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        Is Your Ego Too Loud? Here's How to Hush It.
        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 live in an age of loud egos. Scholars have documented a large increase since the late 1970s in the percentage of people with a narcissistic personality, a trend that is especially clear among young adults. Social media has made it possible to amplify that trait far and wide, to the extent that we now have an entire cultural class of people we call "influencers" dedicated to broadcasting themse...

      

      
        The Papacy Is No Ordinary Succession
        Luis Parrales

        This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.During the 1963 papal conclave, amid expectant crowds at St. Peter's Square, The Atlantic published a brief exchange between a woman and a priest. "I want one exactly like John," the woman declared, referring to Pope John XXIII, who had died recently. "He needn't be exactly the same," the priest countered. "The important thing is that he shall be a good pope.""No, no,"...

      

      
        Trump's Weak Position on Trade
        Michael Schuman

        The United States and China are finally going to talk. This weekend, U.S. Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent will meet Chinese Vice Premier He Lifeng in Switzerland to begin negotiations over the trade war that has strangled commerce between the two powers, ever since Donald Trump assumed the presidency and imposed additional tariffs of 145 percent on Chinese imports.Trump's negotiating position will be the weaker one. Already in recent months, U.S. policy has appeared to vacillate, its strategy an...

      

      
        How Spying Helped Erode American Trust
        James Santel

        In 1973, William Colby, then the director of central intelligence, had a statue of the Revolutionary War spy Nathan Hale placed on the grounds of the CIA's headquarters in Virginia. Hale struck many as an odd choice of icon; after all, he had been captured and executed by the British. One of Colby's successors, William Casey, grumbled that Hale "fouled up the only mission he was ever given." Casey left Hale alone, but compensated by commissioning what he considered a more appropriate statue in th...

      

      
        Gregg Popovich's Life Lessons
        Adam Harris

        Last Halloween, not long after the kids finished trick-or-treating and got in bed, I settled on my couch to watch the San Antonio Spurs, my favorite basketball team. Five games into a new season, I was full of optimism. The team was a healthy mix of savvy veterans, young stars, and Victor Wembanyama, the most hyped NBA prospect since LeBron James. If the players found the right chemistry, perhaps this could be the year that the Spurs snapped an uncharacteristic playoff drought. And led by Gregg P...

      

      
        We're All Living in a Carl Hiaasen Novel
        Amy Weiss-Meyer

        Nothing about Carl Hiaasen's outward appearance suggests eccentricity. I've seen him described as having the air of "an amiable dentist" or "a pleasant jeweler" or "a patrician country lawyer." He is soft-spoken, courteous, and plainly dressed. The mischief is mostly detectable in his eyes, which he'll widen to express disbelief or judgment, or cast sideways to invite a companion to join him on his wavelength, raising his brows for effect.Every so often, he'll say something that serves as a remin...

      

      
        The Oddball British Comedy Show I Thought I'd Hate (And Learned to Love)
        David Sims

        For ages, various friends of mine recommended that I check out Taskmaster, a British comedy game show in which a group of five comedians earn points by completing a series of silly challenges. The show, which first premiered in 2015, has crossed the ocean in recent years to become a word-of-mouth hit, with fans drawn to its comic hijinks and nonsensical premise. Yet every time my friends nudged me toward Taskmaster, I'd wrinkle my nose. Making the program sound exciting is tough: The idea of stan...

      

      
        A Totally Unnecessary Way to Stress Parents Out
        Julie Beck

        Scarcely a week goes by that Katie's 9- and 6-year-old daughters don't wear a costume to their school in the Dallas suburbs. For the "Neon Party," they wore white T-shirts and the school turned on black lights at lunchtime. For "Adjective Day," when the kids had to wear something, anything, that they could describe with adjectives, Katie's youngest put on a Little Mermaid outfit: scaly, wet, shiny, glittery, beautiful. And Katie just purchased a koala getup for an upcoming lesson about--you guesse...

      

      
        How Much Would You Pay for That Doll?
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsWhen President Donald Trump mused that "maybe the children will have two dolls instead of 30 dolls, you know?" it wasn't a deeply developed critique of late capitalism, or a sly nod to Weberian asceticism. Still, for those of us who'd been hoarding items in a Temu shopping cart, it did raise some important philosophical questions: Is a car vacuum necessary? How many baseball hats can you stack? How many dolls is too many?...

      

      
        The Actual Math Behind DOGE's Cuts
        Jessica Riedl

        In November, when Donald Trump first announced his plan to place Elon Musk in charge of a new Department of Government Efficiency, the idea was widely written off as a joke. Then Trump took office, and DOGE began its very real stampede through the government. As an effort to meaningfully reduce federal spending, however, DOGE remains wholly unserious.Musk initially promised that he would eliminate $2 trillion of the $7 trillion federal budget, before scaling back his ambitions to $1 trillion, and...

      

      
        The Disturbing Rise of MAGA Maoism
        Derek Thompson

        China may well come to dominate the next century--because President Donald Trump is taking a page from the most famous Chinese leader of the previous one.The United States remains the world's preeminent soft power. It's a financial and cultural juggernaut, whose entertainment and celebrities bestride the planet. But as an industrial power, the U.S. is not so much at risk of falling behind as it is objectively behind already. A recent essay in the journal Foreign Affairs by Rush Doshi and Kurt Camp...

      

      
        Trump's Inevitable Betrayal of His Supporters
        Yair Rosenberg

        On Sunday, Donald Trump went on TV and told Americans that their children should make do with less. "They don't need to have 30 dolls; they can have three," the president said on Meet the Press. "They don't need to have 250 pencils; they can have five." Critics were quick to point out the irony of America's avatar of excess telling others to tighten their belt. But the problem with Trump's remark goes beyond the optics. It's that his argument for austerity contradicts his campaign commitments--and...

      

      
        The Impending Doom of Trump's Trade War
        James Surowiecki

        Little more than a month has passed since Donald Trump announced his plans to upend the global economic order by imposing huge tariffs on almost every country in the world. The stock market sold off sharply following the announcement; within days, the S&P 500 had lost about 12 percent of its value. But if you look at the U.S. economy right now, it doesn't look obviously different from the way it did just before Trump's so-called Liberation Day. Job growth in April was respectable. Forecasts for A...

      

      
        The Art of the Price Hike
        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.Maxwell Cohen knew the tariffs were coming. President Donald Trump had openly threatened a trade war on the campaign trail, and Cohen, an entrepreneur, heeded his words. His company, Peelaways, sells disposable and waterproof fitted bed sheets made in China that are popular with at-home and family careg...

      

      
        The Catharsis in Re-Creating One of the Worst Days of Your Life
        Shirley Li

        This article includes spoilers for the film Warfare.Since 2012, Ray Mendoza has been building a hefty Hollywood resume: performing stunts, choreographing gunfights, and teaching movie stars how to act like soldiers in films such as Act of Valor and Lone Survivor. He also helped design the battle sequences in last year's Civil War, the writer-director Alex Garland's speculative thriller imagining America as an endless combat zone.These projects have been a particularly good fit for him. Mendoza is a former Navy SEAL;...

      

      
        America Needs More Judges Like Judge Myers
        Richard L. Hasen

        Updated at 5:40 p.m. ET on May 7, 2025When judges act as partisan hacks, it is important to condemn their conduct. Last month, four Republican justices on the North Carolina Supreme Court blessed the antidemocratic attempt by the fellow Republican judge Jefferson Griffin to subvert the outcome of the November 2024 election for a seat on that same court by throwing out ballots of some North Carolina voters who had followed all the rules. But just as important is lauding the Republican judges who s...

      

      
        Now Is Not the Time to Eat Bagged Lettuce
        Nicholas Florko

        When you think of food poisoning, perhaps what first comes to mind is undercooked chicken, spoiled milk, or oysters. Personally, I remember the time I devoured a sushi boat as a high-school senior and found myself calling for my mommy in the early hours of the morning.But don't overlook your vegetable crisper. In terms of foodborne illness, leafy greens stand alone. In 2022, they were identified as the cause of five separate multistate foodborne-illness outbreaks, more than any other food. Romain...

      

      
        The Godfather of the Woke Right
        Jonathan Chait

        Of the innumerable insults directed at Donald Trump and his supporters, the one that seems to get under their skin the most is "woke right." The epithet describes the Trump movement's tendency to counter left-wing illiberalism with a mirror-image replica. "The woke right," my colleague Thomas Chatterton Williams explained earlier this year, "places identity grievance, ethnic consciousness, and tribal striving at the center of its behavior and thought." Right-wing wokeness appropriates techniques ...

      

      
        The Real Motive Behind the Real ID-Deadline Charade
        Juliette Kayyem

        Today, nearly 20 years after Congress passed legislation mandating a nationwide program known as Real ID, was the deadline for travelers to show the new identification for domestic flights. And yet nothing has happened. Although about 20 percent of the traveling public is still not compliant, because people have not obtained the required document (generally, a revised form of driver's license issued by U.S. states and territories), Homeland Security has done little more than issue a leaflet that ...

      

      
        A Crisis Is No Time for Amateurs
        Tom Nichols

        After the Bay of Pigs disaster in 1961, President John F. Kennedy called the man he defeated in the 1960 election, Richard Nixon, to commiserate about the unique burden of the presidency. "It really is true that foreign affairs is the only important issue for a president to handle, isn't it?" the rattled young JFK said to the former vice president. "I mean, who gives a shit if the minimum wage is $1.15 or $1.25, in comparison to something like this?"Kennedy, like other presidents, faced the painf...

      

      
        The Most Corrupt Presidency in American History
        David Frum

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsIn this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum reflects on the 80th anniversary of the end of World War II in Europe, examining how postwar reconciliation--not battlefield triumph--became America's true finest hour. He contrasts that legacy with Donald Trump's recent bombastic Victory Day statement, urging a rededication to the values that built a more peaceful world.David is then joined by The Atlantic's...

      

      
        The Brands Are Very Sorry About Your Trauma
        Ellen Cushing

        Cameo is a platform that allows everyday people to commission B-to-Z-list celebrities to record personalized videograms for any occasion. Some time ago, when my friend Caroline was in the hospital, I used it to buy, for $12.59, a 2-minute, 14-second pep talk for her, delivered by a man who is famous online for dressing like a dog.More than two years later, Cameo wants me to know that if I would like to not receive Mother's Day-related promotional emails, I can opt out. So does Heyday, the Millenn...

      

      
        Europeans Have Realized Their Error
        Graeme Wood

        Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania are such tiny countries that if Russia wished to take a bite out of them, as it took bites out of Georgia in 2008 and Ukraine in 2014 and 2022, it would simply swallow them whole. To make themselves less toothsome, they have armed themselves and forged alliances with Europe and the United States. But the American side of that alliance suddenly looked less dependable in March, when President Donald Trump dressed down the Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky in the ...

      

      
        What Kind of Questions Did 17th-Century Daters Have?
        Sophia Stewart

        Not long after my partner and I exchanged our first "I love you"s, I made an embarrassing confession. In the weeks leading up to the occasion, I had Googled how long one should wait before declaring their love, and combed through dozens of forums and articles in search of guidance. With relief, my partner blurted out: "I did the same thing!" I imagined us both whispering our mutual question into the search bar, seeking a faceless chorus of counsel.We were far from the first to anonymously seek ro...

      

      
        How the Most Remote Community in America Gets Its Mail
        Sarah Yager

        Photographs by Elliot RossJust after 8 o'clock one spring morning, 2,000 feet below the rim of the Grand Canyon, Nate Chamberlain, wearing chaps and cowboy boots, emerged from the post office in Supai, Arizona, with the last of the morning mail. He tucked a Priority Mail envelope into a plastic U.S. Postal Service crate lashed to one of the six mules waiting outside. Then he climbed into the saddle on the lead mule, gave a kick of his spurs, and set off down the dirt road leading out of the villa...
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The Bliss of a Quieter Ego

We live in a world of noisy narcissism, but you can escape the cacophony--and be happier.

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 live in an age of loud egos. Scholars have documented a large increase since the late 1970s in the percentage of people with a narcissistic personality, a trend that is especially clear among young adults. Social media has made it possible to amplify that trait far and wide, to the extent that we now have an entire cultural class of people we call "influencers" dedicated to broadcasting themselves via new technology. And that new class constantly generates new aspirants to membership: According to one survey, more than half of young people today say they want to be an influencer.

A similar incentive structure undergirds our media-driven political system. Where once politics attracted people with a strong public-service ethic and traditional virtues of modesty and humility, now it rewards leaders and activists--on both the left and right--who are performative and self-interested.

The increase in loud egos has coincided with declines in well-being. The rate of depression in the United States has risen to its highest level on record. Behavioral science offers a compelling thesis that may explain what we're seeing, as a result of what has been termed the "self-reflection paradox." An intense focus on self is an evolved trait, scientists suggest, because it confers competitive advantages in mating and survival. But research has also shown that to be so focused on self can be a primary source of unhappiness and maladjustment. So what appears to be happening is that we have developed culture and technology that together supercharge this primal drive of self-reflection--to such an unhealthy and unnatural extent that it has the paradoxical effect of ruining our lives.

Where this grim trend will take our society I have no idea, but I do know that there are measures you can take to protect your well-being--short of checking out and moving to a Himalayan monastery. Unless that is actually what you want to do, then the secret to staying happy amid a culture of loud ego is to adopt for yourself the opposite strategy: cultivate a quiet ego.

Arthur C. Brooks: You can do leisure better, seriously

Quiet ego is not a term I invented; two psychologists introduced it in 2008. In later research, they defined it as "a self-identity that is neither excessively self-focused nor excessively other-focused--'an identity that incorporates others without losing the self.'" They measured quiet ego with a survey that asked respondents to say whether they agreed with statements such as "Before criticizing somebody, I try to imagine how I would feel if I were in their place" and "For me, life has been a continuous process of learning, changing, and growth." (You can see the Quiet Ego Scale in the appendix here.)

The researchers found that people possessing quiet ego showed "inclusive identity" (they thought about others and not just themselves), "perspective taking" (they saw things from others' point of view), "growth" (they believed they could improve), and "detached awareness" (they were able to observe themselves with some distance, a skill I have referred to previously as "metacognition")--which is the opposite of an egotistical self-focus. In less technical language, quiet ego involves the virtues of charity, humility, self-awareness, and hope.

In another collaboration, the same psychologists who coined quiet ego found that, on average, quiet ego raises happiness. It is associated with better mood balance, superior life satisfaction, and a greater sense of life's meaning. Those four virtues help people who possess them get along with others, not take themselves too seriously, understand and manage their own emotions, and see the way toward a better future.

Quiet ego also has protective qualities, because it enables people to deal effectively with life's inevitable problems, even big ones. Researchers find that possessing a quiet ego is associated with a capacity for growth after traumatic experiences, which means such positive psychological changes as stronger relationships, appreciation for life, and deeper spirituality. Studies have shown how this can apply, for example, to mothers raising children with disabilities or unemployed people looking for a job.

Research has demonstrated a positive correlation between quiet ego and such personality traits as extroversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, and openness to experience. No research has suggested that a given personality type is incompatible with quiet ego--with the possible exception of the Dark Triad, which is high in narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopathy. But quiet ego probably comes more easily to some people than to others.

Arthur C. Brooks: Why are young people everywhere so unhappy?

In a world of loud egos and increasing unhappiness, the countercultural strategy is to cultivate your quiet ego. This starts by questioning a great deal of conventional wisdom, which tells you to prioritize yourself before others, to seek "your truth" rather than the truth, and to see the future as grim and beyond your capacity to do anything about it. Even if we set aside the research findings (which I have covered more than once in The Atlantic, as have others), a casual look at the statistics that show deteriorating mental health suggests how ill-advised the conventional wisdom is as a guide to well-being.

So  create your plan for acquiring the four constituent virtues of quiet ego. One way I like to do this is through two questions and two affirmations. The first question is "What do others need that only I can provide?" This empowers me to do what is uniquely under my control for the people who depend on me. Only I can be a husband, father, and grandfather to my family--because I am by definition those things already--so I focus on doing those jobs generously and well. Likewise, only I can teach my class and write my column today, so I pay attention to performing these tasks to the best of my ability. Others can follow the news and complain about the government as well as I can, so I try to ensure that this gets a lot less of my energy and attention.

