling things like soy sauce and condiments," said Fred Wan, a shopper whom I approached near the fish department. He's a 34-year-old who moved from Beijing to New York eight years ago; he and his wife recently moved closer to Chinatown partly to have better access to Chinese grocery stores. "I'm definitely worried."

Chinese grocery stores are under pressure in more ways than one: Not only do they stock lots of products that are now subject to steep tariffs, but they already tend to run on thin margins. "Small, independent grocery stores--especially those catering to ethnic communities--are particularly vulnerable," David Ortega, a food-economics professor at Michigan State University, told me. If Trump's full slate of tariffs goes into effect in a few months, the pain won't stop at Chinese grocers. Vietnam is facing some of the steepest proposed tariff hikes. South Asian grocers might see seasonal delicacies like Alphonso mangoes get more expensive, if they can get them at all. ("Crying in H Mart" may soon take on a new meaning.)

If the costs of cultural foods keep rising, we'll all feel it. More and more non-Chinese shoppers frequent these stores because they're the only places that carry ingredients now in many kitchens--chili crisp, black vinegar, dumpling wrappers--or at least sell them cheaply. Food media, emphasizing that authenticity is a virtue, have popularized the idea that a visit to H Mart or the corner Chinese grocer will help you cook better. Big retailers have picked up brands popularized by smaller Chinese stores, such as Kikkoman, Lee Kum Kee, and the pantry favorite Lao Gan Ma chili crisp. The irony is that even as Asian groceries have become more mainstream, more cross-cultural, more popular than ever, tariffs are casting doubt on Americans' ability to actually buy them. Tariffs shape and reinforce what's affordable, what's available, and, ultimately, whose cultures get priced out of reach.

After leaving Hong Kong Supermarket, I headed to Po Wing Hong, the grocer down the street. The store smelled like herbs and floor cleaner. A little boy was crouched in front of a stack of Jin Jin lychee jellies, squeezing each one to figure out which had the most juice. I overheard two teens calculating how many instant-noodle packs they can buy. (Answer: fewer than they'd like.) I passed a big box of packaged nuts and grains slapped with a bright yellow sign. On it, prices had been crossed out and updated in black pen. Peeled mung beans: formerly $1.75 a bag, now $1.99. Dried chestnuts: formerly $9.99, now $11.55. On my way out of the store, I walked past a stack of discarded cardboard boxes, all still marked with Chinese shipping labels.
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'This Is Not How We Do Science, Ever'

The Trump administration is manipulating government-sponsored research to get the answers it wants.

by Katherine J. Wu




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


One of the most notable things about Robert F. Kennedy Jr.--the secretary of the Department of Health and Human Services, a federal agency tasked with "improving the health, safety, and well-being of America"--is how confidently he distorts the basics of health, safety, and well-being.



In his short stint as health secretary, Kennedy has touted cod-liver oil as a valid measles treatment (it's not), said that Americans are being "poisoned" by seed oils (they're not), and claimed that "many" vaccines are not adequately safety-tested (they are). And he has readily cherry-picked and exaggerated findings to suit his own needs: "There's a scientist at Harvard now who is curing schizophrenia with a carnivore diet," he said at a press conference in March (it's not a carnivore diet, and it's not a cure).



The secretary also seems to think he knows what causes autism, a topic that scientists have been looking into for decades without producing a simple, clear-cut result, M. Daniele Fallin, a genetic epidemiologist at Emory University, told me. Kennedy, however, is adamant that a series of new investigations by his department will reveal at least "some of the answers" by September. "And we will be able to eliminate those exposures," he said at a recent Cabinet meeting.



Since its first days, the new Trump administration has clearly shown where it thinks scientific attention should not be focused: It has attempted to censor federal scientific data, cut billions in government spending on research, and compromised care for some of the world's most at-risk populations. Now, as the nation's leaders have begun to encourage inquiry into specific areas, they are signaling that they're willing not just to slash and burn research that challenges their political ideology but to replace it with shoddy studies designed to support their goals, under the guise of scientific legitimacy.





Just last week, in a press conference discussing a new CDC report that described a continued rise in the prevalence of autism, Kennedy pledged to "follow the science no matter what it says." And in an email, Kush Desai, a White House spokesperson, told me that the administration's intention is "to leave no stone unturned to get to the bottom of America's epidemic of chronic diseases and conditions." But those statements seem at odds with Kennedy's behavior.



Among scientists who study and treat autism, the consensus has long been that "there is no 'one cause'" of autism, Neelkamal Soares, a developmental and behavioral pediatrician in Michigan, told me. Genetics are likely to play a role; researchers have also explored the possible contributions of factors such as parental age; labor and delivery conditions; and exposures to certain chemicals, medications, or infections during pregnancy. Experts also generally agree that much of the growing prevalence of autism can be attributed to increased awareness and diagnosis--an explanation that the CDC, an agency Kennedy oversees, cited in its report.



But at last week's press conference, Kennedy dismissed that explanation as "a canard of epidemic denial." He instead claimed, without citing any data, that autism rates soared after "industry" contaminated Americans with a "toxin," and called genetics a "dead end" for future research. "Somebody made a profit by putting that environmental toxin into our air, our water, our medicines, our food," he said. And he appears to be trying to bolster that viewpoint with what will now count as official government research--"a series of new studies," he said, "to identify precisely what the environmental toxins are that are causing it."



Kennedy did promise to look at all possible environmental factors "agnostically." But several experts told me they're worried that the secretary has at least one particular exposure in mind. For years, Kennedy has championed the debunked idea that childhood vaccinations cause autism. And in March, he reportedly tapped David Geier, a discredited health analyst who has long promoted the notion that vaccine ingredients cause autism, to lead an HHS study to once again search for a link between immunizations and the neurodevelopmental condition. Kennedy didn't invoke vaccines when describing this new research, and since his confirmation as HHS secretary, he has been more sanguine--albeit inconsistently--about the benefits of shots. But vaccines have, for years, stood out in his rhetoric as "a very clear preconceived hypothesis," Megan Pesch, a developmental and behavioral pediatrician at the University of Michigan, told me.



Kennedy, who has no scientific or medical training himself, also seems confused about what a scientifically rigorous investigation would entail--and how long it might take. During this month's Cabinet meeting, he said that by September, HHS would complete "a massive research and testing effort involving hundreds of scientists from around the world." At last week's press conference, however, his comments suggested that HHS might rely heavily on AI and electronic-health-record data, which aren't gathered uniformly, can depend on self-reporting, and cover only populations that interact with the health-care system. And Jay Bhattacharya, the new, Trump-appointed director of the National Institutes of Health, recently gave a presentation detailing the administration's plans to source data for these investigations from hospitals, pharmacies, wearable devices, and other private sources with limited reach.



That approach, experts told me, can't provide enough evidence to definitively pinpoint autism's cause, much less guide policy to eliminate it. "The chances of getting garbage are so high," Catherine Lord, a clinical psychologist at UCLA's Semel Institute for Neuroscience and Human Behavior, told me. Desai said that Kennedy had promised "an exhaustive examination of the underlying causes of autism," which "naturally would include use of data points such as electronic health records, among other data sets," and noted that the secretary is focused on fulfilling President Donald Trump's directives "with the Gold Standard of Science."



No matter which methodologies Kennedy chooses, his September deadline "is ridiculous," Lord said. Even the job of assembling the expert task force to initiate such a project could go past September. And Bhattacharya has already suggested that getting results could take longer. (When asked about the practicality of this timeline, Desai replied, "Would the preference be vague timelines and no commitments to address a matter of utmost concern for millions of Americans?") One way to rigorously gather more data on autism's causes would involve following a large, representative sample of the American population over time, tracking participants' exposures, taking into account their genetic and health history, and monitoring whether any of them develop autism. The process would take years--and still may not yield causes as clear-cut or easy to "eliminate" as Kennedy seems to expect. But an administration that already knows the answers it wants doesn't need years to find them.







Government-funded science has, to some extent, always been subject to the political priorities of leadership: The NIH, for instance, is run by a political appointee. Trump and his allies, however, have already demonstrated that they are willing not just to set priorities, but to engage in science theater, with even more broad-reaching interference in the field of trans health.



From the start, the new administration's views on transgender health care have been clear. Since January, Trump has issued executive orders denying the existence of gender and describing hormone therapy and gender-affirming surgery for children as "maiming," "sterilizing," and "mutilation." One order announced that the administration would not "fund, sponsor, promote, assist, or support the so-called 'transition' of a child from one sex to another" and instructed federal agencies to end such procedures at government-funded institutions, leading hospitals and clinics across the country to pause gender-affirming care for young people. Through the NIH, the administration has also slashed funding from more than 100 research grants involving trans people.



In place of this research, HHS is pursuing a pointed agenda to confirm the president's statements. Last month, Matthew Memoli, the acting director of the NIH at the time, sent top agency officials a memo with instructions to urgently "fund research" into "regret and detransition following social transition as well as chemical and surgical mutilation of children and adults." (In his email, Desai described the memo's stipulations as "realigning taxpayer-funded research to align with the priorities of the American people.") "This is very important to the President and the Secretary," the memo read.



The outcomes of gender-affirming care do need further study across the age spectrum, experts told me. Scientists still don't have a full sense of the long-term outcomes of transition on mental and physical health, or how to best tailor interventions to patients. (Extended use of certain hormones, for instance, could raise people's risk of some cancers or cardiovascular complications.) More research is needed, in particular, on how best to support gender-diverse youth, a growing sector of the population. But the kinds of research that the Trump administration is pursuing won't help clarify or alleviate those concerns. And of all the scientific questions that could be asked about trans health, "regret and detransition aren't the major problems," Arjee Restar, a social epidemiologist at Yale, told me: Studies have found that adults and adolescents are generally very satisfied with the outcomes of hormone therapy and gender-affirming surgeries, and that rates of regret following surgeries are about just 1 percent.



NIH officials found the memo's directives appalling. "This is not how we do science, ever," one of them, who requested anonymity out of concern for professional retribution, told me. "This is politicized research, exactly what we were always told we would never do." In his memo, Memoli specified that studies into the outcomes of gender-affirming care should deploy "methods that don't themselves subsidize or incentivize such practices as previous NIH studies have done." (Desai pointed to a case in which an NIH-funded researcher cited politics to help explain her hesitation to publish a study with unfavorable results about puberty blockers.) But previous NIH studies have never "subsidized or incentivized" gender-affirming care, the NIH official told me. Rather, they followed the recipients of that care over time, and observed the results.



In contrast, Memoli's memo unabashedly advertised the conclusion that the administration is pushing for: that gender-affirming care is harmful and regrettable. The directive also implicitly solicits researchers who "are following the administration's example," Logan S. Casey, the director of policy research for the Movement Advancement Project, an equality-focused think tank, told me--and potentially, for participants who might share those viewpoints as well. That makes it all the more likely that those projects will produce the skewed results the administration wants to see.



This is consistent with everything Trump and his allies have revealed about their views on science since January: that it is not a means to better understand objective reality, but a political weapon that they must guard against, or deploy themselves. In recent months, Kennedy has accused the expert committee that counsels the CDC on its nationwide vaccine recommendations of being in the pocket of vaccine manufacturers; the administration has also fired from HHS several scientists who were prominent leaders in the COVID-19 response, including a few closely affiliated with Anthony Fauci, whom Trump has ridiculed as a "disaster" and an idiot and Desai derided as one of many "demonstrably fallible 'experts.'" Last week, administration officials also redirected two federal websites, once used to share information on COVID-19 tests, treatments, and vaccines, to a page promoting the idea that the coronavirus pandemic began as a lab leak, rather than Fauci's "preferred narrative that COVID-19 originated in nature."



The causes of autism, the outcomes of gender-affirming care, and the origins of SARS-CoV-2 are all topics worthy of scientific investigation. But how questions are asked can influence the answers they yield--and directly affect the populations they're asked about. The language in the NIH memo is "alarming and inflammatory," Camie Nitzel, a psychologist who specializes in transgender and gender-diverse people, told me: It shows that the administration is pursuing these studies not from a place of genuine inquiry, but from prejudice. Disdain is coded into the administration's methodology on autism, too: In his briefings on HHS's new pursuits, Kennedy has repeatedly described autism as a scourge worse than COVID-19 that "destroys" families and children, and insinuated that it should be purged from the population. But the implication of both the administration's statements and its proposed studies is that neither trans people nor autistic people should visibly exist in America. Science is now yet another tool that the government is using to disappear anyone it deems undesirable.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2025/04/-trump-kennedy-science-government-propaganda/682569/?utm_source=feed
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Why Has America Ignored Its Best Addiction Treatment?

Buprenorphine can stop cravings for opioids, yet its uptake in the U.S. has stagnated.

by Ethan Brooks




Mallory Berry was ready to give up. It was 2019, and her addiction--prescription opioids had led her to heroin--had left her bedridden. An infection had eaten through parts of her pelvic bones, stomach muscles, and vertebrae, causing a pain so excruciating that she was afraid to move. Her partner, Randy, placed buckets under her body when she needed to use the bathroom. Bathed her and fed her. Before long, Mallory stopped eating entirely, subsisting on sweet tea and water, wasting away.



Four years later, Mallory would recount this memory to me over the phone from her house--a five-bedroom, three-bathroom colonial with a walk-in closet and a two-car garage--that she paid for with her earnings as a manager at a mortgage company, where she oversaw 10 direct reports.



When I spoke with her in March last year, she largely credited this remarkable turnaround not to her own willpower, or the grace of God, but to a widely available medication called buprenorphine.