The second question is "What can be better around me, and how can I help bring it about?" This involves regularly scouring my personal and professional environment for areas of improvement. Sometimes, this means reconsidering my schedule to make sure it's not getting in the way of my family life (which is a constant tendency for me). It might mean thinking creatively about what issue or topic I can write or speak about that could use some public attention. Or it might be some cause or activity that I should support charitably with my time or money.

Then the first affirmation I try to make daily is "I might be wrong." In truth, I am wrong, about many things. I just don't know what they are yet. The only way to find out, and be more correct, is to maintain the humble attitude that in any contested area--which is almost all of my professional field of behavioral science--I could be wrong; I must therefore be open to alternative viewpoints and new data. You can see how this approach to quieting ego helps: It makes me curious, rather than prickly, and attracted to opinions different from mine.

The second affirmation is "I am not my emotions." This is a way to cultivate a detached self-awareness, putting some space between my limbic system (from which my emotions emanate) and my prefrontal cortex (where I make conscious decisions). My emotions are information about perceived threats and opportunities, not a guide to how I should evaluate my life or choose to act. When I wake up feeling blue, I am not a sad person; I am someone who probably slept poorly and needs to hit the gym to put things right. This gives me control over my feelings, rather than vice versa.

Arthur C. Brooks: Five teachings of the Dalai Lama I try to live by

A parting idea: Maybe I dismissed the Himalayan-monastery option too quickly. One school of thought proposes the merits of having no ego at all. This idea underpins the doctrine of anatman in Buddhism: the realization that your individual self is an illusion of the moment. According to this philosophy, what you see as an essential you is really just an evanescent and changing melody in the song of life, taking its place in a chorus with all other melodies.

Quiet ego is a wonderful way to mute the cacophony of the egotistical world. You don't need to go the whole way toward the Buddhist self-abnegation of no ego, but you can absolutely enjoy the peace, harmony, and happiness that your quiet ego will bring you.
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The Papacy Is No Ordinary Succession

A conclave only begins to answer the question of who a pope will truly be.

by Luis Parrales




This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.


During the 1963 papal conclave, amid expectant crowds at St. Peter's Square, The Atlantic published a brief exchange between a woman and a priest. "I want one exactly like John," the woman declared, referring to Pope John XXIII, who had died recently. "He needn't be exactly the same," the priest countered. "The important thing is that he shall be a good pope."

"No, no," she retorted. "I want one exactly like John."

This little back-and-forth underscores the key question that the current papal conclave, like those before it, can only begin to answer: not simply "Who will be the next pope?" but "Who will the next pope be?" How will his mind and faith shape the Catholic Church and the broader world?

The best answers to this question, Paul Elie suggested in a wonderful 2004 Atlantic feature, avoid turning popes-to-be into "careers in human form, resumes with arms and legs." Yet conclave commentary often focuses on the resume, with its emphasis on languages spoken and offices held (to say nothing of friendships and rivalries forged at the Vatican). Talk of "front-runners" is also common but tends to overlook the fact that many recent popes--from John XXIII to John Paul II to Francis himself--were not considered papabile at first. Some people speculate that because Francis appointed most members of the College of Cardinals, the next pope will obviously be in his mold. Yet Pope Benedict XVI also appointed the majority of the cardinals who selected Francis 12 years ago, and their pontificates were notably different.

Most of all, papal predictions that rely on borrowed political labels--"left" and "right," "liberal" and "conservative"--obscure more than they illuminate. They don't always age well, for one. John Paul II was initially considered a "liberal," one who filled "thousands with hope and the prospect of change"; Francis was at first described as "rather inflexible and staunchly conservative." Yet just two years after their respective conclaves, Kati Marton posited in The Atlantic that "a new conservatism" appeared to be emerging in John Paul II's papacy, while Ross Douthat concluded that aspects of Francis's agenda were "clearly in tune with what many progressive Catholics (and progressives, period) in the West have long hoped for from the Church."

But the bigger problem with using a left-right binary to understand who a pope might be is that none of the previous three popes fit into that framework especially well, at least not as it's normally understood in American politics. How many Democrats today would both oppose abortion and defend a gender binary based on biological sex, as Francis did? How many Republicans would, like Benedict, oppose the death penalty and highlight the risks of climate change?

Divisions within Catholicism certainly exist--on marriage and inclusion, on the liturgy, on the proper response to autocracies, to name just a few recent examples. How, then, might one better grasp the range of views inside the conclave? Perhaps by recalling the dual identity that John XXIII--the same pope the woman at St. Peter's Square was so fond of in 1963--used to describe the Church: mater et magistra, mother and teacher.

The Catholic Church has understood, especially since the mid-20th century, that in order to thrive, it must find the right mode of relating to modernity. For some Catholics--drawing especially from Benedict XVI's thought--that mode should be primarily theological, mirroring a teacher who's able to relay the truth and "make the substance of the Catholic faith clear" amid "continual change," as Elie put it in his 2006 Atlantic cover story. For others, the Church's main mode today ought to be maternal. Prominent during Francis's papacy, this mode primarily aims not to settle debates but to foster bonds of fraternity; it wagers that embodied acts of mercy, not abstract argumentation, will forge "solidarity stronger than nation, class, or ideology," as Elie wrote.

Those more hopeful about modernity may see the former view as doctrinaire; those more anxious about it might treat the latter as too freewheeling. But for both groups, the stakes of which mode the next pope will adopt feel high. Those who emphasize the magistra mode of Catholicism likely remember a time--detailed in Marton's 1980 story--when Church teaching was downplayed or outright ignored, such as when a Dutch diocese voted to make priestly celibacy optional and when a high-profile Catholic theologian essentially questioned Jesus Christ's divinity. ("What is Catholicism if it doesn't know what it believes?" they might ask.) Those who stress the mater mode worry that an emphasis on right teaching can overlook other important tenets of the faith: Take, for example, purportedly orthodox Catholics excusing or even endorsing anti-immigrant attitudes, or the specter of a Christian cultural landscape that, as my colleague Elizabeth Bruenig recently put it, privileges "conquest and triumph rather than peace and humility."

It's tempting to compare the selection of a pope to a run-of-the-mill succession, where factions form and ambition carries the day. But to do so would be to miss something essential about whoever will soon be blessing the St. Peter's Square crowds. "It is easy to forget," Elie observed in 2004, "that the Pope is first and foremost a believing Christian." Forgetting that is the easiest way to misunderstand the pope--no matter who he ends up being.
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Trump's Weak Position on Trade

An incoherent American policy has allowed China to benefit from its focus and resolve.

by Michael Schuman




The United States and China are finally going to talk. This weekend, U.S. Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent will meet Chinese Vice Premier He Lifeng in Switzerland to begin negotiations over the trade war that has strangled commerce between the two powers, ever since Donald Trump assumed the presidency and imposed additional tariffs of 145 percent on Chinese imports.

Trump's negotiating position will be the weaker one. Already in recent months, U.S. policy has appeared to vacillate, its strategy and goals uncertain, while Chinese leader Xi Jinping has held fast, presented an image of strength, and kept his larger geopolitical goals in focus. China has taken the opportunity of the chaos of Trump's trade policy to draw other countries, including American allies, closer to itself.

None of this was the White House's plan. When he imposed the tariffs, Trump seems to have expected that Xi would rush to negotiate their removal. Instead, the Chinese leader matched Trump tariff for tariff and hit back at the United States--for instance, with export restrictions on rare-earth metals that the American tech industry relies on. And Xi began making his own demands. China's Commerce Ministry said in a statement last month that Washington should remove all "unilateral" tariffs on China.

Read: Why China won't give in to Trump

The longer this standoff has persisted, the more Trump has signaled that he's the one who badly needs a trade deal. "I think he's going to want to get to a deal," Trump said of Xi on April 9. The next day, he told a Cabinet meeting that he'd love a trade deal with China. "Oh, we're going to make a deal," Trump said again a few days later. There is a "very good chance" he can reach a deal with China, he said last week. In late April, Trump repeatedly asserted that the two sides were in talks, but his policy team sent mixed messages, and in some cases, failed to back him up.

The confusion has characterized much of Trump's trade strategy. His senior policy makers have variously said that the purpose of the tariffs was to bring factories back to the U.S., raise revenue for the federal government, and bargain for trade deals with targeted countries--goals that clearly conflict. Trump declared April 2, when he announced his worldwide tariff plan, a "Liberation Day" that would free the country from unjust foreign trade practices. A week later, he suspended most of those tariffs and started negotiating them away in trade pacts.

Just days ahead of talks with China, Trump's goals remain unclear. Bessent, in an interview after the meeting was announced, said that the immediate purpose was "de-escalation"--implying the postponement, reduction, or removal of the tariffs Trump has just imposed. He went on to say that forcing manufacturing back to the U.S., beyond a few strategic sectors, was not the administration's intent after all. "In terms of mass production, then they can have at it," he said of China.

Beijing's far more consistent position has been that China will not bow to American pressure, and that Washington must act to resolve the crisis it started. China has also signaled its willingness to walk away from the talks before they begin: China's Commerce Ministry on Wednesday stated that if Washington "tries to use talks as a pretext to continue coercion and extortion, China will absolutely refuse and will not sacrifice its principles."

Xi's resolve is rooted in a well-defined economic program of state-led technological and industrial development--priorities he has pursued for more than a decade and is unlikely to alter for Trump. Politicians and business leaders around the world have criticized Xi's use of state subsidies to promote Chinese industry, but to no avail. Instead, Xi will probably seek some small agreements--such as a deal related to TikTok, in which Trump has already expressed an interest--while protecting his core economic policies. He may even press Trump for concessions, such as the removal of U.S. export controls on chip technology.

In the meantime, Trump continues to overestimate his leverage. "I own the store, and I set prices, and I'll say, 'If you want to shop here, this is what you have to pay,'" Trump said about negotiating with China. "They can go someplace else, but there aren't too many places they can go."

In fact, there are. Xi has been working to reduce his country's reliance on the American market for more than a decade. As a result, America's importance to Chinese trade has been consistently declining. In 2018, China shipped more than 19 percent of its exports to the United States; last year, that number was less than 15 percent. At the same time, China's total trade with the 10-member Association of Southeast Asian Nations has surged by nearly 60 percent since 2019, to almost $1 trillion last year. And Xi has been fostering new bonds of trade, investment, and finance with emerging economies through his global infrastructure program, the Belt and Road Initiative, which he launched in 2013.

Trump is the one who has come under heavy economic pressure amid the trade stalemate. Executives from Walmart and other major retailers warned the president in mid-April of rising prices and product shortages if his tariffs stayed in place. With the U.S. economy contracting in the first quarter, recession fears rising, and the stock market sinking, the administration has already been forced to backtrack: Last month, it exempted mobile phones, computers, and other electronics from most tariffs, and then reduced the impact on automakers by excluding them from some tariffs.

To be sure, the trade war has created some economic problems for Xi as well. Data released last week indicated a sharp drop in export orders for Chinese manufacturers. But while Trump is buffeted by the movements of stock and bond markets, the concerns of big-business backers, dissenting voices within his own White House, and public opinion, Xi governs unchallenged and is largely insulated from such hour-to-hour pressures.

Derek Thompson: The disturbing rise of MAGA Maoism

The Chinese leader has even managed to turn the trade war to his political advantage. Xi's government has portrayed itself as a resolute defender of the Chinese nation and mocked its opponent. CCTV, a state television network, dubbed Trump the "10,000-Tariff Grandpa," and an affiliated social-media account asserted last week that "the U.S. is clearly the more anxious party at this stage." The hashtag #TrumpChickeningOut has been trending on Chinese social media, and online commentators have nicknamed the U.S. president "Comrade Nation Builder"--as in, the man building up China.

Xi has given every indication that his ambitions extend well beyond doing business with the United States--to rolling back American global power and asserting leadership of the developing world. While Bessent awaits the meeting with his Chinese counterpart over tariffs, Xi is in Moscow with Russian President Vladimir Putin. And throughout the standoff with the United States, the Chinese leader has sought to rally other countries, including Vietnam but also the European Union, to Beijing's side against "unilateral and bullying actions," as he put it to Spanish Prime Minister Pedro Sanchez in April.

The appeal of this campaign undoubtedly has limits, as many countries have serious concerns about Chinese trade practices. But Trump's tariffs have given Xi an opportunity to portray himself as the more responsible and reliable statesman. The U.S. president, meanwhile, has evinced no consistent vision or commitment comparable to Xi's. And he is coming into talks at a disadvantage as a result.
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How Spying Helped Erode American Trust

Espionage has always been with us, but its rapid growth over the past century raises questions about who we are.

by James Santel




In 1973, William Colby, then the director of central intelligence, had a statue of the Revolutionary War spy Nathan Hale placed on the grounds of the CIA's headquarters in Virginia. Hale struck many as an odd choice of icon; after all, he had been captured and executed by the British. One of Colby's successors, William Casey, grumbled that Hale "fouled up the only mission he was ever given." Casey left Hale alone, but compensated by commissioning what he considered a more appropriate statue in the lobby--a likeness of William Donovan, nicknamed "Wild Bill," the man often credited as the father of the CIA.

Casey wasn't wrong about Hale's incompetence. Hale hadn't bothered to use an alias, and he divulged his assignment to a British officer. Whether or not he actually uttered his famous last words about having only one life to give for his country, it appears that he was an idealist, if not an outright innocent. "He was simply too forthright and trusting to be a good spy," concludes Jeffrey P. Rogg in his forthcoming book, The Spy and the State, one of two new histories of American intelligence. This is an interesting assessment because of what Rogg declares just a few pages earlier: that the business of intelligence "is inherently 'un-American,'" a practice ill-suited to a "country that values honesty, transparency, and forthrightness." A tantalizing inference can be drawn: If Hale had been a worse American, he might have been a better spy.

The question of whether espionage is compatible with American ideals is an old one. At the founding, the prevailing answer was no. Spying was an appurtenance of monarchy, and therefore incompatible with republican government. In 1797, James Monroe, recently recalled from his position as the minister to France, accused Secretary of State Timothy Pickering of using spies in a bitter letter: "The practice is of great antiquity, and is now in use in the despotic Governments of Europe," he conceded, "but I hoped never to see it transplanted to this side of the Atlantic."

One founding American who did not share his age's discomfort with espionage was George Washington. Rogg casts him as the nation's first great spymaster, and he is joined in this assessment by Mark M. Lowenthal, the author of Vigilance Is Not Enough. The mission that cost Hale his life was Washington's idea, and he authorized at least three kidnapping plots during the war. As the commander of the Continental Army, he was a sophisticated consumer of intelligence, cultivating a wide range of sources. Lowenthal, a former high-ranking CIA official, approvingly quotes the postwar protest of a British officer: "Washington did not really outfight the British, he simply outspied us!"

Read: How the CIA hoodwinked Hollywood

Washington left his most significant intelligence legacy as the nation's first president. At his prodding, the first Congress created the Contingency Fund for the Conduct of Foreign Affairs, a presidential bank account for paying spies. Congress controlled the amount that went into the fund but otherwise had no say in how it was used. This arrangement was arguably sound as a matter of both policy and constitutional law. Endless public debate is no way to authorize time-sensitive covert activities, and the most natural way to read the Constitution on the subject (which it says nothing about) is by analogy to the president's powers as commander in chief and head of state.

But in establishing the Contingency Fund, Congress surrendered not just its right to control intelligence operations but any right to know about them altogether. The president was required to tell lawmakers how much he'd spent, but not where the money had gone. The abdication was considerable, and the potential for abuse was great.

The decision to involve the United States in espionage aroused little public opposition, both in Washington's day and for decades to come. Americans still considered spying on adversaries unsavory, but their government simply wasn't doing that much of it. In the 19th and early 20th centuries, it was largely an ad hoc business conducted by diplomats, military officers, and adventurers. The Army and Navy developed intelligence divisions after the Civil War, but these were marginal outfits that amassed little power or bureaucratic respect. Especially in peacetime, the United States had no permanent, centralized system for collecting intelligence. Accordingly, few Americans saw in the president's covert powers a threat to law or liberty.

The pattern that defined this period--an uptick in spying during war, and then its ebbing in peacetime--poses a problem for Rogg and Lowenthal, whose accounts of the years between the Revolution and World War II are overstuffed with desultory detail. The reader who perseveres through hundreds of pages of bureaucratic infighting and military history in the hopes of fresh insight into later, more familiar chapters of American intelligence will be disappointed. There are suggestive episodes along the way--for instance, the Army's use of waterboarding during a brutal campaign in the Philippines at the turn of the 20th century, or the 1798 passage of the Alien Enemies Act, which President Donald Trump has recently dusted off in cruel fashion--but the inescapable conclusion is that little of what came before the start of the Cold War informed what came after.

Growing out of Wild Bill Donovan's wartime Office of Strategic Services, the CIA was established in 1947 as part of the National Security Act, the law that also birthed the Department of Defense, the National Security Council, and the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Under the act, the CIA's primary responsibility was coordinating intelligence gathering across the government. But the statute also directed the agency "to perform such other functions and duties related to intelligence affecting the national security as the National Security Council may from time to time direct." This was a fatefully broad legislative grant. The CIA's first general counsel concluded that Congress did not mean by these words to authorize covert action--a view shared by Walter Bedell Smith, the agency's second director, who worried that "the operational tail will wag the intelligence dog."

Read: How fake spies ruin real intelligence

Yet for President Harry Truman, the need to counter Soviet aggression outweighed any niceties about legislative intent. In late 1947, he authorized the CIA to intervene in Italy's parliamentary elections, where the Communist Party was poised for a strong performance. The agency spent heavily in support of candidates from the centrist Christian Democratic Party, which won a clear majority at the polls in April 1948. For Truman and his successors, it was proof of concept: Covert operations seemed to offer a relatively cheap way to confront the Soviets without risking a wider war. President Dwight Eisenhower expanded the CIA's brief from influencing elections to toppling governments, leading to regime changes in Iran in 1953 and Guatemala in 1954. More chillingly, in 1960, he approved (whether expressly or tacitly is still disputed) the assassination of Patrice Lumumba, the charismatic leader of the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Although the plot fizzled out, Lumumba was soon killed in the aftermath of a CIA-backed coup, and the Kennedy administration followed Eisenhower's example with its futile campaign against Fidel Castro.

Rogg and Lowenthal acknowledge that the CIA's forays into regime change and assassination damaged the American government's reputation abroad and its standing at home. Yet their evaluations of CIA excesses are oddly muted, as if botched attempts to murder foreign leaders were just another form of intelligence failure. In fact, the Cold War coups and assassinations were not merely missteps. They were abuses, with shattering consequences still being felt today. For history that treats these shady events with the appropriate degree of outrage, one must look to such recent works as Stuart Reid's The Lumumba Plot and Hugh Wilford's The CIA: An Imperial History.

In the mid-1970s, thanks to an inquisitive press and a newly assertive Congress, the public began to learn about the CIA's more outlandish undertakings: not just coups and killings but also mind-control experiments (the notorious MKUltra program) and the surveillance of American citizens. One result was reform; the president, for instance, is now required by law to inform Congress before launching a covert operation. Another consequence was a growing culture of suspicion. Revelations of a seemingly lawless intelligence state awakened Americans' long-standing wariness of spies, which, in the aftermath of Vietnam and Watergate, acquired a cynical, paranoid aspect, evident in films such as Three Days of the Condor that depict the agency as a sinister shadow government.

Another name for shadow government is "deep state." At first blush, President Trump's conspiratorial view of intelligence appears not so different from that held by many other Baby Boomers; witness his obsession with the assassination of John F. Kennedy. But in raising the specter of unchecked spy agencies, Trump doesn't see a threat to the nation. He sees a threat to himself. He has been a relentless antagonist of the intelligence community since 2016, when it concluded that Russia meddled in that year's presidential election to aid his campaign. Newly emboldened in his second term, Trump appears determined to bend the spy agencies to his will, filling his administration's key intelligence jobs with the likes of Tulsi Gabbard and Kash Patel, unqualified outsiders chosen for their willingness to parrot his false claims of witch hunts and rigged elections.

Read: Inside the fiasco at the National Security Council

In saner times, under sounder leadership, changes to the intelligence community would perhaps be welcome. The CIA never fully regained the trust it lost in the 1970s; what progress it made was largely undone during the War on Terror, when its use of torture, rendition, and drone strikes of questionable legality--alongside the National Security Agency's mass-surveillance program--again underscored the danger that an unaccountable intelligence apparatus poses to the nation's constitutional order. These transgressions should have led Congress to consider fundamental reforms to America's spy agencies, including a long-overdue mandate that they forgo covert action and focus on the essential work of foreign-intelligence gathering and analysis. But no overhaul is forthcoming, leaving the CIA and its peers vulnerable to Trump's demagoguery, and Americans vulnerable to the whims of a surveillance state. Now, like much of the rest of the federal government, the intelligence community finds itself subject to thoughtless demolition. In April, the president fired the head of the NSA after the conspiracist Laura Loomer accused him of disloyalty; in early May, the administration announced plans to cut more than a thousand jobs at the CIA and other spy agencies. The timing could hardly be worse. As the United States enters a new era of great-power competition, it urgently needs information about its adversaries abroad. But for at least the next few years, America's spy agencies will have their hands full with the rogue government at home.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/books/archive/2025/05/spying-un-american/682725/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Gregg Popovich's Life Lessons

The San Antonio Spurs coach built a thoughtful team culture that spread far beyond his own players.

by Adam Harris




Last Halloween, not long after the kids finished trick-or-treating and got in bed, I settled on my couch to watch the San Antonio Spurs, my favorite basketball team. Five games into a new season, I was full of optimism. The team was a healthy mix of savvy veterans, young stars, and Victor Wembanyama, the most hyped NBA prospect since LeBron James. If the players found the right chemistry, perhaps this could be the year that the Spurs snapped an uncharacteristic playoff drought. And led by Gregg Popovich, a Hall of Fame coach who directed his players like a maestro conducting an orchestra, this scenario really did seem possible.

That night, the Spurs won the game, Wembanyama had an insane stat line, and everything was looking up. But a few weeks later, I got the sinking feeling that it might have been Popovich's final hurrah. In mid-November, the Spurs announced that Popovich had suffered a mild stroke that would keep him off the sidelines for the foreseeable future. As the season progressed, he continued to stay away from the team. And on Friday, Popovich--or "Pop," as he is often called--announced that he would be stepping down as head coach after nearly 29 seasons at the helm, and transitioning into a full-time role as the team's president of basketball operations. Every Spurs fan had been mentally preparing for this moment since Tim Duncan, Manu Ginobili, Tony Parker, and other defining players of the 21st century, all of whom Popovich had coached, hung up their sneakers one by one. Popovich himself is 76 years old, and Father Time is undefeated. But to realize that he was indeed mortal was heartbreaking.

In the symphony of tributes that followed the announcement, I thought of one person: David Robinson, the first superstar to play with Pop. San Antonio is a military city with one major sports team, and Robinson, the U.S. Naval Academy graduate whose playing nickname was "the Admiral," was an informal figurehead. In October 2014, I attended a conference in a hotel ballroom outside of Austin where Robinson delivered a keynote address about leadership. Naturally, his speech turned to Pop. "He's not afraid to be countercultural," Robinson said. Mainstream basketball culture was self-congratulatory, but Pop's style, Robinson suggested, was to say, "No, don't look at me."

Countercultural was exactly right, because Pop did things differently. In a league built around individual personalities, Pop created a winning team environment. He brought an internationality to the game--in terms of both the players he pursued and the style of basketball they played. Perhaps most important, he realized that although basketball is a game with winners and losers, the National Basketball Association is a business. Coaching was his job, not his life--a perspective he tried to inculcate in everyone, players and fans and sports journalists alike.


John W. McDonough / Sports Illustrated / Getty



Pop's global perspective came from his own background. He was born in Indiana to a Serbian father and a Croatian mother; for college, he attended the U.S. Air Force Academy and graduated with a bachelor's degree in Soviet studies. After his mandatory five years of service in the military, he began coaching at Pomona College in Southern California, where he became the head coach in 1979. He made himself at home, talking politics with students, popularizing something called a "Serbian taco," and playing intramurals with professors. Eventually, the Spurs came calling.

By 1996, Popovich had risen through the organization to become the head coach. The next year, a series of unfortunate injuries--primarily to Robinson--meant the team was one of the worst in the league, giving them better odds in the NBA draft lottery, where they won the No. 1 pick: Tim Duncan. A native of the Virgin Islands, Duncan became the ideal linchpin for Popovich's tenure. Pop would later explain that Duncan was something of a soulmate--the one person he would prefer to have a conversation at dinner with over anyone else. "He is the most real, consistent, true person that I have ever met," Popovich once said.

Read: San Antonio, the Spurs, and me

To complement Duncan, Popovich ignored American high-school prodigies and blue-chip college prospects and instead drafted an array of unheralded international players who were a fit for his preferred style of play: cohesive, defense-first basketball that emphasized passing. No single player was bigger than the team. Pulling from his experience overseas, Pop's teams resembled the pass-heavy, positionless style of European soccer revolutionized by the Dutch legend Johan Cruyff. Players were essentially interchangeable, whipping the ball around quickly and dizzying opposing defenses. The result was basketball in its purest form. Players would pass up a good shot at the basket if it meant their teammate could take a great shot at the basket. Watching the Spurs offense, to me, felt like watching an artist at work--every brushstroke was intentional, and the finished product a masterpiece. (During Pop's time as coach, the Spurs ultimately won five championships.)

Under Popovich, the Spurs drafted the French speedster Tony Parker and the Argentine dynamo Manu Ginobili, whose respective "teardrop" and "Euro step" techniques were quickly emulated across the American game. The team's roster often resembled a United Nations conference, with other players from Slovenia, Brazil, Australia, and Italy. More than internationalizing the game, though, Pop brought perspective. Players gushed about his infamous dinners, where he covered the tab and let the wine flow freely. He cared about his players as people, and worked to develop relationships that would outlive anyone's tenure in the NBA.

"Winning the championship is great, but it fades quickly," he once said. "The satisfaction I get from Tony Parker bringing his child into the office, or some other player who came through the program and now I hired him as a coach and he's back--that's satisfying." This style was uncommon, yet contagious. In the business of sports, it's natural to want to be the best at any cost--to be paid the most money, to get the most playing time, to win the most acclaim. But Popovich always behaved like his position was about more than just basketball.

Pop isn't leaving the organization; still, this feels like an end, one that's tugged on every emotion for me. Pop was the only head coach of my favorite basketball team for as long as I've been able to watch the sport. When I saw the news on Friday, I messaged Allen, my best friend of almost 20 years, with whom I had been texting back and forth during the game on Halloween--Pop's last as the maestro.

I offered the only words I could summon: "Damn. Pop really retired."
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We're All Living in a Carl Hiaasen Novel

In the mangroves with Florida's poet of excess and grift

by Amy Weiss-Meyer




Nothing about Carl Hiaasen's outward appearance suggests eccentricity. I've seen him described as having the air of "an amiable dentist" or "a pleasant jeweler" or "a patrician country lawyer." He is soft-spoken, courteous, and plainly dressed. The mischief is mostly detectable in his eyes, which he'll widen to express disbelief or judgment, or cast sideways to invite a companion to join him on his wavelength, raising his brows for effect.

Every so often, he'll say something that serves as a reminder of why his name has become synonymous with Florida Weird. We were eating turkey sandwiches at his kitchen table one afternoon earlier this year when Hiaasen told me about Rocky I and Rocky II, the pet raccoons he kept in the 1970s. Raccoons, he told me, resist discipline. "You can't address them as you would a dog," he said, "because they take it personally."

Things reached a breaking point with Rocky I when the raccoon climbed a bookshelf and tried to pry from the wall the first bonefish Hiaasen had ever caught, which his father had gotten mounted for him. "I had been at war with the raccoon for a while," Hiaasen said, as though everyone knows what that's like. "He was fucking with me." Eventually, after chasing the animal through his tiny apartment, Hiaasen found Rocky "pissing all over the keys of my typewriter and looking me right in the eye."

To say that something is straight out of a Carl Hiaasen novel is by now only a slightly less cliched way of saying that truth, especially in Florida, is stranger than fiction. At 72, Hiaasen has dozens of books to his name, virtually all set in the state. They have sold some 14 million copies in the United States and been translated into 33 languages. Hoot, a novel for children, has been wildly popular for two decades. The novels for adults form a genre unto themselves: part crime thriller, part satire, part unvarnished social commentary. His latest, Fever Beach, is just out from Knopf. A series based on Hiaasen's novel Bad Monkey, starring Vince Vaughn, began streaming last year on Apple TV+, and another, based on Skinny Dip, is in the works at Max.

Hiaasen's books are animated in equal measure by righteous anger and a penchant for the absurd. He has spent decades trying to explain to his non-Floridian readers that reality provides much of the inspiration for his fiction. From 1976 to 2021, he covered crooked developers, corrupt politicians, and South Florida's "cavalcade of crime" (as he once put it, sounding like a 1930s newsreel) for the Miami Herald, first as a reporter and then as a columnist. The job provided near-infinite grist for his imagination. Today, he drives around in a midsize white Cadillac SUV--the state car--with a bumper sticker that says WTF: WELCOME TO FLORIDA.

From the July/August 2020 issue: Lauren Groff on the dark soul of the Sunshine State

His work can't help but call to mind the "Florida Man" meme popularized a decade ago by an eponymous Twitter account. (A recent, real-world headline: "Florida Man Saves Neighbor From Jaws of 11-Foot Gator by Hitting It With His Car.") But in recent years, the Florida story has gotten harder to distinguish from the national story.

"When you're writing satire, you're looking for targets," Hiaasen told an interviewer in 2016. "But you're looking for targets that you can actually improve on in satire."

A sense of cosmic justice, shot through with dark humor, pervades Hiaasen's books: Many of the bad guys end up suffering at the hands of nature itself.

Hiaasen's humor remains sharp and outlandish, but some of the darker currents of contemporary American life--the guns, the anger, the conspiracy theories--have become painfully personal. In 2018, his younger brother, Rob, was murdered in the mass shooting at the Capital Gazette newspaper in Annapolis, Maryland, where he was an editor and a columnist. Hiaasen still finds it difficult to talk about his brother's death.

The only way he knows how to process it all, he says, is to keep working. Nearly every day, he makes the short drive to the office he rents on the second floor of a generic-looking commercial plaza, puts on a pair of industrial-grade earmuffs, and writes. "The concept of retirement--I can't even imagine," he told me. What would he do with all the material?

Hiaasen lives in a section of Atlantic-facing Florida known as the Treasure Coast. It got its name in the 1960s, after scavengers identified the offshore wreckage of 18th-century Spanish ships and began to turn up gold and silver coins and jewelry. Their finds, worth millions of dollars, sparked a treasure-hunting craze. The name endured, and soon a new treasure hunt--for waterfront property--began. It never ended. Driving around one morning, Hiaasen took me to see a cluster of tall condo buildings walling off the ocean from view. He quickly turned around to get us back to a less densely populated stretch of beach. "It's just so fuh--" he began, before cutting himself off. "Ugly."


The novelist Carl Hiaasen near his home in Vero Beach, Florida (Irina Rozovsky for The Atlantic)



Hiaasen spends much of his free time fly-fishing for bonefish and tarpon, and many of the most memorable scenes in his fiction take place in nature. His protagonists are typically people who love the outdoors and its creatures, and are willing to go to great lengths to prevent the pillage of the environment by ruthless developers who have succumbed to what he calls, in one book, "the South Florida real-estate disease." His best-known recurring character is a wild-haired, one-eyed man named Skink, who lives off the grid in the Everglades and eats roadkill for dinner; for fun, he shoots out the tires of tourists' cars.

Skink has an unlikely backstory: He is, in fact, an ex-governor of Florida--a man so principled, so incorruptible, that he was driven to exile in the wilderness after making himself the archenemy of "the people with the money and the power," who "viewed him as a dangerous pain in the ass." Only a few trusted allies know his whereabouts or his true identity. When someone in the novel Double Whammy asks Skink who he is, really, he tells her, "I'm the guy who had a chance to save this place, only I blew it." The earnestness would be too much if Skink weren't such a lovable weirdo, more often at work devising plots to foil greedy speculators and invasive vacationers--burning down a theme park, for instance--than lamenting his own futility.