The world of opioid addiction is one of morbid statistics. People struggling with opioid addiction have a mortality rate 10 times higher than the general population in the United States. The relapse rate for those in recovery is as high as 70 percent. As one doctor, an addiction specialist named Stephen Martin, put it to me, "The natural history of opioid-use disorder is: People die."



Which is why the numbers describing buprenorphine's impact stand out. Buprenorphine can stop cravings for opioids, and people who use it are 38 percent less likely to die of an overdose. After buprenorphine was adopted at scale in the midst of France's opioid crisis in the 1980s and '90s, overdose deaths dropped by 79 percent.



About a year ago, when I began reporting this story as part of an Atlantic podcast series, I asked Mallory how important this treatment was to her recovery. She, too, reached for a number. "If you want a percentage," she told me, "75 percent." Yet being on buprenorphine at all made Mallory an outlier. As of 2021, about one in five patients struggling with opioid-use disorder is taking this or other medications for treating addiction. One of the most effective tools for defusing a crisis that in recent years has killed more than 80,000 people annually is going unused.



Underpinning this failure is a quiet conviction among doctors and patients alike that taking buprenorphine doesn't count as success--that people who use drugs to recover from drug use are still addicts, the sobriety they achieve is fake, and the drugs saving their lives could spark the next wave of the opioid epidemic. At the same time, the drugs that have made addiction even more deadly--synthetic opioids such as fentanyl--are making buprenorphine more complicated to use. As a result, the window in the U.S. for this treatment to fulfill its greatest promise is nearly closed.

When buprenorphine arrived in the U.S. in 2002, the country was immersed in what would later be categorized as the first wave of the opioid epidemic. That year, 11,920 people died from opioid overdoses, which at the time sounded alarms in the medical community. (The annual death toll would increase sevenfold over the next two decades.)



The triumph in France was already well known to addiction specialists. Many believed that once more of their colleagues in health care understood the silver bullet they'd been handed, the treatment would find its way into primary care, Martin told me. The crisis could be stopped in its tracks.



But buprenorphine's strength as a treatment is also a weakness. Buprenorphine is an opioid. Like methadone, the tightly regulated treatment for opioid addiction used in America since the 1950s, it acts on receptors in the brain to satisfy cravings.



Compared with methadone, buprenorphine is more difficult to overdose on and easier to access. It also has a stronger affinity for opioid receptors than opioids such as heroin or fentanyl, which can protect patients against overdose if they relapse. In a brain flooded simultaneously with buprenorphine and another opioid--the brain of a buprenorphine patient relapsing on fentanyl, for example--buprenorphine has dibs on the relevant receptors. Without available receptors, both the high and the harm of an opioid such as heroin or fentanyl are greatly reduced or eliminated. This is why buprenorphine can be a powerful medication. It strikes at the root of addiction, and protects patients when they slip up.



Yet it requires prescribers, regulators, and patients to accept that a person can be sober while taking an opioid every day. That idea cuts against the narrow definition of sobriety that America's addiction model was--and to a large extent still is--built on. Whereas many European countries have successfully implemented coordinated, low-barrier access to treatments like methadone and buprenorphine, abstinence-based opioid addiction treatment is alive and well in America. In many Narcotics Anonymous meetings, for instance, attendees taking buprenorphine are treated the same as those in active addiction: They can listen, but not speak. In many sober houses, the first stop after rehab, residents are not permitted to take buprenorphine. "There's a particular path to treatment and recovery" in those settings, Erin Madden, a professor at Wayne State University who studies stigma and addiction, told me, and "medications can't be a part of it." Asking people whose lives were destroyed by opioid dependence to depend on a different opioid is already a hard sell. Asking them to accept this dependence in a culture of abstinence is nearly impossible.



Fear that buprenorphine would be abused also worked against its broad adoption. In the early days of the crisis, prescription opioids such as oxycodone were driving a sharp rise in deaths. The DEA, for one, was skeptical that another prescription opioid could be the solution to widespread abuse of prescription opioids in part because the Department of Justice reported some evidence of buprenorphine abuse, particularly in the Northeast, as early as 2004. And opioid-addiction treatments do have a history of abuse: Heroin, for example, was once considered an effective treatment for codeine and morphine addiction. The year buprenorphine was approved, the DEA restricted its dispensation. Buprenorphine was moved from a Schedule V controlled substance (like codeine) to Schedule III (like ketamine). Physicians had to complete special training to prescribe the drug, and could prescribe to a pool of only 30 patients.



After its approval, buprenorphine never came close to achieving the scale needed to slow down the crisis. By some estimates, for every patient who received the drug, four more might have benefited from it.







Mallory's younger brother, Quincie, had, like her, started with pills. Then he began using intravenous drugs; he showed her how to shoot up. Before long, he was overdosing regularly, sometimes twice a day, and depending on Narcan, the overdose-reversal drug, to revive him. Quincie was caught in a terrible loop: overdose; Narcan; emergency room. Overdose; Narcan; emergency room.



Then one day an outreach specialist approached Quincie at the emergency room and handed him her card. Call me when you're ready, she said. He did, and eventually found his way into rehab and onto a buprenorphine product called Suboxone. As I reported in the podcast, he told his mom, Jennifer Hornak, "This keeps me from going off the deep end. I can work. I can live a real life on this medication."



For a time, Quincie and Mallory were on roughly the same path. But in 2020, the paths split. Mallory finished rehab and entered a halfway house, while still on Suboxone. She was lucky, in a way: Many sober houses operate on the principle that an opioid is still an opioid, and for that reason won't accept people on buprenorphine. And Quincie ran into exactly that problem at the sober houses near him. Because he needed a place to live, he saw little choice but to stop taking Suboxone. When Jennifer asked, "Are you sure you can do that?" he told her, "I think I can."



About a month later, Jennifer was having a pool party at her house when Mallory told her that she saw a Facebook post that read "Rest in peace Quincie." He had died of an overdose.



Quincie was caught between two approaches to addiction treatment. Inside rehab, his recovery was built around medication, not willpower. But outside, the infrastructure available to him was built on abstinence.






When Quincie died, Mallory's family expected her to relapse. She'd been sober for only a few months, and her little brother's death was a major blow--but she didn't. She didn't relapse when her grandfather died the next year. She didn't relapse when Randy, who had cared for her when she couldn't walk, died the year after that.



One day, Mallory got busy at work. Before she knew it, she ran out of time to make it to her doctor's appointment to refill her Suboxone prescription. The withdrawal symptoms--vomiting, diarrhea--started quickly. For Mallory, missing her dose felt like going through heroin withdrawal--"like I'm dying," she told me. She could go to her sober network for a few spare doses, but she feared their judgment. Asking for pills was addict behavior.



Eventually a friend gave her a pill, which she broke into pieces to last until she could refill her prescription. But the experience scared her. "What if something like this happens again?" she asked herself. "Do I want to be on a medication where if I don't have it, I feel like I'm dying?" She realized that she didn't want to be on Suboxone for the rest of her life. She was also tired of telling doctors she was taking the drug, which she felt led them to treat her differently than they would other patients.



And she wanted to keep the six teeth she has left. (Buprenorphine has been connected with tooth decay, according to an FDA warning.) For Mallory, her dentures represent some never-ending punishment for her years spent in active addiction, a permanent reminder of her past.



Jennifer begged Mallory to stay on Suboxone. "I pray that she'll stay on it, I really do," she told me in April 2024. "I just really can't bear the thought of losing another child."

Mallory came off Suboxone. In July--the last time I was able to reach her directly--she said she was feeling fine. More recently, whenever I tried to get in touch, she didn't respond to me. In October, Jennifer told me via text that Mallory had not relapsed, but was dealing with what Jennifer described as "mental and physical health issues."



Quincie's death, and Mallory's story, reflect a stark truth about buprenorphine's limits, at least in America. Staying on the medication over the long term requires resolve, with limited support and against persistent stigma. Stopping presents its own risks. Diminished tolerance, paired with an ever more potent drug supply, can make buprenorphine cessation deadly if a person starts using drugs again. It might also shatter the fragile stability the medication can provide, as a salve for the mental-health issues that so often underlie addiction. But America's fractured approach to recovery makes buprenorphine hard to live with, and impossible to live without.





On paper, getting buprenorphine to as many people as possible should be easier now than ever before. Today, patients can get a prescription through telehealth or even a phone call. Special training requirements for would-be prescribers have been eliminated. The widespread buprenorphine abuse feared in the early aughts never came to pass; although some buprenorphine has been sold illicitly, most buyers seem to be people who are using it as a medication, rather than abusing it. The DEA, after decades of strict enforcement, now urges pharmacists to maintain an "adequate and uninterrupted supply" of buprenorphine and similar medications. The regulatory barriers between patients and this medication have never been lower.



But usage rates are relatively flat. In 2022, they fell. According to Rachel Haroz, who leads Cooper University Health Care's Center for Healing, and other experts I spoke with for this story, the stagnant rates can be blamed on stigma, a lack of infrastructure within primary care, and fear of DEA repercussions.



Buprenorphine's uptake numbers in the past five years also have to do with the synthetic opioids it's now up against. In earlier waves of the opioid epidemic, clinicians would wait for opioids such as painkillers or heroin to leave those receptors in the brain naturally, and then, at the onset of withdrawal symptoms, they would begin patients on buprenorphine. The drug would reduce cravings and eliminate the need for a protracted, painful withdrawal.



This process can break down if the patient has been using fentanyl, which stays in the body longer than heroin or pain pills. When buprenorphine displaces fentanyl from opioid receptors, it can trigger an instant reaction called precipitated withdrawal, marked by vomiting, diarrhea, and chills. Patients, who already live in constant fear of withdrawal, are reluctant to seek a treatment that triggers its symptoms. And doctors, reluctant to cause such acute pain, are hesitant to start patients on buprenorphine.



So addiction specialists are improvising. When Haroz's EMS teams revive a patient with Narcan, a drug that reverses overdoses by clearing fentanyl from opioid receptors, they start them on buprenorphine immediately, which can help avert precipitated withdrawal symptoms. Boulder Care, an addiction network in Oregon, is piloting a new approach in which fentanyl users take a dose of Narcan without having overdosed, intentionally triggering a withdrawal before starting on buprenorphine. Lucinda Grande, a professor at the University of Washington School of Medicine, has trialed using ketamine, a dissociative drug, to ease symptoms while her patients transition from fentanyl to buprenorphine.



Introducing buprenorphine is a much easier task for people who use, say, heroin. But today, fentanyl--with all the side effects that accompany its interaction with buprenorphine--has taken over the market for illicit opioids. Having missed the best window to get buprenorphine into patients, this is now what success looks like. And these creative approaches cannot yet be deployed at a scale that would meet the needs of the tens of thousands of Americans who lose their lives every year to overdose. The story of recovery in America is essentially the same as it was 20 years ago, and the barriers to changing that story are higher than ever.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2025/04/buprenorphine-opioid-addiction/682550/?utm_source=feed
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The Teen-Disengagement Crisis

By middle school, many kids' interest in learning falls off a cliff. The ripple effects could last for years.

by Jenny Anderson, Rebecca Winthrop




Updated at 10:58 a.m. ET on May 1, 2025


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


Many parents are probably familiar with a certain type of teen and their approach to school: These kids turn up. They do their homework. They get good-enough grades. They comply, which in academic terms means they're behaviorally engaged. But they're not investing in what they're learning, nor are they that interested in trying to make sense of it. If you ask them how school was, their usual answer tends to be: Meh.

For as long as there have been teenagers, there have surely been kids like this. That's one reason the disaffected-teen archetype in popular culture is so rich (and relatable): Holden Caulfield, Ferris Bueller, the entire casts of The Breakfast Club and Sex Education--the list goes on. And because plenty of teens are apathetic about school, many parents and teachers are willing to give those kids a pass. They're just teens being teens, right? No big deal.


This article was adapted from Jenny Anderson and Rebecca Winthrop's new book, The Disengaged Teen: Helping Kids Learn Better, Feel Better, and Live Better. (Crown)



But teen apathy in school is a big deal--and the data indicate that it might be more widespread than many people realize. Here's a fact that's important to remember: Kids are wired to want to learn. And when they're younger, most say they enjoy learning. While researching our new book on teen disengagement, we partnered with the Brookings Institution and Transcend, an education nonprofit focused on how to improve learning environments. With them, we surveyed more than 65,000 students and almost 2,000 parents. We found that 74 percent of third graders say they love school. But during middle school, kids' enjoyment falls off a cliff. By tenth grade, only 26 percent of teens say they love school--although 65 percent of parents with tenth graders think their kids love it, suggesting a serious disconnect.

Again, the teens who say they dislike school may not be failing--more likely they're coasting. Think of them as the original quiet quitters, gliding along in neutral, unwilling to put the car in gear. Half of the middle- and high-school kids we surveyed reported operating this way, in what we came to call Passenger Mode. We also interviewed close to 100 teens ourselves--kids in small towns and big cities, kids from wealthy families and those with limited resources--and those in Passenger Mode told us they felt simultaneously overwhelmed and bored. A lot of them simply didn't understand the point of school. And so they checked out.

Read: We're missing a key driver of teen anxiety

That kind of checking-out can have lasting consequences. Johnmarshall Reeve, a professor at Australian Catholic University, has been researching student engagement--the combination of how kids think, feel, act, and proactively contribute in school--for the past 20 years. He explained to us that young people in Passenger Mode are "wasting their time developmentally" when it comes to building good learning skills. In our reporting, we found that many teens were outside what the psychologist Lev Vygotsky called the "zone of proximal development": the sweet spot where a student does not find the material so easy that they lose interest, nor so difficult that they give up. Instead, the material is just challenging enough that with the right support from teachers, peers, or technology, they can master it. This is part of what we identify in our book as a much broader "disengagement crisis," and it's affecting plenty of kids getting good-enough grades--the metric many parents rely on to gauge whether students are succeeding. But grades don't tell the full story.