Hiaasen's books are not whodunits, exactly. Usually it becomes clear within 100 pages or so who's guilty of what, and why. The question becomes what they'll do next, and whether they'll get away with it. A sense of cosmic justice, shot through with dark humor, pervades these novels: Many of the bad guys end up suffering at the hands of nature itself, especially when they have tried to subdue it. In Skin Tight, a great barracuda bites off an antagonist's hand. In Native Tongue, a loathsome theme-park security guard drowns after being raped by a sexually frustrated captive dolphin. In 2020's Squeeze Me, invasive Burmese pythons keep turning up near the Palm Beach club owned by an (unnamed) American president; one of his supporters becomes a meal.

Hiaasen's skill as a writer lies less in the virtuosity of his sentence-level prose than in the exuberant strangeness of his plots and the inner lives of the people who inhabit them. This is a world of murderers for hire, sleazy lobbyists, incompetent lawyers, sketchy doctors, and thieving ex-husbands. Yet even the most detestable characters are more complicated than they appear at first glance: Hiaasen aims to create, as he once put it, villains whom "people don't want to shoot right away."

From the May 2000 issue: The unlikely father of Miami crime fiction

Nor are Hiaasen's good guys always the ones you'd expect. The hero of Strip Tease is a very beautiful, very smart stripper. (Women, in Hiaasen's novels, tend to be both very beautiful and very smart.) The character Twilly Spree, who first appears in Sick Puppy and plays a major role in Fever Beach, has a hot temper, a rap sheet, and a multimillion-dollar inheritance from his "land-raping grandfather," which he uses to bankroll environmental lawsuits. He has been banned for life from the city of Bonita Springs, having once sunk a corrupt city councilman's party barge, but shows little remorse. "That slimeball loved his stupid boat," he says of the incident. "So, yeah, I do enjoy ruining a bad guy's day."

Growing up near the Everglades, Hiaasen would collect and sell poisonous snakes with his friends for $2 a foot (the rate for nonpoisonous snakes was lower).

Hiaasen stopped writing his column in 2021, but with characters like Twilly and Skink--people who do things he says he's fantasized about but would never dare attempt--his fiction remains an arena where he can play out his karmic Florida daydreams. "Some mornings I sit in the traffic and I think the best thing that could happen would be for a Force 12 hurricane to blow through here and make us start all over again," he told a British newspaper in 1990. In a sly joke for anyone with a memory for storm names, the dedication page of his 1995 novel, Stormy Weather, reads simply: "For Donna, Camille, Hugo and Andrew."

As a child in the 1950s, in Plantation, Florida--then a tiny Fort Lauderdale suburb at the edge of the Everglades, now a city of nearly 100,000--Hiaasen would collect and sell poisonous snakes with his friends for $2 a foot (the rate for nonpoisonous snakes was lower). His boyhood menagerie also included a monkey, an opossum, and what he was told was a baby alligator, which he adopted when neighbors moved. The animal, technically a caiman, eventually escaped. Hiaasen told me he saw it again (he thinks) a couple of years later, when he was out fishing and looking for turtles in a nearby canal.

He speaks about this childhood proximity to nature with a kind of nostalgic reverence. The destruction of that nature, seemingly overnight, to make way for shopping malls and highways felt personal. "It was so painful and infuriating to see," he said. "It wasn't that long ago that we were just hanging out, riding around in these pastures and going through these woods and creeks, and they just all got bulldozed." A prank he played with some friends, pulling up survey stakes from a nearby construction site, later became the basis for Hoot, which is about a group of kids trying to protect an owl habitat from encroachment by a pancake house.

But development was also the reason Hiaasen was born a Floridian. His paternal grandfather, also named Carl Hiaasen, moved from North Dakota to Florida in 1922 and helped found one of the first law firms in Broward County; his father became a lawyer too. Both represented developers, which was, Hiaasen says, what all lawyers in Florida did in those days.

At Plantation High School, Hiaasen started a satirical newsletter called More Trash. In college, he transferred from Emory to the University of Florida to study journalism, and wrote columns for The Florida Alligator--mostly about politics, but with a sense of humor. He had watched Johnny Carson on The Tonight Show every night as a kid and mailed jokes to the show (he didn't hear back). As Watergate and the Vietnam War filled the news, Hiaasen found late-night comedy to be a salve. "You always felt better: Okay, somebody else gets how stupid this thing is," he told me. "It was just a relief."

From the May 2023 issue: How did America's weirdest, most freedom-obsessed state fall for an authoritarian governor?

He graduated right before Richard Nixon resigned, and soon began working as a reporter in Cocoa, Florida. Hiaasen had married his high-school girlfriend, Connie, and become a father at 18. His college experience had not been a typical one, but "I never felt like I missed anything," he told me. He was always shy, and he liked the stability of being a husband and father. In 1976, Hiaasen took a job at the Herald, and he and his family moved back to Plantation.

He was already writing fiction. At Emory, he'd met a recent medical-school graduate, Neil Shulman, who had creative aspirations. Hiaasen began working as Shulman's ghostwriter; they collaborated on two comic novels (one of which was later turned into the movie Doc Hollywood ). A few years after starting at the Herald, Hiaasen joined the paper's investigative team, writing articles with headlines such as "Developments Scar the Land, Foul the Sea." He worked closely at the paper with William Montalbano, with whom he co-wrote three crime novels in the early 1980s. Soon he decided to write a novel of his own.

Tourist Season was published in 1986. Its most memorable character is Skip Wiley, a Miami newspaper columnist who becomes so furious about "the shameless, witless boosterism that made Florida grow" that he starts a terrorist cell aimed at discouraging tourism and migration from the north. ("This is not murder," Wiley says at one point, after he has kidnapped a retiree and is threatening to feed her to an endangered North American crocodile. "It's social Darwinism.") Hiaasen himself had just become a columnist. He didn't kidnap anyone, but his skeptical, adversarial posture made enemies: the mayor, the Cuban community, civic boosters. A Miami city commissioner once introduced a resolution condemning him by name.

The column became a thrice-weekly platform for Hiaasen's opinions, albeit a mostly local one. His books--he went on to publish a novel every couple of years--gave him a national audience. He began appearing on talk shows to entertain viewers with tales of Florida's real-life "freak festival." "I get more complaints from people about Carl Hiaasen's work than anything else," the president of the Greater Miami Chamber of Commerce told the St. Petersburg Times in 1989. "I choose not to read his material."


Hiaasen in 1991, taking time off from his newspaper column (Acey Harper / Getty)



Some reviewers complained that the genre blending was confusing, the plots too far-fetched. "If one critique dogs the author, it's that he writes essentially the same book over and over again, upping the absurdity quotient each time out," a Boston Globe writer observed in 2000. But readers kept buying the books. The Chicago Sun-Times described Hiaasen in the late '90s as having gone "from cult favorite to best seller to brand name."

He also acquired a legion of hard-to-pigeonhole fans, among them Toni Morrison, Salman Rushdie, Tom Wolfe, Bill Clinton, and George H. W. Bush. More important to Hiaasen were the musicians he befriended after they read his fiction, including Warren Zevon and Jimmy Buffett. In 1995, Buffett paid tribute to Hiaasen's work in a song called "The Ballad of Skip Wiley."

The more famous Hiaasen got, the more people liked to ask him when he was going to finally flee Florida. But he has never seriously considered living anywhere else. The sense of loss he feels for the Florida he once knew seems to be matched by a morbidly curious compulsion to witness the state's continued degeneration, and a stubborn refusal to give up the fight. "There's a circus element that's hard not to watch living here," he said. "It would be kind of a bummer not to see it unravel."

The joke about Vero Beach is that it's where grandparents go to visit their grandparents. In the manicured neighborhood where Hiaasen has lived since 2005, the midsize SUVs are always gleaming, the hedges neatly trimmed. Walking around, I saw gray-haired men driving golf carts through unpaved lanes and passed a retirement-age woman wearing a white baseball cap embroidered in gold thread with a "47" and an American flag. At the public-beach entrance, two men scanned the sand with metal detectors, looking for treasure.

None of these people seemed like Hiaasen's people, exactly. He prefers being in a fishing boat to sitting on the beach, and though he lives down the street from an oceanfront country club, he no longer golfs. (One character in Fever Beach refers to golf as "the white man's burden.") He generally casts himself as a sort of winking misanthrope, which has made for an effective public persona, and isn't far from reality. "Mark my words," the legendary New York columnist Jimmy Breslin once said after meeting a young Hiaasen. "He has killed people."

Hiaasen is, at the very least, a cynical introvert. "There's a glut of assholes on the loose," he wrote in his 2018 book Assume the Worst: The Graduation Speech You'll Never Hear. "The ability to sidestep and outwit these random jerks is a necessary skill."

What is it like to live with him? "Writers are impossible," he told me. "My experience has been--" he laughed, and started again. "The feedback I've gotten is that they can be hard." He and Connie divorced in 1996. In 2018, he separated from his second wife, Fenia; she and their son eventually moved to Montana. It was a lonely period. When Hiaasen was living in the Keys after his first marriage broke up, he'd started breeding albino rat snakes. This time, he had his two dogs, and his work.

He was at his office on June 28, 2018, when he got the call from his sister. A man had entered the Capital Gazette newsroom--where their brother, Rob, worked--and opened fire. No one could reach Rob, and Hiaasen had a bad feeling. He drove home to watch TV, and eventually got confirmation: Rob had been among the five people killed. He was 59. (Prosecutors later said the gunman, Jarrod W. Ramos, was seeking revenge for a 2011 article the newspaper had published about his guilty plea in a harassment case.)

Talking about the shooting, Hiaasen seemed torn between a brother's anguish and a journalist's critical remove. "There's a cumulative amount of slaughter that we apparently have become so accustomed to. It's so routine," he told me. "You could hardly be totally surprised by it, given everything else that's happened." That same year, teenagers from Parkland, Florida, had boarded buses to Tallahassee and Washington, D.C., to share their grief and rage over the murder of their classmates at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School; Hiaasen had written about the students in his column. "You write about it and you write about it, and, of course, then Rob gets killed," he said.

As we talked about Rob, Hiaasen got quieter. He stared up to his left at the ceiling, then down to his right at the floor. At times he almost mumbled. "You always think about what the last seconds would have been like, when the guy comes in, blasting away," Hiaasen said. "The way your mind works, you can't help but imagine those things."

After Rob was murdered, Hiaasen started seeing a therapist who specialized in grief. He didn't go to the trial, or to the sentencing, where the killer received five life terms without parole, plus additional prison time. "I didn't think it would be good for anybody for me to be sitting there," Hiaasen said. Though he's read plenty of accounts of victims' families feeling a sense of peace in the aftermath of a verdict like this one, he hasn't experienced any such feelings himself: "That guy could suffer a horrible, gruesome death, and I wouldn't shed a tear. But it wouldn't dull any of the pain." After a couple of months away from the newspaper, his byline returned to the Herald with a column about the shooting. "Each of us struggles with overwhelming loss in our own way," it said, "so I wrote a column, which, after an eternity in this business, is all I know how to do." Most of all, Hiaasen wanted to convey his respect for Rob as a writer and an editor.

Read: For the love of the local newspaper

It was during that terrible summer of 2018 that he met the woman who would become his third wife. Katie was a recent Florida transplant, then 29, who was also divorced and worked in health-care IT. The two struck up a conversation at a restaurant and became friends. Hiaasen (who was 65 at the time) insists that he wasn't looking for a younger woman; certainly, he told me, Katie wasn't looking for an older man, let alone hoping to remarry. They started dating a year or so later, and got married at the courthouse in Key West in 2020, on a day when the weather was bad for fishing.

That same year, Hiaasen published Squeeze Me--the book about pythons slithering around Palm Beach. He dedicated it to Rob's memory. When I asked him if Rob's death had made him more sensitive to violence, or more wary of employing it in his novels, Hiaasen said it probably had. Then he smiled and added quickly, "Don't get me wrong. I want dreadful things to happen to the bad guys in my books."

After Squeeze Me, people started leaving angry comments on Hiaasen's Amazon page. "I'd like a REFUND!" one reviewer wrote, citing disappointment with "page after page of vitriolic and vituperative character assassination of DJT." "Fiction should be escape, not an in your face political hit-job," another person wrote. They felt betrayed--why did this author they used to turn to for a good laugh insist on mocking Donald Trump?

Hiaasen found this response amusing, but it also confused him. "All I could think was, Had they not read anything I'd ever written before? How in the world could you be shocked?" His work, he said, has always been political.

True, but in less polarized times, his work was political in less polarizing ways. Being anti-corruption, for instance, is a position that has traditionally been shared by a bipartisan majority, and Hiaasen has vilified politicians, real and imagined, of both parties.

But at a certain point between the election of 2000, when the recount saga put Florida in the national spotlight, and the 2023 revelation that Trump was storing classified documents in a bathroom at Mar-a-Lago, something changed. You could no longer write satire about Florida's dark side the way Hiaasen always has without writing, in some way, about national politics. And when the butt of the joke is the MAGA movement itself, some readers will inevitably take it as an affront.

Fever Beach will not redeem Hiaasen with these readers. In the first chapter, we meet Dale Figgo, a former Proud Boy who was kicked out of the group after January 6, when he accidentally smeared feces on a statue of a Confederate general whom he mistook for Ulysses S. Grant. Shunned by the mainstream white-supremacist community, Figgo has started his own group, "Strokers for Liberty." (The Proud Boys' restrictions on masturbation--laid out, for real, in a handbook that became evidence in one of the January 6 trials--are a running joke in Fever Beach.)




Because this is a Hiaasen novel, where dreadful things happen to dreadful people, Figgo's attempts to run a militia prove disastrous. His clever and clear-eyed tenant and housemate, Viva Morales, is constantly thwarting his schemes. She throws away the trigger of his AR-15. She refuses to tell him how to spell Fauci for his flyers. Eventually, she teams up with Twilly Spree--he of the inherited millions, short fuse, and habit of sponsoring environmental lawsuits--to infiltrate and take down the "confederacy of bumblefucks."

Hiaasen's hope for his fiction, as he told me more than once, has always been that it will make people laugh for the right reasons. He wants his readers to have the same comforting experience that he did watching Johnny Carson all those years ago: You're not crazy. The world is.

Those who think the way Hiaasen does will no doubt get some relief from seeing Dale Figgo have skin from his scrotum grafted onto his nose (long story) and, later, get tied up in a Pride flag. The Key West drag queens in this book turn out to be better with their fists than the pathetic Strokers. But who has the last laugh? At times, Fever Beach risks reading like liberal-Boomer fan fiction--a pleasing fantasy, but perhaps too quick to validate its audience's worldview or, worse, to offer false reassurance that a majority of bad actors are, as Viva suspects Figgo of being, "too dumb to be dangerous." In real life, most would-be Proud Boys don't have cunning, progressive housemates who will throw away their gun parts. Some of them even have security clearances.

"Futile gestures that feel good at the time. That's my weakness," Twilly says near the end of the book. When I asked Hiaasen about this line, he told me that he can relate to Twilly's sentiment. But then he brought up Edward Abbey's 1975 book, The Monkey Wrench Gang--a novel about a group of radical environmental activists who sabotage what they see as efforts to encroach on the land of the American Southwest; it became a touchstone for Hiaasen, as it is for Twilly. Just because a gesture is likely to be futile, Hiaasen seemed to be saying, doesn't mean it isn't worth making.

This, ultimately, may be the reason so many readers keep coming back to Hiaasen. The humorist Samantha Irby, a Hiaasen superfan, told me she admires a man who, at a point in his career when he could easily coast on tales of "husbands and wives trying to kill each other," has instead chosen to write explicitly political satire. "I know how to find NPR if I really want to bum myself out," Irby said. "Reality with a side of escapism is a blessing for our fragile minds at this time."

Two days after Trump took office in January, a man in a red hoodie, a black MAGA hat, and large sunglasses stepped off a plane in Miami. Enrique Tarrio, the former leader of the Proud Boys, was newly released from federal prison after having been granted clemency by the president, and was now heading home. A few onlookers cheered, and he made his way out of the terminal to a waiting black SUV.

The next night, Hiaasen was seated in the choir room of a Vero Beach church, riffing with his friend and longtime Herald colleague Dave Barry about Tarrio's freedom and other recent news. Barry, who is also famous for his Florida-specific humor, was in town to headline a benefit at the church for a local literary foundation. Hiaasen was set to introduce him to the 600-person audience.