Teens who don't enjoy school are unlikely to be cognitively and emotionally engaged in their learning, which means they're less likely to absorb the knowledge and skills that many of them will need to thrive beyond high school. This disengagement works on a continuum: If kids start to lose interest, then after a while, many stop doing their work; if they stop doing their work, they're likely to fall behind; if they fall behind, they might feel as if they're out of options, and soon apathy becomes the norm. Once kids check out, the hurdles to success get higher, and the emotions associated with clearing them get messier. Checked-out kids become less likely than their more engaged peers to develop an identity as a learner: someone who is curious, adaptable, and able to respond to different challenges and environments.

Many people assume that kids in Passenger Mode are lazy. But our research suggests that, in reality, much of the problem lies with the dominant model of schooling, which isn't designed to help kids feel invested in their learning. One study found that 85 percent of middle-school assignments merely asked students to recall information or apply basic skills, rather than pushing them to engage at a higher level. Similarly, the Brookings and Transcend survey found that only 33 percent of tenth graders said they got to develop their own ideas in school. Of course, we see numerous exceptions: schools that push kids to not only master essential knowledge but also think deeply and apply what they know in class to solve real-world problems. But these schools remain on the fringe. More commonly, kids see the world around them--wars, social injustice, climate change, disinformation, AI technology that can help write novels and solve complex equations--and wonder why on earth they have to, say, study the Pythagorean theorem. If little is asked of them, or if they fail to see real-world applications, they tend to give little in return.

In an ideal world, we might hope for a wholesale redesign of schools, which plenty of innovators are working toward. But changing entire systems can be an excruciatingly slow process. This means it's crucial for the adults close to teens in Passenger Mode to step in, to encourage them in ways that help them reengage within the existing system. And precisely how parents go about this makes a huge difference.

When teens check out at school, many parents respond by nagging: Pay attention; do your homework; you have to study for that test. After all, kids might get sick of the scolding and eventually do what they're told. But nagging doesn't work as a long-term motivator. Few people feel inspired to work under duress.

That holds true for teens as much as for anyone. In the 2010s, the developmental scientist Ron Dahl and Jennifer Silk, a University of Pittsburgh psychology professor, started wondering what went on inside adolescents' brains when their parents nagged them. So the two recorded a group of moms offering neutral statements, praise, and criticism. Then they put these moms' kids--32 boys and girls ages 9 to 17--into a functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) machine and played the recordings to see which parts of the kids' brains engaged and which tuned out. Criticism ("You get upset too easily"; "One thing that bothers me about you") increased activity in the emotion networks of the kids' brains. It also decreased activation of the cognitive networks used to regulate their emotions, and in the systems that help a person see things from someone else's perspective. In other words: Rather than focusing on solving the problem that their parents were criticizing them about, the kids got upset and shut down.

An abundance of other research confirms that nagging backfires. John Hattie, a professor at the University of Melbourne, in Australia, examined the effects of parental involvement on student achievement as evaluated by almost 2,000 studies covering more than 2 million students around the globe. He found that when parents "see their role as surveillance, such as commanding that homework be completed," achievement drops and students are less engaged.

Read: Lighthouse parents have more confident kids

Many parents nag for what might feel like a good reason: They worry that otherwise, kids won't step up to do their homework or other tasks on their own. But nagging can send the message to kids that they are not competent, which deflates, not energizes, them. Nagging also diminishes teens' sense of autonomy, which they need for important parts of their brain to develop. When parents monitor their kids like drill sergeants, whether that impulse comes from a place of love or despair (or both), they unwittingly impede their kids' practice in exercising agency and learning to organize themselves effectively. After all: Sometimes the negative consequences of not getting work done or failing an exam are exactly what a kid needs to feel motivated. By giving teens the freedom to fail something--a test, a quiz, meeting a homework deadline--parents put them in control, which (over time) does feel motivating.

Moms and dads who ease off the nagging can still do plenty to get their teens out of Passenger Mode. The key, research suggests, is for them to encourage teens to develop more autonomy. Obviously, we're not suggesting that parents give teens complete independence; they're young and need guidance. But parents shouldn't default to working harder to solve a kid's problem than the kid does. And they probably should give up a little bit of control; think fewer commands and more supportive nudges. To figure out if what you're saying might gently push a teen toward autonomy, it's useful to ask: Will this help my child learn to do this on their own?

Consider the cases of the following teens and parents, whom we spoke with while researching our book. One ninth grader in New York, who spends a lot of time in Passenger Mode, told us that not being asked to study for Spanish and getting an 87 on a test felt way better than being hounded to study and then getting a 92: "It makes me feel like I'm not even accomplishing anything when I get a good grade 'cause my mom made me study all night."

Another teen, from Philadelphia, told us that his mother texts him four times a day to remind him of things: "She texts me at like 11 a.m. when I am in class to remind me about homework that is due that night. She thinks I can't manage myself at all, but I think I can."

Read: Don't help your kids with homework

This sort of "command and control" mindset might feel efficient to some parents, but it can rob children of motivation. A more effective tactic, we found, is to encourage kids to make their own plans and to support them as they carry them out--as exemplified by the experience of Luis, a Denver-based high schooler, and his mom, Susan. (We changed Luis's and Susan's names to protect their privacy.) One day, Luis announced to his mom that he was probably going to fail his Advanced Placement U.S. History exam. He had taken a practice test and gotten a 1, but he needed a 3 to pass the class, and the test was in two weeks. At first, Susan panicked internally; failing history freshman year would not look good on Luis's transcript. But she remained externally calm and channeled her social-worker training. The exchange went something like this:

Susan: Well, what are you going to do?
 Luis: I don't know.
 Susan: Do you have a textbook? (This was not rhetorical. Susan had never once seen Luis with a history textbook.)
 Luis: Umm ... yeah, I guess.
 Susan: Maybe you should read it?
 Luis: Oh! (Luis actually seemed surprised at this.) That's a good idea. I think it's under my bed. (Luis headed to his room and returned five minutes later with a shiny, unopened textbook. He sat down at the kitchen table and opened it.)
 Susan: Do you have a notebook and pen? Maybe you should take notes while you read the book?
 Luis: Good, yeah. I'll do that. (Luis rummaged in his backpack for a notebook and pen.) Mom, what am I supposed to do when I take notes?

Giving your kid autonomy doesn't always mean letting go of the reins, but instead trying to see what your kid needs and what they can do, before deciding for them. Susan quickly realized that Luis had made it to freshman AP U.S. History with virtually no understanding of how to study. When Luis announced that he thought he might fail, she curbed the urge to say, "Are you kidding me?" and instead put the onus back on Luis ("What are you going to do?"). When he was stuck, she used invitational language ("Maybe you could ... "). And after their first conversation, she helped him make a plan that broke the work into manageable chunks--providing what educators call "scaffolding." Eventually, after buckling down for seven days of study, Luis took the exam and got a 3. He told us he was thrilled and felt pride in his accomplishment.

To get better at anything, kids need to practice--and they need to want to practice. Learning is no exception. Luis experienced the success of mastery and felt the spark of internal motivation. Although he still has Passenger moments, he's more engaged in school as a result of taking charge of his learning. Along the way, thanks to the runway his mom gave him, he developed better work habits, picked up some time-management skills, and practiced organizing himself to reach a goal.

Communicating this way isn't always easy for busy parents; "just get it done" can feel more expedient than helping children devise a plan and having patience when the plan doesn't work. But managing teens' time for them and nagging them to do things will work for only so long. When kids are in Passenger Mode, a better way for parents to counteract their coasting is to notice when they're stuck in neutral--and then lean gently toward them, to help them find a way to shift into drive.



This story has been updated to more accurately characterize Lev Vygotsky's "zone of proximal development."

This article was adapted from Jenny Anderson and Rebecca Winthrop's new book, The Disengaged Teen: Helping Kids Learn Better, Feel Better, and Live Better.
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The Dark Ages Are Back

Americans must insist on academic freedom, or risk losing what makes our nation great.

by Alan Lightman




Today the concept of academic freedom may seem obvious to Americans. But the roots of academic freedom, which can be traced back to medieval European universities, were never certain. Back then, when scholars demanded autonomy from Church and state, they were often rebuked--or worse.

What began as a slow-burning fuse eventually led to the concept of the modern research university a few centuries later, found in the writing of the English philosopher Francis Bacon and his 1627 novel, New Atlantis. There, Bacon envisioned a college called Salomon's House, in which scientists and others worked in an atmosphere of generosity and freethinking. This college came to be known as "the noblest foundation (as we think) that ever was upon the earth; and the lantern of this kingdom," as the Governor of Bacon's fictional utopia put it. "It is dedicated to the study of the works and creatures of God."



Twelve of the resident fellows, called "merchants of light," sailed to foreign countries to bring back books and knowledge from other lands. Several devised experiments in both the "mechanical arts" and the "liberal sciences," eventually creating such technologies as microscopes and hearing aids. Invention flourished in an ethos of imagination and unfettered investigation. Bacon was a forerunner of the Enlightenment. After centuries of intellectual progress, Americans must face a terrible question: Are we now descending from light into dark?



Since April 22, more than 500 leaders of America's colleges, universities, and scholarly societies have signed a statement protesting the unprecedented interference of the Trump administration into higher education, interference that included external oversight of admissions criteria, faculty hiring, accreditation, ideological capture, and, in some cases, curriculum. As the statement says, higher education in America is open to constructive reform. However, "we must oppose undue government intrusion in the lives of those who learn, live, and work on our campuses."



Especially targeted by the administration have been international students.

At my university, the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, at least nine members of our community--students, recent graduates, and postdocs--have had their visas and immigration status unexpectedly revoked. MIT's president, Sally Kornbluth, recently sent a letter to our community, part of which read:



"To live up to our great mission, MIT is driven to pursue the highest standards of intellectual and creative excellence. That means we are, and must be, in the business of attracting and supporting exceptionally talented people, the kind of people with the drive, skill and daring to see, discover and invent things no one else can. To find those rare people, we open ourselves to talent from every corner of the United States and from around the globe." In the past, MIT and the many other institutions of higher learning in America have been Bacon's "merchants of light."



Both tangible and intangible benefits flow from academic freedom. First, the tangible. The business world should be alarmed by the proposed jamming of the greatest engine of invention, innovation, and economic prosperity in our nation. To name just a few examples: The internet, in the form of the ARPANET, was developed by researchers at UCLA, Stanford, and MIT under the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency in the late 1960s and '70s. Key concepts and materials for lithium-ion batteries were developed at the University of Texas and the University of Oxford. The first artificial heart was developed by Robert Jarvik and colleagues at the University of Utah. Google originated as a research project by Larry Page and Sergey Brin at Stanford. Natural-language processing, neural networks, and deep learning--all fundamental parts of AI--came out of research at MIT, Stanford, Carnegie Mellon, and the University of Toronto. Pivotal work in CRISPR gene editing was done by Jennifer Doudna at UC Berkeley. (She received the 2020 Nobel Prize in Chemistry for this work.) Many other technological inventions, although not directly produced in our universities, were nurtured by the training and knowledge gained in them: computers, vaccines, smartphones, social-media platforms, Global Positioning System (GPS), insulin synthesis, magnetic resonance imaging (MRI), lasers.



Of course, the intellectual and creative freedom in America has enabled great productivity far beyond the precincts of science and technology. Exemplars include William James in philosophy and psychology, Toni Morrison in literature, Noam Chomsky in linguistics and cognitive science, Hannah Arendt in political theory, Martha Nussbaum in law and ethics, Margaret Mead in anthropology, W. E. B. Du Bois in sociology, John Rawls in political philosophy, Susan Sontag in cultural criticism, John Dewey in philosophy and education, and many, many more.



Our country, a relatively young country but a country weaned on freedom dating back to the American Revolution of 1775, has helped build the modern world, has helped human beings reach their fullest capacity and creativity. Academic freedom is what has made America great.



By contrast, invention has been suffocated in authoritarian countries with choke holds on academic freedom. In China, despite major investments in research and higher education, topics such as political reform, Tiananmen, and human rights are taboo. These restrictions have limited open inquiry in the social sciences and humanities. In Iran, restrictions on gender studies, religious critique, and internet freedom have weakened its academic institutions and discouraged global collaboration. In Russia, the crackdown on academic freedom since 2010 has driven out many independent thinkers and scientists, weakening innovation and policy critiques. Talented academics and researchers frequently leave for countries with more freedom, taking their expertise and innovation potential with them, as illustrated recently by the very public departure of the Yale University professor Jason Stanley, who is leaving the U.S. for Canada.



Where restrictions have been lifted, flowers bloom. South Korea was a military dictatorship up to the 1980s, and then became a democracy. In the authoritarian era, universities were tightly controlled, with crackdowns on student protests and censorship in curricula. After the removal of these restrictions, South Korea quickly became a global leader in technology and innovation, home to companies including Samsung and LG. Taiwan transitioned from martial law under the Kuomintang to a liberal democracy in the 1990s. The humanities and social sciences, previously constrained by anti-communist ideology, expanded significantly. Taiwan developed a strong knowledge economy, with competitive universities and thriving biotech and electronics industries. In particular, Taiwan is the home of the world's leading semiconductor foundry, Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing.



What exactly is academic freedom? It is the freedom to express and debate ideas without fear of censorship or reprisal. It is the freedom to explore. It is the freedom to let the imagination wander. It is the freedom to exchange knowledge with colleagues and others. It is the freedom to question authority and received wisdom. It is the freedom to test ideas against experiment and to reject those ideas that fail the test. It is the freedom to be honest, even if that honesty challenges prevailing views. It is the freedom to be one's true self.



Academic freedom is the oxygen and the light of higher education. Growing things need both. Aren't colleges and universities the nurseries of faculty, students, and their surrounding society? We need air. Instinctively, we seek light, just as some plants will change their pattern of growth in order to receive the sunlight needed for growth. It's called phototropism. The petals of sunflowers actually track the movement of the sun throughout the day, changing their direction to point toward the sun.



I have served on the faculties of several universities in America and visited a hundred more. And I have felt intellectually safe in all of them. More than safe, I have felt encouraged to express myself and to listen and debate and question. The ethos of academic freedom is subtle. It is a kind of liberation, a buoyancy of the spirit, a nourishment of the mind. It is a basking in the light.



Academic freedom is the greatest lesson we can give to our students. Our young people are shaping the future. Do we want them to be afraid to express their ideas? Do we want them to be afraid to explore, to invent, to challenge the status quo? Do we want them to be afraid of being who they are?



We set examples for our young people and students, moral as well as intellectual. Do we want them to see us restrict what we teach because of the rules imposed by some outside authority? Do we want them to see us hide evidence that challenges a prevailing viewpoint? Do we want them to see us deny admission to other qualified students because of quotas or ideological litmus tests or country of origin? Do we want them to see us conform to outside decrees that undermine our values? Do we want them to see us prioritize money above all other things? Do we want them to see us as cowards, lacking the courage to stand behind our values and convictions?



The surrender of academic freedom in America and, in fact, freedom of all kinds may happen gradually, little by little. First with the disproportionate power of money and the wealthy who have it, then with attacks on the free press, the control of information, the weakening of checks and balances, the suppression of dissent, the surveillance of the population, and finally the normalization of repression. In George Orwell's novel 1984, a superstate called Oceania is ruled by a dictator called Big Brother, who is supported by his personality cult and the Thought Police. The protagonist of the novel, Winston Smith, works for the state, at the Ministry of Truth, but he secretly hates the ruling regime. He joins what he thinks is a resistance group called the Brotherhood but which turns out to be part of the state apparatus. Smith is then arrested and subjected to months of brainwashing. Eventually, he is released and comes to believe that he loves Big Brother after all. This is what happens when darkness replaces light, when the freedom to think, dream, and invent is squashed. We cannot let that happen to us in America.





*Illustration Sources: The Naturalist / Getty; mikroman6 / Getty; Huizeng Hu / Getty.
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<em>The Atlantic</em> Hires Missy Ryan as Staff Writer




Missy Ryan (Marvin Joseph)



The Atlantic is announcing the hire of Missy Ryan as a staff writer, as part of a continued expansion of national security coverage. Missy has written about foreign policy, defense, and national security for more than a decade at The Washington Post, where she reported from dozens of countries, including Iraq, Ukraine, Libya, Lebanon, Yemen, and Afghanistan. She will join The Atlantic next month.
 
 Below is the full announcement from The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg:

Dear everyone,
 I'm happy to share the news that Missy Ryan will be joining The Atlantic next month as a staff writer, as part of the continued expansion of our national security coverage.  
 Missy, who comes to us from The Washington Post, is known as one of the best Pentagon reporters working today. She is authoritative, highly respected and a gifted and dogged reporter. For more than a decade, she has shaped The Post's coverage of both the Defense Department and the State Department. Missy has covered 10 secretaries of defense, reported from dozens of countries, chronicled America's counter-insurgency wars, broken news about enormous policy changes, and exposed the human toll of international conflict.
 Before joining The Post, she spent nine years at Reuters. Her time there included assignments as a correspondent in Iraq, Mexico, Peru, and Argentina. Missy reported from the ground on major news developments, including the fall of the Qaddafi regime in Libya, drug wars and political upheaval in Latin America, and wars from Afghanistan to Ukraine.
 Missy reports in both Spanish and Arabic and has studied Arabic in Egypt, Lebanon, Yemen, Tunisia, and Iraq. Her honors include a New York Press Club award for political reporting and selection as an Inter-American Press Association fellow and a White House Fellow.
 Please join me in welcoming her to The Atlantic.
 Best wishes,
 Jeff


The Atlantic has announced a number of new hires since the start of the year, including managing editor Griff Witte; staff writers Tyler Austin Harper, Isaac Stanley-Becker, Nick Miroff, Ashley Parker, Michael Scherer, and Caity Weaver; senior editors Jenna Johnson and Dan Zak; and contributing writers Jonathan Lemire and Alex Reisner. Please reach out with any questions or requests.

Press Contact: Anna Bross, The Atlantic | press@theatlantic.com
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        The Polls Are Sending Trump a Message
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Schrodinger's Detainees

Kilmar Abrego Garcia is one of hundreds of prisoners in El Salvador who have been denied their day in court.

by David A. Graham




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 buzziest moment from President Donald Trump's interview with ABC News yesterday was a baffling exchange with the reporter Terry Moran over whether Kilmar Abrego Garcia, the Salvadoran man erroneously deported from Maryland to El Salvador, has tattoos reading MS-13 on his knuckles. (He does not, though Trump once flashed a picture with a label purporting to decode his tattoos as a symbol of gang affiliation. In the interview, telling whether Trump actually believed that the supposed decoding was real or whether he was just trolling was impossible.) The real news on this topic, however, was Trump's acknowledgment that he could bring Abrego Garcia home if he wanted.

That Abrego Garcia is still in El Salvador and in the headlines today, a month after my colleague Nick Miroff first reported his removal, is both astonishing and outrageous. Abrego Garcia's case has become so large a story, however, that it does threaten to overshadow something else important: the more than 250 other men deported from the United States and now at the notorious CECOT prison, from which Abrego Garcia was recently moved. The facts of Abrego Garcia's situation are unusually clear, despite the White House's efforts to muddy the waters. He was under a judicial order to not be deported, and the administration has admitted that his removal was a mistake. But the justified anger about his situation should not lead observers to forget the dangerous nature of the other cases.

Earlier this month, the Supreme Court temporarily blocked the executive branch from sending Venezuelan migrants in North Texas who are accused of being gang members to El Salvador without first providing them due process. (The justices are expected to hear arguments on the case soon.) The CECOT prisoners, most of whom are Venezuelan, are in an awful bind: They were deported to a country that is not their own without any chance to challenge their detention, and without any clear process for getting out of prison there. Indeed, the Salvadoran justice minister has boasted that no one leaves CECOT. Yet even Salvadoran President Nayib Bukele, the most ruthless leader in the hemisphere this side of Daniel Ortega, was initially skittish about taking the deportees, and demanded evidence that they were really gang members, according to a new New York Times report. The Trump administration scrambled to do that, but much of what it came up with doesn't withstand scrutiny.

The more details that emerge about other individuals, the more egregious stories we learn. For example, a judge in another case last week ordered the administration to take steps to return a man, known in filings only as Cristian, who was deported despite being in the midst of an asylum request--in violation of an agreement the Biden administration had struck not to deport young asylum seekers. The judge, a Trump appointee, was scathing: "Defendants have provided no evidence, or even any specific allegations, as to how Cristian, or any other Class Member, poses a threat to public safety."

The New York Times columnist Michelle Goldberg tells the story of Andry Hernandez Romero, a makeup artist who fled Venezuela, citing anti-gay persecution. He tried to enter the United States, was arrested and sent to Mexico, but then followed the rules: He made an asylum appointment and passed a preliminary screening. Yet he was sent to a detention facility after the government questionably flagged his tattoos as possible gang signs. Now he's stuck in El Salvador, and Democratic members of Congress--who have visited and met with Abrego Garcia--have been unable to see him.

The executive branch continues to try to dodge both the law and what courts have ordered it to do. Talking Points Memo reports that the men are now Schrodinger's detainees--not clearly in the custody of the U.S., which arrested them and is paying El Salvador to house them, nor in the custody of El Salvador, which has no obvious authority to hold them. The legal scholar Ryan Goodman notes that the executive branch claims in another case that it didn't have to follow a court order barring the departments of Justice and Homeland Security from deporting some people, because--aha!--they transferred the detainees to Defense Department planes for final delivery to El Salvador. Goodman doesn't believe that this passes legal tests, and it certainly doesn't pass the test of basic logic.

This insulting legal cutesiness was always the plan. The Trump administration understood that the deportations it was undertaking were legally dubious, and it sought to get around legal protections by whatever means it could. If the people who are getting arrested are really the cold-blooded criminals the executive branch insists they are, saying so in a court of law should be relatively easy, and the reluctance to even try implies otherwise. The White House can't uphold "law and order" by discarding it in the cases of these detainees. The rule of law demands justice for Kilmar Abrego Garcia--and for many others too.

Related:

	How the Trump administration flipped on Kilmar Abrego Garcia
 	Adam Serwer: "A path of perfect lawlessness" 






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Derek Thompson: Something alarming is happening to the job market.
 	The Trump voters who like what they see
 	The David Frum Show: America's pro-disease movement




Today's News

	A federal judge ruled that Mohsen Mahdawi, a Columbia student activist and legal permanent resident, should be immediately released from detention.
 	The Supreme Court appeared open to allowing Oklahoma to use federal funding to run the first religious charter school in America, which would be influenced by Catholic doctrine.
 	A week after a deadly terrorist attack in Kashmir, which India blames on Pakistani-backed militants, a Pakistani official claimed at midnight that India is planning an attack within the next 36 hours.




Evening Read


Photograph by Vasantha Yogananthan



What Parents of Boys Should Know

By Joshua Coleman

Apparently, I cried a lot as a child. I don't know if I cried a lot compared with other boys. But for whatever reason, my parents nicknamed me Tiny Tears, after the American Character doll that shed faux tears when her stomach was pressed. I hated the label, because the message was clear: Crying was not only a problem but akin to being a baby--worse, a baby girl.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	This is the way a world order ends.
 	What would it take for Trump to stand up to Putin?
 	The Dark Ages are back.
 	Well, that's one way to address America's vaping problem.




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: ilbusca / Getty.



Shop around. The "generic" grocery-store brand is no longer terrible--in fact, it's often the draw, Ellen Cushing writes.

Read. Lower Than the Angels, by the scholar Diarmaid MacCulloch, challenges the Church's reputation on sex, Grace Byron writes.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

One strange effect of writing a book about Project 2025 is that now I see its influence everywhere I look. Aggressive immigration enforcement is an obvious connection, but today's Supreme Court arguments on religious public schools? Also related. House Republicans seeking Medicaid cuts? Yep. Attacks on sanctuary cities? You guessed it. I've been doing a bunch of interviews related to the book, including on yesterday's Fresh Air, which was a life goal. If you're in the D.C. area, mark your calendars for May 27, when I'll be chatting about the book with Atlantic editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg at Politics & Prose at the Wharf. I'd love to say hello.

-- David



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 Polls Are Sending Trump a Message

The president is eager to blame the messenger. But his real problem is the numbers themselves.

by David A. Graham




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.


"People are very happy with this presidency," President Donald Trump said in an interview with The Atlantic last week. "I've had great polls."

That wasn't true then, and it's even less true now. As Trump hits his 100th day in office today, pollsters have been releasing new surveys, and the results are ugly. NBC News finds that 55 percent of Americans disapprove of the president's handling of the job, but that's rosy compared with the 59 percent in a CNN poll. An ABC News/Washington Post poll finds that just 39 percent of Americans approve of Trump's performance--the lowest ever recorded, going back to 1945, and smashing through the previous record of 42 percent, set by one Donald Trump in 2017.

More than half of Americans say that Trump is a "dangerous dictator whose power should be limited before he destroys American democracy," according to the Public Religion Research Institute. Asked by NPR to give Trump a letter grade for his first 100 days, a full 45 percent of Americans gave the president an F, including 49 percent of independents. Sixty percent believe that the country is on the wrong track, per NBC.

These numbers also extend into specific issues. Immigration is historically one of Trump's strongest issues, but the ABC/Post poll finds that more voters now disapprove of his handling than approve. The economy was perhaps the decisive issue in November, but now fewer than four in 10 people approve of Trump's handling, according to NPR. Relatedly, consumer confidence is at its worst level since the early weeks of the coronavirus pandemic. Trump has frequently promised a historic presidency, and he's delivering it.

One temptation, when looking at these numbers, is to say they don't matter. Plenty of people, including the staff of this magazine, warned about how a second Trump presidency might go wrong, and a plurality of people who voted backed Trump anyway, and the only poll that matters (as the saying goes) is the one on Election Day. Trump has power now, and he's wielding it. This is especially the case because Trump has shown less responsiveness to indicators like the stock market than he has in the past; notwithstanding his quasi-jokes about seeking a third term, he's acting freed from the pressures of reelection.

That's all true, but it's not the whole truth. An unpopular president is a less powerful president. Enacting an authoritarian approach is harder (though not impossible) without public support, and other institutions--the Republican Party, universities, law firms--are less likely to bend their knee if they see weakness.