As the old friends talked, I learned about the reptile egg that Hiaasen had given Barry for his 50th birthday, in 1997. They'd named the egg Earl; Barry was pretty sure it had had a snake inside, but his wife hadn't wanted to wait to find out. He'd been forced, he said, to get rid of the egg before it hatched.

Hiaasen had just gotten back from a short trip to the Caribbean. He and Katie had left the country, he said, because he simply couldn't bear to watch the inauguration from Florida. They'd done the same thing a few months earlier for Election Day. Hiaasen described his behavior as "cowardly."

Did being away help take his mind off things, at least? I asked him. "I thought it would," he said. "But there's no hiding." The news alerts still came through on his phone. Yet after decades of covering Florida and its politics, Hiaasen told me, "you sort of condition yourself not to be apoplectic." You keep watching the circus, and you keep writing about it. Plus, he said, "I do have a certain amount of faith in karma."

Karma came up again when we discussed the people-eating pythons in Squeeze Me : No, real-life invasive pythons have never eaten any human beings. They have eaten large animals, though, and as the climate warms, they are bound to move north. So the novel's plot, Hiaasen insisted, is not outside the realm of possibility. He smiled. "Trust in nature," he said.



This article appears in the June 2025 print edition with the headline "We're All Living in a Carl Hiaasen Novel."
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The Oddball British Comedy Show I Thought I'd Hate (And Learned to Love)

The cult favorite <em>Taskmaster </em>has a nonsensical premise that slowly bowled me over.

by David Sims




For ages, various friends of mine recommended that I check out Taskmaster, a British comedy game show in which a group of five comedians earn points by completing a series of silly challenges. The show, which first premiered in 2015, has crossed the ocean in recent years to become a word-of-mouth hit, with fans drawn to its comic hijinks and nonsensical premise. Yet every time my friends nudged me toward Taskmaster, I'd wrinkle my nose. Making the program sound exciting is tough: The idea of stand-up comics and character actors improvising art projects and undergoing physical trials doesn't seem like it'd be very fun to watch. And more important, I spent much of my youth in England; as I'd repeat to anyone who'd listen, I left the country to escape series like this one.

Taskmaster is what's known as a panel show, a format that is a pillar of British TV. It's as foundational as the pre-dinnertime soap operas or the smoldering costume dramas that are exported to Masterpiece. Series in this genre are typically simple and cheap to produce: A committee composed of several comedic entertainers make fun of current events (Mock the Week, Have I Got News for You), answer trivia questions (QI, The Big Fat Quiz of the Year), or suss out which of them is telling the truth (the aptly titled Would I Lie to You?). The panelists' goal is to amuse one another as much as they do the audience. This type of comedy series can be good background viewing, but it's also overwhelmingly homogenous--both the rotating casts and the bits often start to feel repetitive. So the thought of diving into Taskmaster didn't initially appeal to me, even with the more competitive angle; after all, plenty of panel shows ostensibly revolve around a game, even if winning it doesn't matter.

The Taskmaster setup, I discovered, is special, despite the glancing similarities to programs of its ilk. After enough hounding by some pals--British and American ones--I gave in and fired up an episode. (In the United States, the series is available to watch in its entirety on YouTube and Pluto TV.) At first, I was at most mildly amused by the seemingly traditional panel-style proceedings. But I was properly hooked after the comics were issued a bizarre prompt: "Create the best caricature of the person on the other side of the curtain. You may not look at the person. The person may only say yes and no."

Read: The game show that parodies your to-do list

Strange requests of this nature, I soon learned, are Taskmaster's bread and butter. The activities are overseen by the titular Taskmaster, Greg Davies, and his assistant, Alex Horne. Horne is the show's creator, but on-screen, he plays an eager second fiddle to Davies, who presides over each episode with imperious fury. Davies judges the panelists based on a combination of in-studio and on-location challenges. The ones undertaken onstage follow set rules: First, guests present the funniest answer to a ridiculous request (such as finding the "most interesting autograph on the most interesting vegetable"); then they take on a dare that unites them in some sort of tomfoolery.

The remote tasks, however, are the series's centerpiece. Sometimes, the premise is straightforward--finding creative ways to fill a tub with water or slide the furthest distance, for example. Sometimes, it's a more subjective concept, where who wins is totally up to Davies's personal taste. And sometimes it's a puzzle of sorts, a fiendish brainteaser designed by Horne and his team to get the best, most infuriated reactions from the participants. The contestants watch edited clips of their performances together, giving them the chance to see--and poke fun at--how they each accomplished the challenges.

The seemingly impossible assignment Horne and company have set for themselves is to create a weeks-long tournament focused on what appears to be a mundane idea. The stakes are somehow ridiculously low--the winner essentially just receives bragging rights, along with a comically ugly metal bust of Davies's head--and incredibly high, for comedians looking to boost their notoriety. But the revelations that emerge, such as which comedian has a surprising level of artistic talent or a particularly creative approach to problem-solving, are more than just hilarious. The panelists handle their tasks seriously; each prompt yields very different results, and the methods they choose offer a small, fascinating glimpse into the inner workings of their brain. Watching how they go about keeping a basketball on a treadmill without touching it is as much part of the joy as hearing the jokes they tell about it afterward.

I started with Season 4, because it had several guests I recognized--the comedians Noel Fielding and Mel Giedroyc were well known when I lived in England, and the actor Hugh Dennis has memorably popped up in international hits such as Fleabag. Taskmaster almost always throws some up-and-coming British comics into the mix too; the variety makes for an exciting change of pace from the stagnant casts populating the panel shows I remember. The serialized format also helped me become a fan of the performers I was less familiar with. The emotional investment builds naturally, with the audience following the contestants week to week.

Read: The comic who's his own worst enemy

The show even seems willing to expand its own comedic sensibilities. Season 19, which began airing last week, features a notable American player--the actor Jason Mantzoukas, a podcast and sitcom legend who's probably best known for his work on The League and Parks and Recreation. Only one other American comedian, Desiree Burch, has been on Taskmaster before now; unlike Mantzoukas, she is established in the U.K. and has lived there for more than a decade. American humor can often be more brash than British comedy, which is cloaked in irony and self-deprecation. So far, however, Mantzoukas's high energy is gelling well with the show's competitive bent. The first episode--which, like every installment, landed on YouTube the day after its premiere--makes clear that his anarchic style would stand out against Taskmaster's vibe of enthusiastic curiosity, what with its big, brassy score and fast-paced editing.

That spirit does take some getting used to. For its first few years, Taskmaster was a cult program even within the United Kingdom. It has since cultivated a loving fan base and expanded into a global franchise, with editions produced in New Zealand, Finland, and Croatia. By contrast, a spin-off made for U.S. audiences in 2018 flopped. Yet the producers seem to believe that the American audience is only growing, as bringing in Mantzoukas, putting every episode online, and announcing the Season 19 cast at an event in New York City all suggest. Instead of Americanizing it, however, it's best to emphasize Taskmaster's most easily translated quality: its sense of novelty. With reinvention baked right into the concept--new participants each season, new tasks each episode--it stays fresh and compelling far longer than the average British comedy game show.

I still swear I'll never watch another panel series, as cute as the clips that come across my social-media feeds sometimes are. When it comes to Taskmaster, the efforts made to win over someone as resistant as me have worked: I'm now as fervent as the folks who urged me years ago to check it out.
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A Totally Unnecessary Way to Stress Parents Out

The tyranny of school spirit days

by Julie Beck




Scarcely a week goes by that Katie's 9- and 6-year-old daughters don't wear a costume to their school in the Dallas suburbs. For the "Neon Party," they wore white T-shirts and the school turned on black lights at lunchtime. For "Adjective Day," when the kids had to wear something, anything, that they could describe with adjectives, Katie's youngest put on a Little Mermaid outfit: scaly, wet, shiny, glittery, beautiful. And Katie just purchased a koala getup for an upcoming lesson about--you guessed it--koalas.

No central database tracks dress-up days. But what I've gathered from talking with parents and looking at district websites is that they are proliferating, particularly for preschool- and elementary-age kids. Some schools have just a few a year; others do them as often as once a week. Katie, a 38-year-old health-care worker (who asked to be identified by her first name only so she could speak openly about her opinion of these events), told me that her kids' school had a different dress-up theme every day in the two weeks leading up to Christmas. The holiday season can already be "a busy time of life," she said. With the dress-up events, "it's like, 'Oh my God, now I also have to think about what you are wearing to school each of these days.'"

Not to be all "back in my day" about this, but back in my day, I hardly ever wore a costume to elementary school, except for Halloween. Spirit week was a high-school and maybe middle-school affair, so my parents didn't have to do anything. I was old enough to dress myself up--or not. Plus, we had one spirit week a year. One. Before homecoming, we dressed up for Pajama Day, Wacky Wednesday, Class-Color Day, and a couple of others I can't quite recall. Parents I spoke with agreed that the costume situation seems way more intense now than when they were kids.

As fun and cute as spirit days at elementary and preschools are, for parents, they are basically homework. And although some enjoy making the effort, others find it a burden--just one more thing to keep track of at a time when parental stress is so high that a former surgeon general issued a warning about it. On Reddit, parents complain about theme days that feel "never-ending," "random," and "completely unnecessary." Audrey Hooks, a 44-year-old tree-farm manager and mother of three in Harlingen, Texas, told me spirit days are a trend that "all my mom-group friends talk about, comment on, feel overwhelmed by." (Given the still-unequal division of child-care labor in heterosexual relationships, the responsibility of coordinating outfits is more likely to fall to moms.)

Read: The pro-family policy this nation actually needs

If parents are lucky, something that works for the event may already be in their kid's closet. Some days are as simple as "wear this color T-shirt"--pink for breast-cancer awareness, for example. Other days are more complicated, requiring parents to either get crafty or buy items that their child may wear only once: an ugly Christmas sweater for holiday spirit week, plastic accessories for Sunglasses Day or Mustache Day.

But the most stressful thing about spirit days, parents report, is that they often find out about them at the last minute. More than one person told me of their child dropping the bomb of "By the way, I have to dress up for school tomorrow" shortly before bedtime. Sometimes the schools themselves break the news annoyingly late. Katherine Goldstein, a 41-year-old journalist in Durham, North Carolina, who writes about community building, told me her kids' school has sent an announcement on Sunday night for a spirit week beginning Monday morning--too little notice even for an overnight Amazon delivery. Many of the burned-out parents on Reddit have similar frustrations.

Of course, families can always blow it off. Goldstein has decided that spirit days are on what she calls her "don't list." "I think it's completely absurd," she said. "I have decided this is something I just cannot put any mental energy into." The only exception is whether her kids choose to participate on their own. If they remember and make the effort to dress up with clothes they already have, she's not going to stop them. But she's not going to help or remind them, either.

Leaving it up to parents whether to participate puts them in the position of being the bad guy and risks their kid feeling left out or disappointed. Although Goldstein told me she hasn't experienced much fallout from her policy, Hooks has had to manage some emotions. Her family has taken the middle path of participating sometimes, if it's easy enough for them to put an outfit together. But you won't find her weaving wires through her daughter's hair for 30 minutes to construct a Cindy-Lou Who hairstyle for Dr. Seuss Day, even if other kids show up to school like that. She instead says something like this to her daughter: "I'm so happy for fill-in-the-blank's name. She looks so cute today. That's cool, but I'm just not going to feel the pressure as a mom to curate an outfit like that." Hooks takes it as an opportunity to teach her daughter the lesson that different families do things differently, and she won't always have the same experiences as her friends. "That is really, really hard, as a parent, to feel like you're disappointing your kid," she said. "But I had to just come to grips with that, and not get sucked into the arms race of whose kid dressed up cuter on Dr. Seuss Day."

For Katie, as annoying as a dress-up day can be, "the default is always just to do it," she said. Her daughters love it, and she doesn't want them to feel left out. Plus, if she happens to miss an email about a spirit day and her kids are the only ones not dressed up, "I feel like a terrible parent," she said.

Schools do not set out to make parents feel bad. No one schedules "Dress Like Your Favorite Book Character Day" with sinister intent. Schools want to build community and get kids engaged. "It seems on the surface to be such a lovely custom to even question," Miriam Plotinsky, an instructional specialist in Montgomery County, Maryland, told me. "The spirit behind it is very much one of inclusivity and belonging."

Read: Doomed to be a tradwife

At the same time, she pointed out, for events that are meant to bring people together, dress-up days can cause division. Kids may feel left out if their families can't participate or choose not to. Even children who do participate dress up with varying levels of intensity, opening the door for jealousy. Spirit days can expose wealth disparities among families: Whose parents can afford to buy this sort of fast fashion for first-graders every time a new spirit week drops, and whose can't? (Hooks said her PTA recently bought some props that the school can keep on hand and pass out on spirit days for this very reason.) Twin Day, a common theme, could be upsetting for kids who don't have a friend willing to match outfits with them. And some of the holiday spirit weeks I've seen skew very Christmasy, alienating families that don't celebrate Christmas.

Many teachers online seem to be tired of spirit days, whether because they also feel pressure to dress up or because these days can be distracting and chaotic. Adam Clemons, the principal of Piedmont High School in Alabama and a board member of the National Association of Secondary School Principals, put it to me diplomatically: "Any administrator would say that they definitely enjoy a normal day over a day that's thematic."

What if we just did less? The more spirit days you add to the calendar, the more reason to expect diminishing returns. Through a process psychologists call "habituation," the novelty of a new experience wears off the more you encounter it. Unpleasant things become less bothersome, and fun activities get less fun. And how many spoonfuls of sugar do we really need to make the multiplication tables go down? "Just one Pajama Day" and that's it is Goldstein's suggestion. Or better yet, direct that dress-up-day energy elsewhere: At a school where Plotinsky once worked, each classroom decorated a hallway together for spirit week. Collaborative, in-school activities that everyone can participate in, she told me, work better to build community than kids just dressing up in costumes from home. Then again, that's more work for schools and teachers than passing the buck to parents.

Unless schools choose to cool it, or parents rise up and demand that the yoke of spirit days be cast off, they will likely continue. Because the greatest weapon that spirit days have at their disposal is, essentially, How can you say no to this face? "It's a total pain in the ass," Katie told me, "but then it's also super fun and cute and rewarding to see them so happy." She said she's trying to savor these days as much as she can while her kids are young. Still, she's looking forward to summer vacation, when she'll finally get a break.
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How Much Would You Pay for That Doll?

How tariffs may challenge the way you shop

by Hanna Rosin




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

When President Donald Trump mused that "maybe the children will have two dolls instead of 30 dolls, you know?" it wasn't a deeply developed critique of late capitalism, or a sly nod to Weberian asceticism. Still, for those of us who'd been hoarding items in a Temu shopping cart, it did raise some important philosophical questions: Is a car vacuum necessary? How many baseball hats can you stack? How many dolls is too many? Once again, Trump reached into our guilty, greedy, modern hearts and dug out the nostalgia for a simpler time when we were content with less. But also, once again, he skipped over the dirty details.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk with a doll manufacturer and a policy analyst about tariffs and Americans' relationship with choice. Elenor Mak, the founder of Jilly Bing, talks about her dream of giving Asian American kids the choice of having a doll that looks like them, and how the new tariffs might kill it. Martha Gimbel of the Budget Lab at Yale discusses who would actually be hurt by the tariffs, and the choices they take away--and what you could actually do if you wanted to shift American consumer behavior.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: Last week, at a Cabinet meeting, while answering a question about tariffs, President Donald Trump mentioned dolls.

President Donald Trump: Maybe the children will have two dolls instead of 30 dolls, you know? And maybe the two dolls will cost a couple of bucks more than they would normally.


[Music]

Rosin: Now, this wasn't any deep social commentary, just an offhand statement. But it did get me thinking about how kids today--including my own--do have a million dolls versus, say, when I was a kid.

Rosin: Do you remember your first doll?
 Elenor Mak: Oh, of course. My first doll was Ada. I took Ada with me everywhere: to the park, to dim sum. I tried to bring her to school. But I also remember she was beautiful in a way that I felt I never could be.


Rosin: This is Elenor Mak.

Mak: She had these beautiful blond curls. She had big blue eyes. She had that porcelain skin. And even then--I think I was somewhere [around] 5 or 6 years old--I remember thinking, I wish I looked like Ada.


Rosin: When Elenor was a kid, like when I was a kid, what she didn't have was that much choice. But even after Elenor grew up and had her own kids, the options were still pretty meh. There were basically blond dolls, some brunettes, and some that Elenor describes as "vaguely Asian."