One way you can tell these polls have some effect is that Trump is lashing out furiously about them. Yesterday, he posted on Truth Social that these were "FAKE POLLS FROM FAKE NEWS ORGANIZATIONS," adding that they "should be investigated for ELECTION FRAUD ... AND ARE TRULY THE ENEMY OF THE PEOPLE!" (Trump attributed his analysis to his pollster, John McLaughlin, best known for missing the massive upset defeat of his client Eric Cantor in 2014.) This is not Trump's first such broadside. He has also sued the pollster J. Ann Selzer, who released a poll late in the election cycle showing Kamala Harris slightly ahead in Iowa. Selzer's poll created a frenzy, but it turned out to be badly wrong--which one might think is punishment enough. (Legal experts are skeptical of Trump's suit.)

Skepticism of pollsters is not unwarranted. Polling has had some atrocious recent misses, though the final 2024 results closely tracked with the polls at the end of the race. As the strategist Michael Podhorzer has written, pollsters present their work as empirical, but polling is actually opinion journalism--not in the sense that it is partisan, but because it's premised on suppositions about the electorate such as how many young voters will turn out, and how many voters with less than a college degree. Some of those suppositions inevitably turn out to be more accurate than others. One thing that makes the results I cite here more credible is that they are all moving in the same general direction. Can they tell us what percentage of the population actually disapproves of Trump? Not reliably. But taken together, they tell a consistent story, which also matches up with a raft of worrisome economic indicators that are darkening Americans' outlook.

The funny thing about Trump's anger at polling errors is that, if anything, their tendency to underestimate his support has benefited him. In 2016, Trump was able to capitalize in part on voter apathy, fed by an expectation that Hillary Clinton would triumph. More important, then-FBI Director James Comey later said his decision to announce a reopening of the investigation into Clinton's email in October 2016 was influenced by his poll-driven assumption that Clinton would win in a walk. Instead, the analyst Nate Silver calculated, the announcement cost her the election. Eight years later, unrealistically rosy polling convinced Democrats that President Joe Biden was competitive in his reelection bid against Trump, which allowed him to enter and then stay in the race far too long. Unfortunately for Trump, he's unlikely to enjoy similar polling errors outside of the head-to-head-context of an election. Issue polls are more consistent in sussing out how sentiment is changing.

Trump's impulse is always to shoot the messenger, but the messenger isn't Trump's problem here. It's the message that voters are sending him.

Related:

	The difference between polls and public opinion (From May)
 	The truth about polling (From October)






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	An unsustainable presidency, by Jonathan Chait
 	David Frum: How the U.S. lost the Canadian election
 	The Texas county where "everybody has somebody in their family" with dementia




Today's News

	Mark Carney clinched a full term as Canada's prime minister and led the Liberal Party to a win in the country's federal election.
 	A car crashed into a building used for an after-school camp in Illinois yesterday, killing three young children and one teenager. Illinois State Police said today that the attack did not appear to be targeted.
 	Sara Netanyahu, the wife of Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, was overheard saying that "fewer" than 24 hostages are still alive in Gaza.




Evening Read


Illustration by Cecilia Erlich



The Great Language Flattening

By Victoria Turk

Chatbots learned from human writing. Now the influence may run in the other direction. Some people have hypothesized that the proliferation of generative-AI tools such as ChatGPT will seep into human communication, that the terse language we use when prompting a chatbot may lead us to dispose of any niceties or writerly flourishes when corresponding with friends and colleagues. But there are other possibilities.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Trump is paving the way for another "China shock."
 	The liberals who can't stop winning
 	Russia is in demographic free fall. Putin isn't helping.
 	Caitlin Flanagan: On Mahmoud Khalil and the right to free expression
 	Why Trump is giving Putin everything he wants




Culture Break


Illustration by Paul Spella / The Atlantic. Sources: Kevin Mazur / Getty; Katie Flores / Billboard / Getty; Shutterstock.



Examine. Who's afraid of Gen Z's squeaky clean, backflipping bro? Benson Boone has charmed his way to the top--and that really seems to bother some people, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Watch. The Legend of Ochi (in theaters now) conjures the kinds of effects the film industry rarely uses anymore, David Sims writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The One Thing That Drives Trump

Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer discuss the challenges of reporting on the president.

by David A. Graham




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


In The Atlantic's June 2025 cover story, staff writers Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer report deeply into the start of Donald Trump's second presidency. To me, the article is an exemplar of magazine journalism: They bring new information to light and also help make sense of how Trump came back from political exile. I spoke with Ashley and Michael to learn a little more about their reporting--and to hear the story of how Michael missed a middle-of-the-night phone call from Trump himself.



David A. Graham: So, what is it like to miss a call from the president?

Michael Scherer: I actually had my ringer on that night, because I thought in the back of my mind, It's possible the president calls back. We should be ready for it. So I had it on and I heard nothing. I was in bed long before 1:28 a.m., when he called.

David: Trump keeps weird hours; how do you, as reporters, plan for that?

Michael: Well, obviously I didn't do a great job of it! So much is unpredictable about this presidency that you just kind of roll with it. We had an interview canceled on us, interviews denied to us, and lots of steps in between, and ultimately, we got two interviews and time in the Oval Office with him. Nothing you think you know at any point about the process is necessarily set.

Ashley Parker: We did try to be strategic. We called him on the weekend. We were looking at the daily White House schedules and the pool reports. It sort of felt like being a stalker. You're looking at, well, what did he do the night before? Is he going to be awake that next morning, and will it be early enough that he hasn't left for the golf course yet? What is the prime moment?

David: The fact that he picked up a call from an unfamiliar number surprised me.

Michael: I think he does it. Other reporters have used this vehicle, but I think more often it's not reporters contacting him--it's CEOs, wealthy friends, donors. For decades, the phone was his instrument. He would sit at his office in Manhattan and work the phones, and that was his way of communicating with the outside world.

Ashley: He is such a creature of when he came up, in 1980s New York, where the magazine cover reigned supreme. I think he was intrigued by the idea of appearing on the cover of a magazine that he does not view as friendly. The Atlantic has written some very critical reported pieces on him, and the idea that we were coming to him and saying, We want to tell this very specific story of your comeback and how you are wielding the levers of power now to bend the country and the world to your will, and we want there to be a photo shoot and we want you to appear on the cover--I think in some ways it felt like one more thing he could try to conquer.

David: How is Trump different in private from the way the rest of the country sees him on TV?

Ashley: I think the way to understand Trump is that he is trying to win: the minute, the hour, the day, the situation, the person directly in front of him. So that doesn't necessarily mean that in one-on-one situations he's always charming, but he can be a consummate host. He can be incredibly charismatic. With me and Michael and Jeffrey Goldberg sitting in the Oval Office, when he's trying to win us over and get us to see his point of view--he's going to behave in a very different way than when he's trying to win over a rally crowd who might want to see him heckle us or mock us.

Michael: And unlike other politicians or most people, there's no contradiction for him between calling someone a "sleazebag" or a "lunatic" one day and being very charming the next day.

David: He also seems to view interacting with the media as a game: In his Truth Social post last week, he said he was doing the interview "out of curiosity, and as a competition with myself."

Ashley: There was also a little bit of an element of "game recognizes game," because he refers to Signalgate, and he mentions it was sort of a success. Jeff asked him, What do you mean, it was sort of a success? You mean it was a success because the story revealed flaws in the administration's operational security that you have now taken steps to fix? Trump's answer was so revealing. It was like, No, it was a success because you owned the news cycle. You broke through. That's how he defines success.

David: When he turned down the interview, which he later granted, Trump sent you this quote via an aide: "I won the election in a landslide, and there isn't anyone who can say anything about that. What can they write about?" He's getting at something. Who doesn't have a view of Trump by now? What is your role as Trump reporters in this term, where there's so much going on every minute, and how do you combat the fatigue that might exist among readers?

Michael: Right now, many people consume political news in bites, and those bites don't always add up to the full picture. We spent two months doing this story. We're trying to paint a deeper picture of what led to Trump's return, why it happened, who he is, and how he's governing.

Ashley: I actually think that in some ways, journalism that goes deeper is more important with Trump. There is value in pulling all of these threads together and making a comprehensive product--that tells the American public something in a narrative way that they can understand, separate from, Oh my God, he Truthed this at 1 a.m. on a Sunday.

Read the cover story.
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Six Stories for Your Weekend

Spend time with our reading list on an "impossible" disease outbreak in the Alps, why grandparents are reaching their limit, and more.

by Stephanie Bai




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


Our editors compiled six stories to serve as your weekend reads. Spend time with articles about why grandparents are reaching their limit, an "impossible" disease outbreak in the Alps, the Trump administration's many conflicts of interest, and more.



I Should Have Seen This Coming

When I joined the conservative movement in the 1980s, there were two types of people: those who cared earnestly about ideas, and those who wanted only to shock the left. The reactionary fringe has won.


By David Brooks

An 'Impossible' Disease Outbreak in the Alps

In one tiny town, more than a dozen people were diagnosed with the rare neurodegenerative disease ALS. Why?


By Shayla Love

Kleptocracy, Inc.

Under Trump, conflicts of interest are just part of the system.


By Anne Applebaum

The Retired J.P. Morgan Executive Tracking Trump's Deportation Flights

A CFO turned activist has become a go-to source for understanding the administration's immigration crackdown.


By Nick Miroff

A Defense Against Gaslighting Sociopaths

If you can recognize their signature move, then forewarned is forearmed.


By Arthur C. Brooks

Grandparents Are Reaching Their Limit

Older Americans might be doing more child care than ever.


By Faith Hill



The Week Ahead

	Thunderbolts*, a Marvel film about a ragtag group of antiheroes (in theaters Friday)
 	The Four Seasons, a comedy-drama show starring Steve Carell and Tina Fey (premieres Thursday on Netflix)
 	Girl on Girl, a book by the Atlantic staff writer Sophie Gilbert about how pop culture and hypersexualization transformed a generation of women (out Tuesday)




Essay


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Education Images / Getty; filo / Getty.



The Worst Job in America

By Rose Horowitch

It makes for a most tempting "Help Wanted" ad: Earn $5 million a year to lead one of the nation's most powerful and prestigious institutions. Enjoy fancy dinners, almost unlimited travel, and a complimentary mansion in Upper Manhattan.
 This is an incomplete list of the perks that the president of Columbia University receives. And yet no one seems to want the job.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	Ryan Coogler didn't want to hide anymore.
 	The triumph of a film that flips on us halfway in
 	Two murder mysteries' surprising window into human genius
 	What to read to wrap your head around the climate crisis
 	The Last of Us didn't soften the blow.






Catch Up on The Atlantic 

	Tesla's remarkably bad quarter is even worse than it looks.
 	Trump's plan to sell out Ukraine to Russia
 	The real legacy of Pope Francis




Photo Album


Pope Francis waves to the people gathered in St. Peter's Square in 2024. (Vatican Media / Getty)



Take a look at the life of Pope Francis, in photos.



Explore all of our newsletters.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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How to Find Inspiration in New Places

"I do not spark automatically," a writer noted in <em>The Atlantic</em> in 1912.

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.


"I am a battery that needs to be often recharged," Randolph S. Bourne wrote in The Atlantic in 1912. His language of "recharging" foretold modern-day conversations about what is now called "self-care." But rather than the gym or a bubble bath, Bourne was talking about communal activities: "I require the excitement of friendship; I must have the constant stimulation of friends," he writes. "I do not spark automatically, but must have other minds to rub up against, and strike from them by friction the spark that wilt kindle my thoughts."

None of us spark automatically. We each need a different set of circumstances to encourage inspiration, but the flow of fresh ideas takes work. Today's newsletter explores where inspiration comes from, and where to find it when you're running out of places to look.

On Inspiration

The Excitement of Friendship

By Randolph S. Bourne

"I really live only when I am with my friends."

Read the article.

How to Be More Creative

By Adam Alter

Breakthroughs are the product of persistence, not magic.

Read the article.

The Rick Rubin Guide to Creativity

By James Parker

Can the legendary record producer's book really make you into an artist?

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	The Tchaikovsky cure for worry: If you have anxiety, or simply want a greater sense of well-being, getting creative is just about the best thing you can do, Arthur C. Brooks wrote last year.
 	Why writers should look back for inspiration: In 2015, English folk singer-songwriter Laura Marling revealed how an appreciation for humanity's history has informed her art.




Other Diversions

	The conversation that moviegoers don't need to be having
 	The knowledge that brings true happiness 
 	What porn taught a generation of women




P.S.


Courtesy of Pam Y.



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "I spotted these children on our subway, excitedly peering out the train window, even though there was nothing to see," Pam Y., 67, from Edmonton, Alberta, Canada, writes. "They reminded me to see every new experience as an adventure, and to look for wonder even in dark times."

I'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Isabel
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What Porn Did to American Culture

Sophie Gilbert discusses how the industry defined womanhood, sex, and power.

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.


The world we live in has been molded by the porn we watch--and you don't have to look too hard to find it. Instagram models hawk their OnlyFans subscriptions, sex workers post "Day in My Life" vlogs, and the market for erotic romance novels is a gold mine. People's interest in sex is a demand that has long been met with ready supply, but porn is not an inert product: As Americans feed the multibillion-dollar industry's growth, it gives something back to American culture.

Growing up as a teenager against the backdrop of the late 1990s, "what was obvious to my friends and to me was that power, for women, was sexual in nature," my colleague Sophie Gilbert wrote in a recent article. "There was no other kind, or none worth having." I interviewed her about her upcoming book on pop culture and girlhood to understand how porn became the defining cultural product of our time.



Stephanie Bai: You write that "we are all living in the world porn made." Can you describe what that world looks like for women?