Mak: You're not really sure what they're supposed to be. And the only reason I knew some of these dolls were intended to be Asian was because they had a name like Ling, or they were holding panda bears or had a really bad haircut and--
 Rosin: (Laughs.)
 Mak: --you know, like that bowl cut my mom did give me. But as an Asian American mother, I don't relate to any of that.


Rosin: So when Elenor had her daughter, she did not want her to have the bowl-cut model. She wanted a doll that her child could actually relate to. So Elenor did the thing that most people do not do--

Mak: Oh, of course.


Rosin: She started a company to make her own dolls. It's called Jilly Bing, partly named after her daughter, Jillian.

Mak: Jillian is now 5, Jilly Jillian.


Rosin: She wanted to create them in the U.S., but she couldn't find a doll manufacturer here who could do it.

Mak: Every lead led to the same thing, which is: They've closed. They no longer create dolls.


Rosin: So Elenor looked outside the U.S. and found a factory in China that she developed a close relationship with.

Mak: Doll manufacturing is a heavily manual process. The rooting of every doll's hair is done manually.
 Rosin: Wow.
 Mak: They would weigh the hair to make sure there's consistency. And someone would free-form, like, sew it, putting it through the sewing machine until the doll's head was fully rooted. There is tremendous precision required. Someone is manually placing these tiny little dolls' head[s], right?
 So my doll is 14 inches. So the head, I'm guessing it's two to three inches. So someone is manually putting this onto the assembly line, which then they stamp the eyes and the blush. And even if it's just, like, one-one-hundredth off, that doll suddenly, like--I have some Jilly dolls that look like Party Jilly because her eyeliner is like--
 Rosin: (Laughs.)
 Mak: I saved those. I saved those--a special edition. But the eyeliner's just a little bit off, and suddenly it's like, Okay. This is not the adorable, you know, wholesome--
 Rosin: Jilly was out late last night.
 Mak: I call her the Party Jilly.


[Music] 

Rosin: Things were going okay for Elenor. She got some good press in places like CBS--

Anchor: Elenor Mak, good morning.


Rosin: --and the Today show.

Reporter: How many dolls in this house right now?
 Mak: Three hundred or 400. We started out with close to 2,000.


Rosin: But then came the tariffs.

Anchor: Just in the last few moments, the BBC has confirmed that U.S. tariffs against China add up to 145 percent--
 Mak: My husband texted me. I remember him saying, Have you seen the tariffs? And I was like, What are you talking about? My head spun.
 Anchor: --that is including the existing 20 percent tariffs that were already imposed on the country at the beginning of the year.
 Mak: Our doll retails for $68, so that is considered a premium doll already. To think that I would charge $150-plus for this doll--it was like putting a nail to the coffin of our business.


[Music]

Rosin: This is Radio Atlantic. I'm Hanna Rosin.

Tariffs are no longer an abstraction. They are showing up in shopping carts--supermarket and virtual. And they are forcing a lot of Americans to reckon with a way of living we've taken for granted--products get made cheaply somewhere else, giving us an abundance of choice over here.

We'll talk more later about how tariffs have the potential to change American culture, but first: the Jilly Bing emergency--what tariffs look like from the side of the American producer who is determined to give us more choice.

Before the most restrictive tariffs on China went into place last month, Elenor Mak was already in emergency mode. A factory she'd developed a good relationship with announced they had plans to close--totally unrelated to the impending trade war. So like every good entrepreneur, Elenor hustled.

Mak: And that whole process nearly broke us--just really kind of rushing inventory in and starting work with a new factory--and I thought that was gonna be the worst of it.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Mak: So when the tariff announcement came, it was almost like, Wow. It just felt debilitating.

Rosin:  And when you heard about the tariffs, did you immediately go into action? Like, call the staff, sit back of the envelope, figure it all out? Did you call people? How did you move through that process?

Mak: Yeah. I think there was a part of--you know, speaking to a lot of founders who are also in consumer-products sourcing from China, Vietnam--I think a lot of us just said, This can't be. This won't pass. This is a political move. This won't actually go through. So I think it was disbelief. But there was also a need to start actioning, right? Calling our factory, calling the freight forwarders, trying to understand what the impact was.

And I would say it was just chaos. No one really knew, right? There was speculation: This is what it could look like, or, If you get it in by this date. But [at] the end of the day, there was this risk that by the time our imports came in, we would be hit with this 145 percent price increase.

Rosin: So the decision--I understand. So the decision is even about putting in orders because you don't know what's going to happen at the back end. It's about the uncertainty because you just can't predict the entire process. You can't predict it from beginning to end, so you could be stuck with this inventory that you then have to pay so much more for.

Mak: Absolutely. So for me, you know, now that you're--I'm walking down memory lane: We were about to sign a purchase order, right? So April--and then that way we would get the goods in by sort of August, September, right before the holidays, to have it arrive into our warehouse. But once we sign that purchase order, that becomes binding. And then, you know, once it arrives in the port, whatever the prices are, I am responsible for that. So for me, the decision was to not issue that purchase order.

Rosin: I see. Okay. So it's April; you've got a decision to make. So I see why you had to do this really quickly. Numbers are going through your head, like, How much more is this gonna cost? Everything that you mentioned. But on the other side of it is your company, this thing that you've built that's very personal. So how did you weigh all that?

Mak: I think it was pure exhaustion. It was a feeling of, Oh my gosh, how many more of these boulders coming downhill can this small business [take]? Right? It's largely me who was full-time on the business, and I think just from a mental capacity, I was burned-out.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Mak: And to think about, you know, signing that PO, waiting for my shipment to come in, and holding my breath until it arrived at the port to figure out what the price could look like, it was just, I think, more than I could bear. And I was devastated, right? Because I think for us, you know, it was always about giving more families choices. I think one thing I wanted to share is: This doll is meant to be Asian American. And our doll has brought joy to a lot of kids and adults, and it was devastating to think this could end if I'm forced out of business.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Mak: But for me, in the short term, we have inventory, we have the silver lining, and I can ride this out for some time. But that inventory also will not last forever.

Rosin:  You know what? I don't know that I have a good sense of--maybe this is just how entrepreneurs are. I don't know that I have a good sense of whether you--do you think you'll weather this? I can't tell. Like, how realistic a hope is that?

Mak: I can only weather this if the policies change in the next year. And so as an entrepreneur, I think, I'm hopeful. I'm optimistic. But I'm also practical when I look at my numbers, when I see my inventory, you know, the trends. So yeah, maybe that's why you're not--it's like a part of me is optimistic things will sort itself out before my sort of self-imposed deadline of when we would need to place a PO comes out.

Rosin: So before the last doll is out of your house or wherever you keep the dolls, things have to shift politically.

Mak: Yes, because with the current tariffs, there's just--I cannot survive.

[Music]

Rosin: That was Elenor Mak, founder of the doll company Jilly Bing.

After the break, the other side of the equation: Us, the consumers--our coffee, our toasters, our cars, our assumption that all things are available to us instantly. That's in a moment.

[Break]

Gimbel: My name is Martha Gimbel. I'm the executive director of the Budget Lab at Yale, which is a nonpartisan think tank that analyzes the impacts of federal economic policies.

Rosin: So Martha, I know the Budget Lab has been busy tallying up how Trump's tariffs are going to change the prices of all kinds of goods for Americans. I myself am thinking about the long term, like how our consumer culture around cheap products might change. But first I want to talk about some specifics.

We just talked to an independent doll manufacturer, so want to use that industry as an example. Say it's my kid's birthday coming up, and I want to buy them a doll. What is the landscape I'm looking at?

Gimbel: It's not ideal, I think is the technical term, you know? We just don't produce that many toys in the United States anymore. And, you know, I think people sometimes get a little bit itchy about that, and they think, Oh, we should be making things in the good old USA. But that makes things much more expensive, and it also means that if you're making toys, you can't do other types of jobs, which may be more highly compensated.

Rosin: Right. And just to dig in, let's say you have to buy a toy in three months-- like, are we talking twice as much? Like, do you have any projections? Since I know this is what you guys do. Like, how much more expensive would I expect it to be?

Gimbel: So it depends a little bit on where specifically the toy is made, how much the producer of the toy was able to get inventory into the country ahead of time, how much they feel they can try to pass the price onto their consumers, etcetera. Just as an example, we think that in the short run, rubber and plastic products overall--so obviously, a lot of dolls are made out of plastic--will increase their prices by about 22 percent.

But obviously, given the tariffs on China, if something's entirely made in China, it will likely increase by much, much more.

Rosin: Yeah, so for weeks now, we've been warned that we should expect prices of certain goods mostly made in other countries to go up, like rice, toasters, coffee, I mean, plastic goods, like you just said. Can you project overall how much a household budget of an average American family is likely to go up?

Gimbel: Yeah, so we find that we think that, you know, on average, households will pay about $5,000 more a year.

Rosin: Wait--$5,000? That's actually a lot.

Gimbel: It's a lot of money. You know, most people can't easily absorb that in their household budgets, right? If you say to people, all of a sudden, To consume what you consumed last year, that's gonna cost you $5,000 more, that makes people a little bit itchy, understandably.

One thing I should say is that as a share of income, it is a higher percent increase for households at the bottom. And that is because poor households tend to spend more of their income on goods, right? If you are a lower-income household, you are spending much more as a share of your income on shoes for your kids, food, things like that. Whereas higher-income households may be buying vacations, which are not tariffed.

Rosin: Right. Are there some surprises that Americans might have in store? Like, things that you found are likely to go up way more than we expect? Things that I maybe don't even associate with China or know are made in China?

Gimbel: To some extent, a lot of this is quote-unquote "obvious," right? We are expecting the big hit to be on clothing, for example. I think a lot of people realize that their clothes are not made in the United States. I think the thing that is going to be harder for people is: Even things that are made in the United States may buy inputs from abroad, right? So just because you've made the effort to find something that is produced in the United States doesn't mean that they're not getting cotton, silk, wood--whatever it is--from outside the United States.

Rosin: So when you look at the landscape, are you thinking very few things are exempt from this? Like, most things are gonna be more expensive?

Gimbel: I mean, services, technically--

Rosin: Yes?

Gimbel: --should be exempt from tariffs. Although, we did just see the president announce that they're going to be tariffing movies. I'm not entirely sure how that would work. But, you know, in general, I think there are very few parts of the goods-producing economy that we are expecting not to be hit.

And I think one thing that's important to keep in mind, right, is: Say that you are, by some miracle, a domestic producer who is totally insulated from this, right? You buy your fabric from a nice fabric producer down the road who gets everything in the United States, etcetera. Why would you not raise your prices, right? So all of your competitors have to raise their prices by, let's say, 10 percent in the face of tariffs. You can raise your prices by 8 percent, still get a lot of market share, and get the benefit of those higher prices. And so we do also expect even domestic producers to raise the prices.

Rosin: Oh, okay. That I hadn't thought of. So everything--all prices get raised. I mean, that just makes economic sense. Like, you're just increasing your profits.

Gimbel: Yeah, why not? I mean, in the face of tariffs, it really is one of those no-place-to-run, no-place-to-hide kind of thing[s] for the consumer.

Rosin: I want to talk about the problems President Trump says he's trying to solve with tariffs, because he talks about how short-term pain is worth it for the long-term gain, and that we'll see factories reopening in America. What do you make of this conversation we've been having for decades now about manufacturing shifting overseas?

Gimbel: You know, I think that there is a lot of nostalgia for manufacturing.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Gimbel: I think one of the things that I find really bizarre about this entire conversation is that the United States is this incredibly rich country. And yes, to be clear: There were, you know, jobs lost in response to the "China Shock," in response to automation. But even so, if you can think about which country in the world has one of the strongest economies, most vibrant economies, where you can succeed, it's the United States. Other countries want to be us. They are trying to make their economies more like our economy. Why are we trying to be like other countries?

Rosin: I see. So you are seeing it as a positive evolution away from manufacturing, so it's hard to understand what the nostalgia for manufacturing is.

Gimbel: Yeah. I mean, in 1902, we all used to work in farms, right? And you know, yes, there are people still in the United States who work in farms today. A lot of their work looks very different than it did in 1902. And those jobs were really, really hard, and we've evolved to a version of the United States where we get to buy goods produced cheaply by other people who do really, you know, physically painful work, and we get to provide services and be paid--in the realm of the world--a pretty high wage for that. That seems like a really good deal to me.

Rosin: Interesting. Do you think that that's a perspective from an expert looking on high and doesn't take into account people's feelings about service work or people's connection to factories or, you know, all these kinds of things that Trump talks about? The things that people are missing? Because it sounds so easy when you say it.

Gimbel: I mean, I want to be very clear: Economists are not always great about people's emotions. And so I do not want to deny that. It is also the case, right, that there are people who used to work in manufacturing who have lost those jobs [and] have found it relatively hard to adjust to the new economy. And I do not want to dismiss the pain that those people have experienced, and it's been very acute pain for those specific people. For our overall economy, though, the shift to services has been really, really positive.

And so I think there's a couple of things that kind of all get jumbled together here. Some is the specific, acute pain that the people who were not winners from the shift to a services economy have felt. And the other is a desire for what is seen as, like, a more old-fashioned version of America, and people are using manufacturing as some kind of proxy for that.

I don't want to come across as if I'm like, There are no problems here. You know, the hollowing out of the middle class has been a real issue. But I think it's really important not to accept the premise that the problem is that manufacturing moved to China.

Rosin: Right. I see. The problem is way more complicated than that. And from someone like you who looks at the big picture of the economy, it feels like an evolution, and it's a little confusing why we would want to undo it.

Gimbel: Yeah, I mean, there are things that you can do to fix the economy, make it more equal, make people feel like they have more opportunities, etcetera. Putting giant tariffs on China in an attempt to bring back jobs that are legitimately hard and relatively low-paid jobs to the United States is not going to end the way I think a lot of people want it to.

Rosin: Okay. Here's another big question: Americans are, in fact, used to cheap prices and infinite options. Is that fair to say?

Gimbel: Yeah. I mean, we love cheap prices, and we love being able to just pop over to the store and pick whatever doll out we want for our kids.

Rosin: Oh, it's funny you should mention dolls. So Trump did make the statement about dolls: Kids could have two instead of 30. And I am not pretending that Trump was making some kind of well-developed policy statement, but it is a diagnosis that people on all sides of the political spectrum have also made over the years.

So what do you think about that sentiment in the context of this tariff-heavy moment?

Gimbel: I mean, look--we can have a cultural conversation about: Do we have too much stuff? That is different than the economic conversation of, like, Should the government be putting strictures in place such that it makes it hard for people to buy the stuff that they want? 

I think one of the things that's been sort of confusing to people is that the Trump administration has started to say some of these things that sound a little bit, you know, for lack of better phrasing, central plannery, which is not something people have traditionally associated with government in the United States, much less the Republican Party. And so it'll be interesting to see how the American public responds to that.

You know, I think on the "Do we all have too much stuff?" thing, I think, again, it is easy to be nostalgic for, you know, quote-unquote "a simpler time." And my version of the story is that, you know, I had an Easter-egg hunt for my daughter and, you know, other small children a few weeks ago, and my mother and I were out there in the morning scattering plastic eggs. If any small children are listening to this, the Easter Egg Bunny was scattering the eggs.

Rosin: (Laughs.)

Gimbel: And my mother said, you know, When I was a child, we didn't have this. My mother dyed literal eggs and hid them in the backyard, and then we hunted for eggs, and we hoped we found all of them, because otherwise it smelled terrible.

Rosin: Yeah.

Gimbel: And, you know, I think there's just a lot of things like that that we just don't think about, like: Do the children need plastic eggs? No, they'll be fine. They'll survive. Is it kind of nice? Yeah, it is.

Rosin: That's an excellent example. I totally see what you're saying by "central plannery." I got that concept immediately. It's, like, shifting culture from the pulpit, as it were.

But why not go back to dyeing eggs? Like, don't you need to be forced into artificial scarcity? Like, is there a universe in which higher tariffs do have a potential to shift consumer habits and maybe help out this addiction to cheap? Because we all know that the addiction to cheap encourages bad labor practices and pollution all over the world. So it is a big problem that's hard to shift.

Gimbel: You know, if there's something that you think is bad, you can tax it, right? So, you know, this is one thing that economists are in favor of but almost no one else likes, is a carbon tax where you put taxes on the amount of carbon that it takes to produce something, because there are externalities to that.

The thing about tariffs, right, is they're just, like, a blunt, inefficient tool. So maybe there are things that are--just to stick with the carbon example--you know, very high-carbon intensive that are being produced that we're happening to hit with tariffs. But we're also hitting bananas. Why are we tariffing bananas? We can't grow bananas in the United States, certainly not at scale. Why are we tariffing coffee? None of this makes any sense.

Rosin: I see. So it's just too crude an instrument.

Gimbel: Yeah, we're just--we're hitting everything, rather than trying to think about: What is the behavior that we are actually trying to do here? Are there things we are trying to disincentivize? Is there revenue we're trying to raise? Is this the most efficient way to raise revenue? And we're just saying: Everybody's tariffed. We don't like it when we buy things from other people. And that's where we are.

Rosin: Right. Right. So there isn't any intentionality. If you wanted to shift consumer culture, improve the environment, you would be doing it in an entirely different and more targeted way.

Gimbel: Yes. I mean, I will say: I'm a little itchy on, you know, using taxes or, you know, economic incentives to shift culture. I think that's a broader conversation.

But there are places where, you know, there is behavior that has spillover effects--like carbon--to society and the economy. And we do think about taxing those kinds of things, but we are taxing that specifically, rather than just a broad, everything's-gonna-hurt-now approach.

Rosin: Right. Like, the very obvious example is: higher gas prices, less driving, like what they do in Europe. Can you see any scenario where this all unfolds in the way Trump imagines, which is short-term pain for long-term gain?

Gimbel: No.

Rosin: No scenario in which, like, the American manufacturing--more things are manufactured in the U.S.? You know, people figure out where the--how to make an American doll factory? Like, none of that seems realistic to you?

Gimbel: No, it doesn't. And you know, first of all, you have to think about trade-offs here. So sure, if you do the tariffs, it is likely that some manufacturing jobs come back to the United States. That is absolutely the case. You are almost certainly going to lose a ton of construction jobs--just as an example, just in that one sector--because construction relies on a lot of inputs from abroad, and if those become much, much more expensive, they're not gonna build as much, and people are going to lose jobs.

And so you have this focus on this one specific, relatively small part of the economy, and you're gonna ding the rest of the economy for that one small sector. And even within that sector, right, there are gonna be some manufacturers--as we were discussing before--who are going to suffer because they rely on inputs from abroad. And so what you're going to do is have a very, very expensive way of creating relatively few jobs in small industries, but everyone else loses.

Rosin: Who do you think is gonna be hurt the most in the next year or two?

Gimbel: You know, as we were discussing earlier, you know, as a share of income, this is gonna hit lower-income people harder. But the real answer is: everyone. This is going to hurt everyone. Everyone's going to be paying more money at the grocery store. They're going to be paying more money for children's clothes. Jobs are going to be lost. There will be impacts for the stock market. There are no wins here. This is not good. And I think because it seems so insane, people want to say or find some something that will be better because of this. And that's just very, very, very unlikely.

Rosin: Well, Martha, I really don't relish ending an interview on no silver lining and no wins for anyone, but I think that's just the reality. So thank you for delivering us this medicine. I appreciate it.

Gimbel: Anytime.

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Kevin Townsend and Jinae West. It was 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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The Actual Math Behind DOGE's Cuts

If you thought Elon Musk was really trying to cut costs, you weren't in on the joke.

by Jessica Riedl




In November, when Donald Trump first announced his plan to place Elon Musk in charge of a new Department of Government Efficiency, the idea was widely written off as a joke. Then Trump took office, and DOGE began its very real stampede through the government. As an effort to meaningfully reduce federal spending, however, DOGE remains wholly unserious.

Musk initially promised that he would eliminate $2 trillion of the $7 trillion federal budget, before scaling back his ambitions to $1 trillion, and then $150 billion. Even that revised target is highly improbable.

Precisely measuring the budgetary effects of the Musk experiment remains difficult, but we can begin by looking at the claims made by DOGE itself. In late February, its website claimed to have achieved $55 billion in annual-spending reductions. However, its "wall of receipts" detailed only $16.5 billion of this total. Half of that figure came from a typo claiming $8 billion in savings from terminating an $8 million contract. As The New York Times has reported, that was far from the only accounting error. Once such mistakes as false contract cancellations, triple counts of the same reform, and the inclusion of contracts that expired decades ago were fixed, verified budget savings stood at just $2 billion.

Brian Klaas: DOGE is courting catastrophic risk

The DOGE website now claims $165 billion in savings. However, it still details only a fraction of the supposed cuts, and earlier accounting errors have given way to new ones. A common sleight of hand is canceling a "blanket purchase agreement"--in which the recipient had been given the equivalent of a credit limit to incur necessary costs on a project--and then claiming savings of the full credit limit rather than the (in many cases substantially lower) amount that was actually spent. Even assuming that the website's stated savings have become twice as accurate as they were in February, annual savings would reach perhaps $15 billion, or 0.2 percent of federal spending.

Fortunately, more reliable sources than DOGE's self-reported figures exist. The best is the Treasury Department's monthly accounting of spending by agency and program. Any true DOGE spending reductions should show up in these budget totals, as should the results of other White House initiatives, including cuts to public-health spending and the ongoing efforts to eliminate USAID and the Department of Education.

These spending data do not flatter the Musk project. Total federal outlays in February and March were $86 billion (or 7 percent) higher than the levels from the same months a year ago, when adjusted for timing shifts. This spending growth--approximately $500 billion at an annualized rate--continues to be driven by the three-quarters of federal spending allocated to Social Security, Medicare, Medicaid, defense, veterans' benefits, and interest costs. These massive expenses have been untouched by DOGE's focus on small but controversial targets such as DEI contracts and Politico subscriptions.

We can see this by looking at Treasury's breakdowns of monthly spending by agency. Short-term program spending can fluctuate greatly, and sustained trends might not be fully apparent for several months, but the early data are nonetheless revealing. Perhaps the highest-profile cuts under the Trump administration so far have been to public-health spending and foreign aid. And yet, even here, the numbers are rounding errors in the context of the federal budget. Public-health spending, previously about $8.2 billion monthly, fell to $7.1 billion in March, led by cuts to the National Institutes of Health and the Health Resources and Services Administration, the latter of which funds state and local health grants to serve underprivileged families.

Monthly spending on targeted foreign-assistance programs has fallen from $2.4 billion to $1.4 billion. This includes spending on "Global Health and Child Survival" programs--which includes highly effective funding to combat HIV, malaria, tuberculosis, and other illnesses in less developed countries--falling in half to $400 million a month. Payments to "International Organizations and Conferences," such as the United Nations, have fallen to zero. And monthly USAID spending has fluctuated wildly but overall declined by one-third in the first quarter of 2025.

These cuts have already been highly disruptive to beneficiaries, contractors, and employees, and they threaten immense long-term harm. And yet, their total monthly savings have totaled just $2.1 billion. At the Department of Education, another shutdown target, spending has remained steady aside from the early termination of post-pandemic funding that was already scheduled to phase out over the next year.

Cost reductions from laying off federal employees have been too small to show up in the data. This is not surprising, because even laying off one quarter of the 2.3 million federal civilian employees would shave off just 1 percent of federal spending. To be fair to DOGE, more savings will materialize in October, when the salaries of the 75,000 federal employees who took a buyout come off the books. That should save Washington $10 billion a year, or 0.1 percent of federal spending--except even that is an overestimate, because Washington will surely end up hiring contractors to perform at least some of the work previously handled by those civil servants, and many contractors cost more than employees.

Stephen Macekura: The government waste DOGE should be cutting

Moving forward, identifying politically acceptable savings will become harder. Trump and Musk have already hit their easiest targets that do not directly burden most MAGA voters, such as government employees, foreigners, academics, and recipients of contracts with some kind of DEI component. More recent moves to slash Social Security customer-service and veterans'-health personnel have faced a backlash from affected Republican voters. Congress has shown little interest in passing legislation to ratify the executive branch's cuts, meaning many of them will likely be reversed in court. This year's appropriations bills--which require seven Senate Democratic votes to break a filibuster--will probably continue to finance and mandate the existence of the Department of Education, USAID, and traditional public-health spending.

That, by the way, is the good news for DOGE. The bad news is that the project seems quite likely to expand long-term budget deficits. Slashing IRS enforcement will embolden tax evasion and reduce revenues by hundreds of billions of dollars over the decade. Laying off Department of Education employees who ensure collection of student-loan repayments will increase the deficit. Illegally terminated federal employees are already being reinstated with full back pay, leaving the government with little to show for its trouble besides mounting legal fees.

Even if DOGE somehow manages to end up in the black, any modest savings it achieves will be completely overwhelmed by the GOP's push to expand the 2017 tax cut at a cost of roughly $500 billion annually. Claims that Washington can no longer afford to spend 0.1 percent of its budget providing lifesaving HIV treatments to 20 million impoverished Africans cannot be taken seriously when the administration and Congress are preparing to cut taxes and expand other spending by trillions of dollars.

None of this is to say that DOGE has failed. Musk might not have followed through on his unfocused and evolving promises to eliminate payment errors, balance the entire budget, and implement regulatory reform. But he has successfully given the White House cover to purge and intimidate the civil service, helped Congress justify exorbitant tax cuts, rewarded MAGA voters with revenge against their perceived enemies, and granted himself the ability to access sensitive government data and possibly ensure his companies' continued government contracts. Sure, annual budget deficits remain on track to double over the next decade. But if you thought DOGE was really about cutting costs, you were never in on the joke.
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The Disturbing Rise of MAGA Maoism

Trump seems to be ceding the future to China while emulating its past.

by Derek Thompson




China may well come to dominate the next century--because President Donald Trump is taking a page from the most famous Chinese leader of the previous one.

The United States remains the world's preeminent soft power. It's a financial and cultural juggernaut, whose entertainment and celebrities bestride the planet. But as an industrial power, the U.S. is not so much at risk of falling behind as it is objectively behind already. A recent essay in the journal Foreign Affairs by Rush Doshi and Kurt Campbell, both China experts who served in the Biden administration, made the case with alarming specificity. China makes 20 times more cement and 13 times more steel than the U.S. It makes more than two-thirds of the world's electric vehicles, more than three-quarters of its electric batteries, 80 percent of its consumer drones, and 90 percent of its solar panels. China's shipbuilding capacity is several orders of magnitude larger than America's, and its navy will be 50 percent larger than the U.S. Navy by 2030.

The Trump administration clearly recognizes the need to rebuild industrial capacity. In its executive order published on "Liberation Day," the White House suggested that, without high tariffs, America's "defense-industrial base" is too "dependent on foreign adversaries"--a clear allusion to China.

But Trump's approach to countering China has been so scattershot, so inept, so face-smackingly absurd, that it sometimes seems like covert policy to destroy America's reputation. Rather than build a global trading and supply-chain alliance to match the scale of China, we've threatened to invade Canada and slapped new tariffs on our European and East Asian allies. Rather than invest in scientific discovery, which is the basis of our technological supremacy, the administration threatens to decimate the National Institutes of Health and the National Science Foundation while attacking major research universities, including Harvard and Columbia. Rather than compete on clean energy, the White House has targeted solar and wind subsidies for destruction. Rather than invest in nuclear power by expanding the Department of Energy's Loan Programs Office, which provides billion-dollar loan guarantees for nuclear projects, the administration dismissed 60 percent of its staff. Rather than secure our reputation as the world's premier destination for global talent, we're driving away foreign students.

"If you take every asymmetric American advantage"--our universities, our science, our reputation for attracting the world's smartest young people--"we're going after each of them in a fit of cultural Maoism," Doshi told me last week. Mao Zedong, who led China's one-party state after World War II, oversaw a fraught and fatal attempt to industrialize the country, known as the Great Leap Forward. His regime was infamous for its cult of personality and its purging of ideological enemies, not to mention millions of deaths from starvation.

Doshi does not think that Trump will starve millions of Americans to death (nor do I). But he does see Trump's second term featuring a "cult of personality," he told me, which may not quite be Maoist but does feel Mao-ish. The first 100 days of this administration were "defined by the relentless targeting of individuals and organizations for their heretical views and purges within the administration for those deemed insufficiently loyal. And its destination is the destruction of state capacity and leading institutions as fervor and zeal overwhelm any prudence and planning."

Doshi isn't the only one making this analogy. Several weeks ago, the writer Rotimi Adeoye identified what he called "MAGA Maoism" in The Washington Post. Like the Chinese Cultural Revolution, he said, the Trumpist right seems obsessed with scrubbing any vestige of progressive thought from government libraries and government-funded museums. As The New York Times' Jamelle Bouie has written, the White House has yanked books by Black, female, and Jewish authors from the Naval Academy (while leaving Mein Kampf in place), accused the National Museum of African American History and Culture of spreading "improper ideology," and urged the National Park Service to rewrite its history of the Underground Railroad.

Clint Smith: What it means to tell the truth about America

Another eerie echo of Mao has been MAGA's glorification of strong men doing strong things and its dreams of sending the liberal elites to the factories and the fields to teach them a lesson. In a commencement  address at the University of Alabama, Trump encouraged business majors "to apply your great skills that you've learned ... to forging the steel and pouring the concrete of new American factories, plants, shipyards, and even cities." As the journalist Michael Moynihan observed, this sounded curiously like Mao's suggestion in 1957 that "the intellectuals"--including "writers, artists, teachers, and scientific-research workers"--should "seize every opportunity to get close to the workers and peasants," even if it meant living in rural China for several years to work as "technicians in factories" or "technical personnel in agriculture."

For years, both major parties have looked to China with envy. How can they make so much, so quickly, while we struggle to build sufficient housing in major cities--much less advanced electronics, computer chips, robots, and ships? Under Trump, China envy has taken a strange turn. Rather than compete, we seem to be ceding the future to China while emulating its past--casually gutting the government's ability to support science and key technologies while hunting down wrongthink with the same ferocity that Trump supporters once despised among progressives.

In the past week, the Mao vibes have gotten especially weird. In the 1950s and '60s, Mao demanded that ordinary Chinese families sacrifice for the general good--for example, by melting their kitchen utensils and other metallic items to increase national steel production. (This mostly produced a lot of useless pig iron.) Trump, for his part, has become fixated on new methods of economic sacrifice. "Maybe the children will have two dolls instead of 30 dolls, and maybe the two dolls will cost a couple of bucks more than they would normally," he said, in defense of his tariffs' likely effect of obliterating the toy business. Going further, he told NBC that students "don't need to have 250 pencils, they can have five." Just over 100 days into this term, what the Trump supporter Bill Ackman called "the most pro-growth, pro-business administration" in modern history is defending the rationing of Elsa dolls and No. 2 pencils.

Trump's administration is still young, and it has an uncanny ability to pack each week with a year's worth of news. Optimistically, there are many more weeks for Trump's economic and cultural policy to get better. Realistically, there is plenty of time for both to get worse. By driving away talented immigrants, by targeting our most successful universities, by torching our trading alliances, by dismantling our industrial policy, by slashing our scientific funding, and by hurting America's reputation around the world at the precise moment that we need global scale to build a secure counterpart to China's industrial dominance, Trump has responded to the threat of China by mimicking the ghost of its past.

When I asked the Foreign Affairs co-author Kurt Campbell for his assessment of Trump, he told me that he has had alarming conversations with analysts in China. "Some of them will candidly say, 'You know, we had our timetables for how we might come at you ... for how we might pull [you] away [from] your allies,'" Campbell said. "'And what you're doing in three or four months exceeds what we would have hoped to do in five or 10 years.'" The ultimate accomplishment of American Maoism would be this: Our great leap backward would give China the global preeminence that Mao himself failed to achieve on his own.
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Trump's Inevitable Betrayal of His Supporters

Trump never meant to keep his promises. His voters are starting to notice.

by Yair Rosenberg




On Sunday, Donald Trump went on TV and told Americans that their children should make do with less. "They don't need to have 30 dolls; they can have three," the president said on Meet the Press. "They don't need to have 250 pencils; they can have five." Critics were quick to point out the irony of America's avatar of excess telling others to tighten their belt. But the problem with Trump's remark goes beyond the optics. It's that his argument for austerity contradicts his campaign commitments--and exposes the limits of his transactional approach to politics.