Sophie Gilbert: One of the specific things I'm noticing now is the mainstreaming of really ugly, regressive treatment in politics and mainstream culture--not just of women but of immigrants, gay people, trans people. There's a resurgence of the kind of offensive and dehumanizing behavior that we saw in popular culture during the 2000s, and this time it's not being doled out by gossip bloggers and celebrity commentators, but by politicians and people with massive media platforms. And my theory for why it's happening is that certain kinds of porn have inured so many people to cruelty.

So that's one part of it. But when I wrote that sentence, what I was thinking about was how so much of porn has really enforced the idea that men should be catered to, in all aspects of culture. That concept is deep in the recesses of our imaginations, in ways we maybe don't realize or can't quite put into words.

Stephanie: You detail the Y2K era of "porno chic," when the overt sexualization of women became more mainstream in pop culture. Nowadays online, I've noticed more sex workers posting about their job and collaborating with popular influencers, including Logan Paul and David Dobrik. What do you think about the era of social-media sex-worker stars?

Sophie: In lots of ways, this isn't new--it mirrors what was happening in the 2000s, when there was a real receptiveness among sex workers and people in porn to talking openly about their experiences. We had a spate of memoirs then that exposed and deglamorized the industry; Sasha Grey went from porn films to starring in a Steven Soderbergh movie and landing a guest arc on Entourage. Even the kinds of things we're seeing now with the porn actors Bonnie Blue and Lily Phillips engaging in really extreme sexual stunts for kudos and fame--that was happening during the '90s with Annabel Chong and Jasmin St. Claire.

Stephanie: Not only does sex sell, but sexual openness is considered "empowering" now, as you wrote. I find that criticizing porn can be seen as a regressive take--anti-women's liberation and prudish. To what extent has the "empowerment" narrative been used to hide or excuse some of porn's more unsavory elements?

Sophie: This was basically the point of the piece, and of my book--to try to understand why women of my generation were so easily persuaded that we couldn't, or shouldn't, push back against how we were being treated, both in media and in real life.

I would never try to dictate what anyone chooses to do with their body or how they present themselves. My project was more about trying to open up pathways of analysis that might explain what happened in culture during this time. But the thread through my research was that any time the word empowering came up, it was inevitably being used to sell a product that was absolutely not about making women powerful. Wonderbras are still sold as being "empowering." There was this very dark advertising campaign in 2007 for a torture-porn movie starring Elisha Cuthbert, who was depicted on posters being tortured and killed, and the film's executive producer defended the movie as being a story of female "empowerment." This is one of those terms that now make me instantly skeptical when I encounter it in the wild.

Stephanie: Your essay mainly focuses on the consumption of porn in video and image form, but written or audio versions of smut (many of which are made by women) have become more popular with women in particular. When it comes to the ethics and effects of porn, is it important how porn is made, and who creates it?

Sophie: Of course! I've written for this very magazine in the past defending romance novels as subversive portrayals of female desire, female agency, female humanity. There is nothing wrong with smut. The reason I think and write so much about porn as a form of culture is not because it's explicitly sexual. It's because much of it depicts and encourages very rote, regressive, cruel, and even violent treatment of women, and there's no way that these elements haven't changed us.

About a year or so ago, I encountered this fascinating analysis by the social scientist Alice Evans, who argues that the status of women in a particular society can be predicted by examining how that society prizes romantic love. So it's not surprising to me at all that so many women enjoy explicit romantic content--it's gratifying their desires while also affirming that they are fully human and deserve to be treated as such.

Stephanie: Some readers may come away from your story thinking that you're staunchly anti-porn or anti-sex work. Is that how you would describe yourself?

Sophie: It's funny, because already I've been criticized both for being anti-porn and for not being anti-porn enough. I did figure this would happen; when writing this book, what I wanted was to be as thorough as I could in documenting and analyzing the era of porn proliferation, and then let people draw their own conclusions.

Human beings have always wanted to and will always want to think about, watch, and imagine sex. There are also certainly people such as Erika Lust and Cindy Gallop, who are out there trying to broaden the ways sexual content can cater to women, and who are trying to treat porn performers ethically. My issue isn't with porn as a concept so much as with how certain kinds of porn have come to be so impossibly dominant culturally, in ways that leave very little room for anything else.

Stephanie: So what's the antidote to a porn-addled culture?

Sophie: Logging off? To come back to the point about romance, I do think stories that assert people's humanity, their complexity and lovely strangeness, go a long way.

Related:

	What porn taught a generation of women
 	What happens when men prefer porn?




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	How the Trump administration flipped on Kilmar Abrego Garcia
 	The coming economic nightmare
 	Finally, someone said it to Joe Rogan's face.
 	Inside the fiasco at the National Security Council




Today's News

	A Milwaukee judge was arrested by federal officials and charged with two felonies for allegedly helping an undocumented immigrant avoid arrest.
 	Former Representative George Santos was sentenced to more than seven years in prison after being convicted of wire fraud and aggravated identity theft.
 	The Trump administration is reversing course by restoring the legal status of many international students whose visas were canceled in recent weeks.




Dispatches 

	Atlantic Intelligence: The greatest promise of generative AI is a cure for cancer--and some of the leading AI companies say that such a breakthrough could be achievable very soon, Matteo Wong writes.
 	The Books Briefing: Two books propose an intriguing argument--dreams, though beyond our conscious control, might be our purest expressions of free will, Boris Kachka writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic; Sources: serazetdinov / Getty; Heorhii Aryshtevych / Getty



'All We Wanted to Do Was Play Video Games'

By Spencer Kornhaber

Mald is a blend of mad and bald. It's video-gamer slang for getting so angry after suffering a loss that you pull your hair out. I learned the word by watching Twitch, the streaming platform that is famous for turning video games into a spectator sport--and that has, of late, become an important forum for political commentary.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	What would be worse than a recession?
 	How to say no to a would-be autocrat
 	"My near-future dystopia"
 	Oklahoma is asking the Supreme Court to ignore history.
 	"I've seen how this plays out for Ukraine."




Culture Break


Eli Ade / Warner Bros. / Everett Collection



Debate. Sinners (out now in theaters) has made a splash at the box office, but analysts want to focus on the money it isn't making, David Sims writes.

Check the price tag. For a lot of people, it's getting too expensive to knit or fish, Tyler Austin Harper writes. What do we lose when we're priced out of our hobbies?

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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The Last True Private Realm

When our waking thoughts get transmuted into dreams, what do we learn?

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.


If you were judged on the basis of your darkest dreams, what could you be found guilty of? Moral debasement? Murderous intent? Desperate, cringey behavior? Thankfully, no one can spy on the sordid or embarrassing acts that may transpire in other people's sleep. But two recently published books connect dream behavior to real-world implications. The reissued Third Reich of Dreams, by Charlotte Beradt, documents the dreams of Germans during Hitler's rise in the 1930s; Laila Lalami's novel, The Dream Hotel, imagines a woman who is incarcerated in part because of her nightmares. Together, these two very different works propose an intriguing argument: Dreams, though beyond our conscious control, might be our purest expressions of free will.

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	Joan Didion's books should have been enough
 	What to read to wrap your head around the climate crisis
 	Two murder mysteries' surprising window into human genius
 	Mario Vargas Llosa's question for the Trump era


Beradt's dream catalogue, first published in 1966, shows how deeply the Nazis infiltrated the minds of ordinary Berliners: The city's residents regularly reported being forced to sing songs or perform salutes in their sleep. In a recent essay about the book, my colleague Gal Beckerman was most interested in dreams of submission--scenarios in which Germans fiercely opposed to the Nazis might get a back massage from Hitler, or find him irresistibly charming at a party. Although Beradt interpreted these vignettes as reflections of "a deep wish to conform," Beckerman, borrowing a little from Freud, suggests that such dreamers "might in fact be flirting with unfreedom subconsciously as a way of relieving this particular itch and fortifying themselves."

In The Dream Hotel, Lalami conjures a future in which a dystopian surveillance state monitors people's dreams, sometimes using the data to incarcerate those whom it deems likely to commit crimes. This week, Lalami wrote for The Atlantic about how plausible her speculative scenario feels today in America, with eerie parallels in news reports of permanent U.S. residents being detained for long-ago infractions. Yet Lailami embarked on the novel well before Donald Trump even ran for president. "I was thinking instead," she writes, "about the ever-more-invasive forms of data collection that Big Tech had unleashed. I wondered if one of their devices might target the subconscious one day."

Sara Hussein, the protagonist of The Dream Hotel, has dreams in which she poisons her husband or inadvertently pushes him off a bridge. Detained for "pre-crime," she joins a cellblock of women incarcerated for similar reasons, people who are deemed dangerous by algorithms. The system of the novel is unfair in many ways, but its incursions into the unconscious feel most outrageous. Dreams are where private, unregulated impulses get to fight it out, freed from the imperatives of waking life and unhindered by the laws of society or reality. They are a medium through which humans can explore desires that are detrimental to themselves or others. If we were to act on every impulse or fear manifested there, chaos and anarchy would result. People would regularly show up to work in their underwear, betray or kill their lovers, miss most of their flights.

The idea that dreams predict our behavior is plainly absurd--but so is the notion that they therefore do not deserve our attention. As Beckerman writes, they can help us register slow, subtle changes in life, such as a growing yearning for freedom, or the creeping emotional stress caused by what he calls "nascent authoritarianism." That's part of why the premise of The Dream Hotel is so frightening: If anyone were able to see and control our dreams, they'd thereby command our imaginations.




Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Bettmann; Getty.



They Dreamed of Hitler

By Gal Beckerman

A newly reissued book documents the dreams of Germans living under the Nazis, charting totalitarianism's power over the subconscious.

Read the full article.



What to Read

The Great Derangement, by Amitav Ghosh

Broadly, Ghosh argues, the problems of climate change are created in the developed world yet are felt most acutely outside it. Ghosh, who has seen the ravaging effects of tornadoes and monsoons on his native Kolkata, builds his series of interlinked essays about the history and politics of global warming around a double-edged storytelling problem that he says prevents the people in rich countries from grasping the enormity of climate change. First, because our common narrative framework depends on the past, many people still consider warming through a speculative lens, failing to recognize the severity, and urgency, of superstorms and sea-level rise. And second, that framework also neglects to assess the past, because it leaves out how centuries of extraction and domination by wealthy, powerful countries have made it hard for formerly colonized nations to be resilient in the face of rising temperatures. That's the "derangement" of his title: the inability of our stories to change as quickly as our world is.  -- Heather Hansman

From our list: What to read to wrap your head around the climate crisis





Out Next Week

? Strangers in the Land: Exclusion, Belonging, and the Epic Story of the Chinese in America, by Michael Luo

? The Accidentals, by Guadalupe Nettel, translated by Rosalind Harvey


? Capitalism and Its Critics: A History: From the Industrial Revolution to AI, by John Cassidy




Your Weekend Read


Ryan Young



Ryan Coogler Didn't Want to Hide Anymore

By David Sims

Ryan Coogler: "Yeah. It was always there, bro. Gumbo is spicy. It'll make your nose run if it's done right. The vampire was always the spice. Gumbo has to hurt a little bit. If you serve me gumbo that doesn't hurt a little bit, it's not right. The vampires were always there, because so much music deals with the supernatural. So much of it's about being haunted by ghosts or dealing with supernatural creatures or having a rabbit's foot or a mojo bag. It deals with darkness. It's dealing with the id. And I love horror cinema; I love horror fiction and the concept of the vampire--everything about it made sense for this movie when I really started to think about it. The fact that they have perspective, that they've been around for a long time. When Remmick hears Sammie sing, he knows what that music is. He knows what it can do."

Read the full interview.





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 Project 2025 Presidency

The blueprint for Trump 2.0 predicted much of what we've seen so far--and much of what's to come.

by David A. Graham




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.


After Donald Trump won in November, I sat down to read all 922 pages of Project 2025. As I write in my new book, what I discovered was more radical and more interesting than I'd expected. It predicted much of what we've seen in the first three months of the second Trump administration--and much of what's to come, including the dismantling of federal climate research that's started to take shape in recent weeks.



The Blueprint

Paul Dans was a true believer in Donald Trump from the start, and by 2020, he had finally clawed his way to a job as a White House staffer. When Trump left office, Dans returned to private life but remained ready if the MAGA movement needed him--like the Roman statesman Cincinnatus, he said. The call came in the spring of 2022, when Kevin D. Roberts, the president of the conservative Heritage Foundation, summoned him to Washington and asked him to convene policy thinkers from across the full sweep of the American right to write an aspirational agenda for the next Republican president.

The contributors Dans gathered believed that the Christian, right-wing nation they desired could come about only if Republicans stopped doing politics the way they always had and refused to accept the structure of the executive branch as it existed. They also understood that the faster a new president moved, the more he'd be able to achieve as the courts, Congress, and civil society struggled to keep up.

The blueprint they produced for achieving that was Project 2025. The agenda was endlessly dissected by the press and Democrats during the election, leading Trump to angrily distance himself from it. Heritage forced Dans out in July 2024 as a sacrificial gesture. Yet these ideas have been key to the head-spinning first three months of the Trump administration, and they offer the best indications of where Trump's attention will land next.

The most important tactic laid out in the plan was to transform the federal bureaucracy by firing as many civil servants as possible, changing others into political appointees, and terrifying the rest into obeisance. We are already seeing the impact: Trump has bought out, driven off, or fired tens of thousands of federal employees, and although courts have ordered some of them reinstated, he has transformed--perhaps permanently--the federal bureaucracy.

The attack on the civil service was one of the best-known planks of the plan, but many of the most shocking moments of the Trump presidency so far have actually come from less prominent ideas buried across Project 2025's 922 pages. It foretold the sacking of top generals (see, for example, C. Q. Brown, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff), branding these officials as "Barack Obama's general officer corps" (page 88), and it said military officers had "been advanced by prior Administrations for reasons other than their warfighting prowess" (page 104). The repeal of Temporary Protected Status for people from Venezuela, and the targeting of academia by slashing student visas? Those are in there, too (pages 145 and 141).

An obsessive focus on diversity, equity, and inclusion programs appears throughout Project 2025; that has become a recurring theme of the Trump presidency, leading to the removal of certain webpages about Black winners of combat medals and the purging of references to the Enola Gay, the atomic bomber whose name suddenly made it vulnerable to keyword-search deletion. Trump's attempts to fire agency officials, in defiance of the law, reflect a conviction by Project 2025's architects that any restrictions on the president's hiring and firing powers inside the executive branch are unconstitutional, a position they hope to persuade the Supreme Court to bless (page 560).

Even the muddled approach to tariffs of Trump's three months in office--now on, now off, now postponed--mirrors cleavages in the Republican Party that appear in Project 2025. Although Trump is a lifelong fan of protectionism, trade is one of the few areas where conservative wonks have not entirely surrendered to his view. Instead of taking a solid position, as Project 2025's authors did on most topics, they instead offered a point and counterpoint between the Trump adviser Peter Navarro, who favors aggressive tariffs on China, and a pro-free-trade voice.

As for what comes next, the text suggests two major things to watch. One is an end to any policies that acknowledge climate change, and to any federal climate research. Already, the Defense Department has canceled climate work, NASA has fired its chief scientist, NOAA has laid off hundreds of workers, and the EPA has plans to fire hundreds more, but even these steep cuts are likely only the start. Earlier this month, Politico reported on an Office of Management and Budget memo proposing an evisceration of NOAA that closely mirrors Project 2025's proposals. Unlike some on the right, Project 2025 doesn't treat climate change as a hoax, but it does view these programs as an impediment to the unfettered exploitation of fossil fuels, especially on federal land, that they want.

The second is a more organized campaign to promote conservative gender norms, traditional families, and Christian morality. Trump has already moved to limit transgender rights, but the Project 2025 agenda is much wider, aiming to return the United States to a country of married families with male breadwinners and female caregivers. The authors also want to ban abortion nationally, though Trump has shown little enthusiasm for the idea. Though he's content to let states strictly limit abortion, he's attuned to how unpopular overturning Roe v. Wade was outside of his base.

Even if Trump won't act, the authors of Project 2025 have ideas for how to chip away at abortion access. They want to revoke federal approval for abortion drugs and criminalize mailing them, and they envision wide-ranging federal surveillance of abortion at the state level. To bolster traditional families, they want to pay caregivers to remain at home, nudge single fathers toward marriage, and restructure welfare programs to reward married couples. Taken together, these moves will try to replicate an idealized vision of pre-Roe v. Wade America.

"We had hoped, those of us who worked putting together Project 2025, that the next conservative president would seize the day, but Trump is seizing every minute of every hour," Dans told Politico last month. Though Dans has not joined the administration, many of the people involved in Project 2025 have landed top jobs, including Russ Vought, head of OMB; CIA Director John Ratcliffe; and Federal Communications Commission Chair Brendan Carr. If Dans's ouster from Heritage last summer seemed like a defeat, it was only a temporary one. When Politico asked him to assess the administration's progress in enacting Project 2025's agenda, he was euphoric. "It's actually way beyond my wildest dreams," he said.

Thinking about Project 2025 as simply a laundry list of management tweaks and policy proposals is a mistake. The authors set out to turbocharge the Trump administration and reshape the executive branch, but their ambitions are much bigger. Their goal is to transform American society in their image. So far, everything is going according to plan.

Related:

	The top goal of Project 2025 is still to come.
 	Trump's assault on USAID makes Project 2025 look like child's play.






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
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 	Congressional Republicans might set off the debt bomb.
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	President Donald Trump posted "Vladimir, STOP!" in response to Russia's deadliest attack on Kyiv in months.
 	A federal judge ordered the Trump administration to return a second migrant deported to El Salvador, whose removal violated a previous settlement agreement.
 	The gunman in the 2022 Highland Park shooting was sentenced to seven life sentences. He killed seven people and wounded dozens of others during an Independence Day parade in Illinois.
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The 'Profound' Experience of Seeing a New Color

By Ross Andersen

The color "olo" can't be found on a Pantone color chart. It can be experienced only in a cramped 9-by-13 room in Northern California. That small space, in a lab on the UC Berkeley campus, contains a large contraption of lenses and other hardware on a table. To see olo, you need to scootch up to the table, chomp down on a bite plate, and keep your head as steady as you can.


Read the full article.
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	Musk's high-tech polygamy is a dead end.
 	The Supreme Court's "selective proceduralism" would suffocate the Constitution.
 	Trump is attempting to use wartime powers in the United States.
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Examine. The happiness expert Arthur C. Brooks shares three principles to help you decide whether to go to college.
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The Critic Who Translated Jazz Into Plain English

When Francis Davis pronounced judgment on music, it carried a great deal of weight.

by David A. Graham




This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.


"Jazz has absorbed whatever was around from the very beginning," the writer Francis Davis told Wen Stephenson in a 1996 interview. The same might have been said of Davis, who died last week at 78. Nate Chinen, writing for NPR, called Davis "an articulate and gimlet-eyed cultural critic who achieved an eminent stature in jazz."

Davis wrote for The Atlantic for more than three decades, from 1984 to 2016, and was a contributing editor for much of that time. He also had a high-profile stint at The Village Voice, where he originated an annual jazz critics' poll that continues today elsewhere and now bears his name. (His influence can also be detected on NPR's Fresh Air, which is hosted by his widow, Terry Gross, and where he served as the program's first jazz critic.)

Corby Kummer, a longtime Atlantic staffer who edited Davis, told me that one thing that set Davis apart was how catholic his taste was. "There were no avant-garde novels or musicians or art-house movies he didn't know, and he knew absolutely everything mainstream," Kummer said. "He was high-low before 'high-low' was a concept. He took everything into account."

You can see Davis's breadth in, for example, his 1992 rave review of Seinfeld, which doubles as an erudite history of popular television. "So much in Seinfeld is new to TV, beginning with its acknowledgment of the absurdity in the ordinary, that you tend to forget that it's based on a premise as old as the medium," he wrote. Twelve years later, he wrote a moving eulogy for Johnny Cash, "a Christian who didn't cast stones, a patriot who didn't play the flag card."

But Davis's jazz writing stands out the most, and means the most to me. He came to The Atlantic under the direction of the editor William Whitworth. As my colleagues Cullen Murphy and Scott Stossel wrote in an obituary last year, Whitworth was a serious jazz fan who had also been, in his youth, a serious trumpeter; he eventually chose a journalist's life over a musician's. Davis "might have been Bill's favorite writer," Kummer told me. The two men would trade album reviews and listen to music together, and Whitworth gave Davis wide latitude to follow his interests.

That might help explain how, in the same calendar year, Davis published deep and definitive profiles of Benny Carter, an alto saxophonist who had been recording since the 1920s, and John Zorn, an impish and sometimes earsplitting avant-garde composer who shared little with Carter save the alto sax and the imprecise label of jazz. "Zorn, in short, is exactly the sort of rude, overgrown adolescent you would go out of your way to avoid, if only he weren't so ... well, interesting, important, and influential (at least potentially)," Davis wrote. (Davis's prediction has borne out: Zorn remains a central and only slightly calmer figure today.)

Davis lamented that the music he loved was viewed as elitist, but he wrote about it in terms that could reach both serious fans and casual listeners. His confiding but lightly sardonic presence on the page brought you in, and his ability to translate jazz into plain English brought you along. In 1988, he captured how the members of the trumpeter Wynton Marsalis's band "sound as though they were playing in four different time signatures. But actually they are stretching a basic quadruple meter four different ways, accenting different beats in every measure, and trusting that the listener will feel the downbeat in his bones. The effect is mesmerizing."

Davis's fundamental interest, though, was less musicological than anthropological. "What does music mean to people?" he wondered. "What does it signify to them?" I've always loved his description of the deceptively relaxed guitarist Bill Frisell: "Even at its most melodic and high-stepping, Frisell's music seems haunted and disquieted, more Edward Hopper than Grant Wood or Norman Rockwell, evocative not just of rivers and prairies and small-town parades but of lost highways, dead-end streets, and heartbreak hotels."

Although Davis could write an immaculate sentence, his goal was not flash or provocation. "He wasn't interested in being a cultural authority," Kummer told me. "He was interested, as the best writers are, in understanding what he thought by writing it out." This meant that when he did make a judgment, it carried a great deal of weight. His verdict on Marsalis's retrospective orientation feels as solid now as it did 37 years ago: "Progress is frequently a myth in jazz, as in most other aspects of contemporary life. But it is a myth so central to the romance of jazz that the cost of relinquishing it might be giving up jazz altogether."

The sureness of Davis's judgments makes me hesitate to contradict him, but I must. What I believe was Davis's final published piece was an essay in January that accompanied his eponymous poll, in which he disclosed that he'd entered hospice. His outlook on jazz journalism was grim. "Maybe I was the last to learn that criticism had outlived its usefulness as far as the arts and entertainment industry were concerned," he wrote. "Or maybe only I have outlived mine." On the contrary, his criticism has and will outlive him, much to the benefit of the listeners and readers who do too.
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        Winners of the GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	April 30, 2025

            	15 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            The German Society for Nature Photography (GDT) just announced the winning images for its annual members-only photo competition, selected from more than 8,000 entries submitted by photographers from 11 countries. Contest organizers were once again kind enough to share some of their winning and honored photographs with us below.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A puffin raises its head, standing on the ground, backlit by low sunlight.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Courtship Display. Fourth Place, Birds.
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                Karsten Mosebach / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A black-and-white image of two elephants beside a pond, seen at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Elephants at Watering Hole. Sixth Place, Mammals.
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                Gudkov Andrey / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A small, round-bodied wild cat runs over snow toward the camera.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Grumpy Cat. Fifth Place, Mammals.
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                Beate Oswald / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of a spider in its web, with light reflecting from many web strands in a rainbow of colors]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Spider Disco. Third Place, Other Animals.
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                Thomas Kirchen / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A bird perches atop a reed, its beak open, as an insect flies nearby.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sing 'n Snack. Sixth Place, Birds.
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                Wolfram Nagel / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of a moth, with many out-of-focus light reflections]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Winter Moth. Fifth Place, Other Animals.
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                Susanne Grossnick / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of treeless hills beneath a partly cloudy sky, seen with a rainbow forming a full circle]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Full-Circle Rainbow. Seventh Place, Landscapes.
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                Peter Schwager / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A snow leopard tumbles down a rocky slope as it attacks a small dog.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Life and Death. Tenth Place, Mammals. A snow leopard tumbles down a slope as it attacks a small dog from a nearby village in Ladakh, India. The dog escaped with bite injuries and was treated.
                #
            

            
                
                
                    (c)
                
                
                
                Ulrich Heermann / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A view of seaside cliffs and a waterfall under low clouds]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Radiance. Runner-up, Landscapes.
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                Thomas Froesch / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A large grouse stands atop a rock in a snow-covered forest, putting on a display.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lone Sentinel. Seventh Place, Birds.
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                Levi Fitze / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A red fox trots on a path through purple flowering bushes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Red Fox in Heathland. Fourth Place, Mammals.
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                Angelika Krikava / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A small antelope stands on a stump, seen through foreground foliage, which is blurred.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Chamois. Category winner, Mammals.
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                Radomir Jakubowski / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A meadow seen on a foggy morning, with hundreds of spider webs visible, drooping under the weight of dew drops.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Misty Morning. Category winner, Special Category: Germany's Peatlands and Bogs.
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                Andreas Volz / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A white bird walks on a wind-carved snow bank, leaving footprints.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Patterns in the Snow. Category Winner, Jury Prize Winner, Birds.
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                Levi Fitze / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A rabbit stands, alert, near tall plants, seen at sunrise.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                At Sunrise. Third Place, Mammals.
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                Christoph Kaula / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    
  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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        The 35th Anniversary of the Hubble Space Telescope

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	April 28, 2025

            	12 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Thirty-five years ago, in April of 1990, the Hubble Space Telescope was launched into orbit aboard the space shuttle Discovery. Since then, NASA reports that Hubble has made "nearly 1.7 million observations, looking at approximately 55,000 astronomical targets," bringing so much of the nearby universe into focus. Gathered here is a collection of amazing recent images--some published in celebration of Hubble's 35th anniversary, others either newly released or recently updated with new techniques.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Glowing and dark sections of a huge cloudlike structure in space, backdropped by stars]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This towering structure of billowing gas and dark dust is only a small portion of the Eagle Nebula. More than nine light-years long and 7,000 light-years distant from Earth, this image of the nebula has been refreshed with the use of new processing techniques and released as part of ESA/Hubble's 35th-anniversary celebrations. The cosmic cloud shown here is made of cold hydrogen gas, like the rest of the Eagle Nebula. In such regions of space, new stars are born among the collapsing clouds. Hot, energetic and formed in great numbers, the stars unleash an onslaught of ultraviolet light and stellar winds that sculpt the gas clouds around them. This produces fantastical shapes like the narrow pillar with the blossoming head that we see here.
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                [image: A view of a barred spiral galaxy with stars and other galaxies in the background]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Hubble captured this face-on view of NGC 5335, a remarkable-looking galaxy about 225 million light-years away, categorized as a flocculent spiral galaxy with patchy streamers of star formation across its disk.
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                [image: Clouds of gas and dust form a bright nebula in the night sky, vaguely shaped like a moth.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This Hubble image captures the beauty of the mothlike planetary nebula NGC 2899. This object has a bipolar, cylindrical outflow of gas, propelled by radiation and stellar winds from a hot white dwarf at the center. There may be two companion stars that are interacting and sculpting the nebula, which is pinched in the middle by a fragmented ring or torus--looking like a half-eaten donut. It has a forest of gaseous "pillars" that point back to the source of radiation and stellar winds. The nebula lies approximately 4,500 light-years away in the southern constellation Vela.
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                [image: A densely packed cluster of thousands of stars]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                As part of ESA/Hubble's 35th-anniversary celebration, a revisit to the star cluster Messier 72 with new data and image processing techniques. M72 is a collection of stars, formally known as a globular cluster, located in the constellation Aquarius roughly 50,000 light-years from Earth. The intense gravitational attraction between the closely packed stars gives globular clusters their regular, spherical shape.
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                [image: A disc-shaped galaxy, seen edge-on, ringed by clouds of darker dust]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Located about 30 million light-years away in the constellation Virgo, the Sombrero Galaxy is instantly recognizable. Though the Sombrero Galaxy is packed with stars, it's surprisingly not a hotbed of star formation. Less than one solar mass of gas is converted into stars within the knotted, dusty disc of the galaxy each year. Even the galaxy's central supermassive black hole, which is more than 2,000 times more massive than the Milky Way's central black hole, is fairly calm.
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                [image: A swirling line of dark clouds sits among brighter clouds of gas and dust, among hundreds of stars.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This new image showcases NGC 346, a dazzling young star cluster in the Small Magellanic Cloud, about 200,000 light-years away in the constellation Tucana. NGC 346 is home to more than 2,500 newborn stars. The cluster's most massive stars, which are many times more massive than our sun, blaze with an intense blue light in this image. The glowing pink nebula and snakelike dark clouds are the remnant of the birth site of the stars in the cluster.
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                [image: A spiral galaxy seen in detail, including an apparently larger "arm" stretched out toward the observer]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This skewed spiral galaxy, called Arp 184 or NGC 1961, sits about 190 million light-years away from Earth in the constellation Camelopardalis. The name Arp 184 comes from the Atlas of Peculiar Galaxies, which was compiled by astronomer Halton Arp in 1966. The 338 galaxies in the atlas are oddly shaped, tending to be neither entirely elliptical nor entirely spiral-shaped. Arp 184 earned its spot in the catalog thanks to its single broad, star-speckled spiral arm that appears to stretch toward us.
                #
            

            
                
                
                ESA / Hubble & NASA
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two stellar structures in space, one shaped like a bright butterfly, the other, a colorful cloud of gas and dust.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view into the dusty recesses of the nearest massive star-forming region to Earth, the Orion Nebula, some 1,300 light-years away. The nebula is home to hundreds of newborn stars, including the subject of this image: the protostars HOPS 150 and HOPS 153. These protostars get their names from the Herschel Orion Protostar Survey. The object that can be seen in the upper-right corner of this image is HOPS 150: It's a binary system of two young protostars orbiting each other. Each has a small, dusty disc of material surrounding it that it is feeding from. The dark line that cuts across the bright glow of these protostars is a cloud of gas and dust, more than 2,000 times wider than the distance between Earth and the sun, falling in on the pair of protostars. Extending across the left side of the image is a narrow, colorful outflow called a jet, which comes from the nearby protostar HOPS 153, out of frame. HOPS 153 is a significantly younger stellar object than its neighbor, still deeply embedded in its birth nebula and enshrouded by a cloud of cold, dense gas.
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                [image: Many distant galaxies, one relatively closer spiral galaxy, and a ring-like magnified galaxy]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A tiny patch of sky in the constellation Hydra. The stars and galaxies depicted here span a mind-bending range of distances. Nearest to us in this image are stars within our own Milky Way galaxy, which are marked by diffraction spikes. The bright star that sits just at the edge of the prominent bluish galaxy is only 3,230 light-years away, as measured by ESA's Gaia space observatory. Behind this star is a galaxy named LEDA 803211. At 622 million light-years distant, this galaxy is close enough that its bright galactic nucleus is clearly visible. Many of the more distant galaxies in this frame appear starlike, with no discernible structure but without the diffraction spikes of a star in our galaxy. Of all the galaxies in this frame, one pair stands out in particular: a smooth golden galaxy encircled by a nearly complete ring at left. This curious configuration is the result of gravitational lensing, where a distant object is warped and magnified by the gravity of a massive foreground object. The lensed galaxy, whose image we see as the ring, lies incredibly far away from Earth. We are seeing it as it was when the universe was just 2.5 billion years old.
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                [image: Dark clouds of gas and dust partially obscure brighter clouds in a nebula, with many embedded stars visible.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Hubble Space Telescope photo of a small portion of the Rosette Nebula, a huge star-forming region spanning 100 light-years across and located 5,200 light-years away. Hubble zoomed into a small portion of the nebula that is only four light-years across (the approximate distance between our sun and the neighboring Alpha Centauri star system). Dark clouds of hydrogen gas laced with dust are silhouetted across the image. The clouds are being eroded and shaped by the seething radiation from the cluster of larger stars in the center.
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                [image: A circular galaxy surrounded by many rings, with several smaller galaxies visible nearby]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Hubble observations have allowed researchers to hone in on more of the Bullseye galaxy's rings--and helped confirm which galaxy dove through its core. LEDA 1313424, aptly nicknamed the Bullseye, is two-and-a-half times the size of our Milky Way and has nine rings--six more than any other known galaxy. Hubble has confirmed eight rings, and data from the W. M. Keck Observatory in Hawaii confirmed a ninth. Hubble and Keck also confirmed which galaxy dove through the Bullseye, creating these rings: the blue dwarf galaxy that sits to its immediate center-left. This relatively tiny interloper traveled like a dart through the core of the Bullseye about 50 million years ago, leaving rings in its wake like ripples in a pond. A thin trail of gas now links the pair, though they are currently separated by 130,000 light-years.
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                [image: Multicolored clouds of gas and dust surround and obscure hundreds of stars.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A sparkling and dusty scene from the Large Magellanic Cloud, one of the Milky Way's satellite galaxies, about 160 000 light-years away. The scene pictured here is on the outskirts of the Tarantula Nebula, the largest and most productive star-forming region in the local universe. At its center, the Tarantula Nebula hosts the most massive stars known, which weigh in at roughly 200 times the mass of the sun. The section of the nebula shown here features serene blue gas, brownish-orange dust patches, and a sprinkling of multicolored stars. The stars within and behind the dust clouds appear redder than those that are not obscured by the dust.
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        Photos of the Week: Pony Run, Corgi Race, Rocket War
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            	28 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Mourners of Pope Francis gathered at the Vatican, scenes from the the second weekend of Coachella 2025, a humanoid-robot half-marathon in China, a wildfire in Nebraska, a "Big Wheel" Easter race in San Francisco, and much more
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                [image: A woman holds a child in her arms as they both look up toward the ornate ceiling of a basilica.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Caretaker Ellie Gifford holds Joseph Mathews in her arms as they look up at the ceiling of the Basilica of the National Shrine of the Immaculate Conception in the wake of the the death of Pope Francis, on April 21, 2025, in Washington, D.C.
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                [image: People dance outside in traditional Ukrainian clothing.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People in traditional Ukrainian clothes perform folk dances during celebrations of Orthodox Easter at the Museum of Folk Architecture and Life in Lviv, Ukraine, on April 20, 2025.
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                [image: A woman walks among tulips with an umbrella.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman walks among the tulips in Amsterdam on April 16, 2025.
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                [image: A person wearing an unusual rabbit costume races down a road on a curving hill atop a makeshift wheeled platform.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dozens of contestants attend the "Bring Your Own Big Wheel" Race on Easter Sunday on Potrero Hill in San Francisco on April 20, 2025.
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                [image: Two people in a hippo costume walk past people preparing for a boat race.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A costume portraying a hippopotamus is seen during a pirogue race at the Fesmamas Festival in Markala, Mali, on April 19, 2025.
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                [image: An over-under view of a horse walking through chest-deep water, its legs seen on the sand underwater.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person leads a horse into the Mediterranean Sea near Hadera, Israel, on April 19, 2025.
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                [image: A person prays while standing in in churning water near a shore.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A church elder prays while standing in the surf during a Good Friday baptism ceremony in Durban, South Africa, on April 18, 2025.
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                [image: Two children light candles in a church.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Children light candles during a blessing of traditional Easter food baskets on Holy Saturday, in the Holy Ascension Church in Kharkiv, Ukraine, on April 19, 2025.
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                [image: People wearing white costumes with tall conical hats and masks carry candles in a procession.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Penitents of the Jesus Yacente ("Reclining Christ") brotherhood take part in a procession during Holy Week in the northwestern Spanish city of Zamora on the night of April 17, 2025.
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                [image: Small rockets leave many streaks of light, blasting from an unseen church at lower left, toward a rival church at right.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fiery streaks of handmade rockets light up the night sky over the village of Vrontados on the Greek island of Chios, as two rival congregations engage in a traditional "rocket war" to celebrate Easter on April 20, 2025. Thousands of fireworks were launched between the Saint Markos and Panagia Erithiani churches, turning the solemn resurrection night into a spectacle of light and sound.
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                [image: People run for cover as a plume of dirt and smoke rises above tents at a camp for displaced people, following an air strike.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People run for cover as a plume of dirt and smoke rises above tents at a camp for displaced Palestinians in northern Khan Younis in the southern Gaza Strip, during an Israeli strike, on April 19, 2025.
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                [image: A person appears to call out as they walk through piles of rubble following a missile strike.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Rescuers and civilians work to pull victims from the rubble of a Russian missile strike on a residential building, resulting in at least two deaths and 54 injuries, on April 24, 2025, in Kyiv, Ukraine.
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                [image: The hands and faces of many people are seen through the bars of a tall fence.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Devotees are pictured as large crowds gather to enter the Temple of the Tooth for a public exposition of the sacred Tooth relic of the Buddha in Kandy, Sri Lanka, on April 18, 2025.
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                [image: People walk on a path past bluebells that cover the forest floor.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People walk through a woodland covered in bluebells in the Chiltern Hills near Berkhamsted, England, on April 20, 2025.
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                [image: Donald Trump holds up a collectors card depicting his assassination attempt, at a table surrounded by children.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                President Donald Trump holds up a collectors card that depicts him following the July 2024 assassination attempt, during the Easter Egg Roll on the South Lawn of the White House on April 21, 2025, in Washington, D.C.
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                [image: A half-dozen corgis wearing numbered jerseys race on a grassy track.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Corgis take part in a race at the Corgi Derby at Musselburgh Race Course in Musselburgh, Scotland, on April 19, 2025.
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                [image: A person dressed as the Easter Bunny pulls an empty cart along a meadow.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person dressed as the Easter Bunny pulls an empty cart along a meadow in Bad Worishofen, Germany, after distributing eggs on April 21, 2025.
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                [image: People stand on a footbridge over water in a park surrounded by illuminated cherry blossom trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cherry blossoms are lit up at Hirosaki Park in Aomori Prefecture, Japan, on April 22, 2025.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Kyodo / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A miniature replica of the Statue of Liberty stands atop an old bridge support in a river.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A miniature replica of the Statue of Liberty is seen in the Dauphin Narrows stretch of the Susquehanna River in Dauphin, Pennsylvania, on April 24, 2025.
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                [image: A performer sings on stage while standing on a platform above a giant sculpture of a human face with an open mouth.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Megan Thee Stallion performs during the 2025 Coachella Valley Music and Arts Festival on April 20, 2025, in Indio, California.
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                [image: A performer walks across an outdoor stage in front of a crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Bobby Vylan performs during the second weekend of Coachella 2025 on April 20, 2025.
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                [image: A person, dressed as a humanoid robot, posing for photographs]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A vlogger who dressed up to look like a humanoid robot poses at a Shanghai auto show on April 24, 2025.
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                [image: Several human minders trot along behind a humanoid robot as it runs in a race.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A robot and its engineers run in a humanoid-robot half-marathon in Beijing on April 19, 2025.
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                [image: Two people run on a beach, each leading a small pony.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ben Wilkes leads Gucci (left) and Diane Livingston leads Vivienne as they run along 90 Mile Beach during the final day of the Great North Gallop on April 21, 2025, in Houhora, New Zealand. Set against the backdrop of Northland's wild beaches and dense forests, the Born to Run Great Northern Gallop is a fundraising 100-kilometer multiday adventure race, where participants run or walk alongside miniature ponies.
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                [image: Smoke rises from a distant fire under a cloudy sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the Plum Creek Fire as it burned in north-central Nebraska. The fire reportedly began Monday as a prescribed burn but got out of control, scorching more than 6,000 acres.
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                [image: A shepherd walks with a herd of goats in a snow-covered mountain valley.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A shepherd leads a herd of pashmina goats to grazing grounds during snowfall on the Changthang Plateau in eastern Ladakh in India, on April 19, 2025.
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                [image: A crowd waits in a long line inside of a large, ornate basilica.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People line up as they enter St. Peter's Basilica in the Vatican to pay their respects to Pope Francis lying in state on April 24, 2025.
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                [image: A half-dozen mourners are seen sitting on the ground among lit candles.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Catholics mourn Pope Francis on April 24, 2025, at the Esplanade of Tasitolu in Dili, East Timor, where the Pope held a mass in September of last year.
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