Throughout his 2024 run, the president promised Americans a return to the prosperity of his pre-COVID first term. "Starting on day one, we will end inflation and make America affordable again, to bring down the prices of all goods," he told a Montana rally in August. "They'll come down, and they'll come down fast," he declared days later in North Carolina. But at the same time, Trump also promised to impose steep tariffs on consumer goods--dubbing tariff one of "the most beautiful words I've ever heard"--even though the levies would effectively serve as a tax on everyday Americans.

These two pledges could not be reconciled, and once elected, Trump was forced to choose between them. The results have disillusioned many of those who voted for him. Trump's approval on the economy has plunged since he announced his "Liberation Day." A former strength has become a weakness. "If you look at his economic net approval rating in his first term, it was consistently above water," the CNN analyst Harry Enten noted last month. "It was one of his best issues, and now it's one of his worst issues."

Trump does not face this problem on just the economy. On issue after issue, whether domestic policy or foreign affairs, the president made incompatible assurances to rival camps on the campaign trail--to business bigwigs and working-class factory hands, anti-war isolationists and anti-Iran hawks. Now that Trump is in office, the bill for these guarantees is coming due, and he is making decisions that will inevitably alienate one of his constituencies. Some of the supporters who are not getting what they were promised are beginning to feel ripped off, putting the coalition that propelled Trump to his narrow popular-vote victory in jeopardy.

Read: Trump doesn't believe in anything. That's why he wins.

Take the tariffs and the tech titans. Amazon CEO Jeff Bezos has done much to ingratiate himself with Trump. He donated $1 million to the president's inauguration fund and attended the event in person. He overhauled The Washington Post ostensibly to appeal more to conservatives and reportedly paid $40 million to license and distribute a streaming documentary about the first lady, Melania Trump. None of that insulated Amazon's business when Trump's tariffs arrived. Faced with rising prices on many of its products, the company toyed with displaying a surcharge on some items affected by Trump's policy, but folded when the White House objected.

Bezos may have tiptoed toward dissent, but Elon Musk has been much less restrained. As head of the Department of Government Efficiency, the entrepreneur previously worked seamlessly alongside Trump. But last month, he publicly unloaded on Peter Navarro, the architect of the president's tariff plan, calling him a "moron" and "dumber than a sack of rocks" after Navarro defended imposing Trump's penalties on Tesla, Musk's electric-car company. On X, Musk also posted a functionally anti-tariff video, in which the economist Milton Friedman explains how international trade makes producing a single pencil possible.

Other pro-Trump sectors have experienced similar whiplash. In 2024, oil and gas interests gave an estimated $75 million to elect Trump. In his stump speech as a candidate, Trump promised to end what he called "the Biden-Harris war on American energy," and led crowds in chants of "Drill, baby, drill." But the tariffs Trump has imposed as president have crippled the industry by hiking costs of components while cratering the price of oil amid an anticipated economic downturn.

In other words, by pursuing populist protectionism over free trade, Trump has already betrayed some of his most powerful backers. Few will be sympathetic to the travails of the CEOs, but their workers and customers are also footing the bill for Trump's economic self-sabotage, and many of them voted for Trump believing he would lower prices, not raise them. Given that Trump regained the White House with the smallest electoral margin since Nixon in 1968, these are supporters he and his party can ill afford to lose.

Trump is trapped in the same web of his own making when it comes to international affairs. On the campaign trail, the president promised "a stop to the endless wars and a return to peace in the Middle East," attracting disaffected Arab and Muslim voters in swing states such as Michigan. But he also told pro-Israel voters that "you have a big protector in me," accused Kamala Harris of "pandering" to Hamas supporters, and pledged, in the words of the Republican party platform, to "DEPORT PRO-HAMAS RADICALS AND MAKE OUR COLLEGE CAMPUSES SAFE AND PATRIOTIC AGAIN."

Much as he was compelled to choose between tariffs and trade, Trump has had to choose between these two diametrically opposed positions since entering office. He helped broker a token cease-fire in Gaza, but then allowed it to expire, all while removing Joe Biden's sanctions on violent Israeli settlers and restrictions on arms shipments to Israel. The president also proposed emptying Gaza of Palestinians and turning the land into an American-run resort, and began revoking the visas and green cards of pro-Palestinian foreign nationals.

Unsurprisingly, many of Trump's Gaza war voters have noticed that they've been stiffed. Days before the November election, Trump visited Dearborn, Michigan, where he vowed to establish "peace in the Middle East." He was greeted there by Faye Nemer, the head of the Middle East and North African American Chamber of Commerce and an unapologetic supporter. She has since labeled his Middle East positions "extremely concerning to the community," and she's not alone. "Obviously we're completely opposed to the idea of the transfer of Palestinians from anywhere in Historic Palestine," Bishara Bahbah, the chairman of Arab Americans for Trump, told the Associated Press in February, in response to the president's Gaz-a-Lago proposal. The group has now rebranded itself as "Arab Americans for Peace."

Even as Trump has lost pro-Palestinian and dovish voters, he has been stoking concern among more hawkish ones. Over the past month, the president has moved toward a new nuclear deal with Iran that is reportedly similar to the one brokered by Barack Obama, which Trump discarded in 2018. The president and his team have sent contradictory signals about their intentions on Iran, but the reality is that whichever way Trump goes on the subject--whether for war or peace--he will upset a key constituency. Some circles cannot be squared.

These disappointments were entirely predictable. Because Trump lacks many core convictions, voters from entirely opposite backgrounds convinced themselves that he would act in their interest as president--and he was happy to indulge their fantasies in exchange for their support by teasing tantalizing prizes to people across divides. But Trump's transactionalism has limits, because even presidents who have few beliefs still need to act, and those actions have consequences for the world and for the politician's coalition.

Today, some 100 days into his second term, Trump's approval rating stands at a historic low, imperiling his party's chances in the midterms, as more and more of the president's backers realize that his impossible promises were never meant to be kept.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/05/trump-conflicting-promises/682712/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Impending Doom of Trump's Trade War

The uncertainty is doing plenty of economic damage. He may make things much worse.

by James Surowiecki




Little more than a month has passed since Donald Trump announced his plans to upend the global economic order by imposing huge tariffs on almost every country in the world. The stock market sold off sharply following the announcement; within days, the S&P 500 had lost about 12 percent of its value. But if you look at the U.S. economy right now, it doesn't look obviously different from the way it did just before Trump's so-called Liberation Day. Job growth in April was respectable. Forecasts for April's inflation number, which is due next week, suggest price increases have remained muted. Corporate-earnings reports have come in strong. And the stock market itself has regained the ground it lost in the weeks after April 2.

Unfortunately, none of this means the economy will emerge unscathed from Trump's trade war. The conflict, after all, has barely begun: After markets' steep sell-off, Trump put a 90-day pause on his higher tariff rates with every country except China, Canada, and Mexico; he also issued a host of exemptions from the minimum 10 percent global tariff he's kept in place (though some of these tariff exemptions, such as the one on autoparts, were temporary and are now kicking in). Trump's 145 percent tariff rate on Chinese imports did go into effect on April 9, but the administration then exempted semiconductor chips, smartphones, computers, solar cells, flat-panel TVs, and computer-storage devices. And U.S. retailers had already begun stocking up on inventory in anticipation of the tariffs, which is why we haven't seen empty shelves or skyrocketing prices--so far.

We're in a phony-war period of Trump's trade conflict. Things appear fine on the surface, but look closely and plenty of signs of impending trouble are emerging. It's still early enough that if Trump rolls back his tariffs on China and reaches deals with other U.S. trading partners, the damage will be limited. Stock-market investors seem convinced that Trump will come to his senses and make this happen, and it's certainly in America's best interest that he does so. But if the deals prove elusive and the tariff war escalates amid beggar-thy-neighbor tactics, economic reality will assert itself.

Worrisome data are already coming in. Trucking volumes--basically, a measure of how many goods are being moved around the country--have begun to fall. Starting this week, shipping volumes at West Coast ports appear to be plummeting as shipments from China simply dry up: Container-ship arrivals in L.A. this week will be down 35 percent year over year.

Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent said this week that Trump's exorbitant tariffs have created an effective "embargo" on Chinese goods. The steep decline in imports from China will translate into even less demand for trucking within the U.S. by the end of this month, which will almost certainly lead to layoffs in that industry. Depending on where a product is made, we'll see empty shelves in some stores by the end of June, and that could lead to layoffs in retail as well.

American importers have, to a degree, diversified away from Chinese-made goods in recent years, but they still account for almost 13 percent of imports--and a higher percentage of imports of manufactured goods. So retailers and consumers have no way to entirely dodge the impact of a virtual trade embargo with China. And Trump has acknowledged this with his odd riffs on how American kids might have to make do with three expensive dolls rather than 30 cheap ones, or with five pencils rather than 250--which one Republican pollster has called a "Marie Antoinette" moment.

Annie Lowrey: How to prepare for the Trumpcession

Those who are going to take a hit are not limited to the retailers that sell imports and the consumers who buy them. American exporters are already feeling the effect of other countries' retaliatory tariffs. That's especially true of U.S. farmers, who lost tens of billions of dollars in sales thanks to Trump's trade war with China during his first term (and were made whole only thanks to a hefty bailout). Those farmers are already facing a renewed wave of canceled orders, to the point that the head of the Agriculture Transportation Coalition, an export-trade group, told CNBC that farmers are in a "full-blown crisis" as their sales nosedive. This not only is leading to job cutbacks in agriculture but also means that container-ship departures, as well as arrivals, are falling at U.S. ports. That will put the jobs of dock workers, warehouse workers, and truckers in further jeopardy.

The deeper concern is that reduced demand from consumers because of higher prices will combine with layoffs in retail, trucking, logistics, and allied sectors to create a cascading effect: weaker demand leading to lower sales, triggering more layoffs, leading to still lower demand, and so on. Amid such concern, consumer confidence has been severely shaken by the insecurity Trump has injected into the economy. The business-intelligence nonprofit Conference Board's measure of consumer confidence fell in April for the fifth month in a row, and consumer expectations for the short-term future tumbled to a 13-year low as survey subjects expressed pessimism about business conditions, employment prospects, and future income--in other words, pretty much every practical dimension of the economy.

Concrete signs of reduced consumer spending are already appearing: McDonald's said last week that sales in its nationwide restaurant chain fell unexpectedly in the first quarter of 2025 because customers were "grappling with uncertainty," while Harley-Davidson reported a double-digit decline in sales because of consumer uncertainty. The motorcycle manufacturer said it was pulling its guidance for future quarters' revenue and profit because it cannot predict where the economy or consumer sentiment will be just a couple of months hence.

Even so, the more far-reaching effects of the trade war may not be felt until late summer, after the inventories that businesses have stockpiled run out and when companies realize they have to cut back on investment and hiring in order to adjust to the higher input costs and reduced demand they're facing. For now, companies are mostly holding off on any big changes--because they're counting on the possibility that Trump will either cut deals with China and other trading partners or indefinitely extend the pause on higher tariff rates.

The fact that Trump should do these things does not mean, however, that he will. Hardly a day goes by when he does not propose some new tariff--on Sunday, it was on movies made abroad--or tell Americans they don't need to buy so much stuff. No investor or business person should be all that surprised if Trump went back to his Liberation Day rates and continued to try to strong-arm China, which would almost certainly send the U.S. economy into a self-inflicted, utterly unnecessary recession. The markets are betting that the phony war will never become a real one. We can only hope they're right.
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The Art of the Price Hike

Trump's tariff plan has pushed America's businesses into a nightmarish experiment.

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.


Maxwell Cohen knew the tariffs were coming. President Donald Trump had openly threatened a trade war on the campaign trail, and Cohen, an entrepreneur, heeded his words. His company, Peelaways, sells disposable and waterproof fitted bed sheets made in China that are popular with at-home and family caregivers. There's only so much price elasticity for disposable goods, so he prepared to absorb what he estimated would be roughly 15 to 30 percent tariffs, setting aside money to bring in more inventory before prices skyrocketed. It would hurt, but it would be doable. He thought he had the numbers mostly worked out. But when man plans, Trump laughs.

The latest figure for the administration's tariffs on China sits at 145 percent. Prices are expected to keep climbing for some goods; last week, Trump closed the de minimis loophole for China and Hong Kong, which had exempted them from paying tariffs on shipments of goods worth $800 or less, and wide-ranging tariffs are still set to go into effect for many countries. For any business that can't swallow an unanticipated and possibly huge price increase on imports, the first step is deciding if it will pass the cost to the consumer. If the answer is yes--as it often is--the next decision is how, or whether, to let the customers know.

Tariff transparency recently made headlines on the domestic front of Trump's trade war. After Punchbowl News reported that Amazon was considering adding a line showing the cost of tariffs for each product on its site, White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt held a public shaming of the company from her briefing-room podium, calling the move "a hostile and political act." CNN reported that a "pissed" Trump called Jeff Bezos, Amazon's founder. The company's representatives soon denied ever approving the idea, adding that it was never a consideration for Amazon's main site but rather for its spin-off store, Haul.

Although big, name-brand American companies are most likely to incur the administration's wrath over displaying tariff surcharges, other businesses have tough choices to make on how to go about raising prices. The result is a choose-your-own-adventure exercise in managing public perception. Screenshots of the checkout page of the online clothing company Triangl went viral for the astronomical "duties" surcharge. Temu, a Chinese e-commerce giant, added import charges to certain products on its site. Luxury brands aren't immune, either: Hermes announced price increases for American buyers to offset the tariffs, and Prada plans to raise prices by an undetermined amount later in the summer. Meanwhile, some business leaders aren't mincing words. Jolie Skin Co, an American shower-filter brand, told The Information that a "Trump liberation tariff" line will be added to checkout pages. "Technically WE are not raising our prices," the company's CEO and founder, Ryan Babenzien, wrote on LinkedIn. "We think transparency is the way to go here and I am giving Trump full credit for his decision."

Transparency is a high-wire act. Tariffs is such a politically loaded word that some companies hesitate to invoke it, out of fear of alienating their customer base--or inciting the administration's ire. But pointing a finger at tariffs can also help shift blame. Increasing prices without any clear explanation risks appearing opportunistic, Mike Michalowicz, a small-business expert, told me. All it takes is for some businesses to get caught profiteering before "the customer becomes suspect of not just them but of everybody."

The gaming industry is a prime example. Nintendo has a large manufacturing presence in China, and last month, it announced that the Switch 2 console would launch at the original price, but some of the accessories will cost more than previously expected. The company's representatives attributed the update to "changes in market conditions." If that phrase sounds familiar, it's almost word for word the explanation Microsoft offered after announcing Xbox price hikes last week, which will run as high as $100 more for some models in America. The absence of the T-word is a glaring omission. Such muddy messaging may help insulate companies from the administration's spite, but it invites backlash from customers who are quick to blame the good old-fashioned motive of corporate greed.

If some companies fear appearing opportunistic, others are trying to cash in while they still can. Marketing 101 teaches you to distinguish your company from your competitors, and Business 101 says to move inventory before the economy goes kaput. What better way to do both than to slash prices when everybody else is raising them? "Pre-tariff" sales are cropping up at furniture companies, fashion retailers, and carmakers. Their underlying message: Get it before you can't afford it.

Ford's latest campaign, "From America. For America," is trying to strike an optimistic tone. As Audi pauses car imports to the United States, and automakers hem and haw over price changes, Ford has been running an ad since last month touting employee-priced vehicles and their company's deep roots in American industry. It's a strategic ploy--already, Ford has reported double-digit sales increases (although an analysis from CarEdge found that some of Ford's more popular vehicles had better deals in March, before employee pricing went into effect). Other carmakers that manufacture models in America, including Mercedes and BMW, are promising to temporarily eat the cost of tariffs for some vehicles to keep prices from rising. But an expiration date for this generosity could be imminent: Last week, Ford's CEO went on CNN and couldn't say if prices would increase in the summertime.

With so much left uncertain in Trump's trade war, some small businesses are down to the wire. Many of them don't have the cash to stockpile inventory or the storage space to keep it. The owners of the American vegan-cheese company Rebel Cheese have roughly a month to decide what to do. Much of their cheese relies on fair-trade cashews imported from Vietnam, which faces the threat of 46 percent tariffs, and their inventory is dwindling. The company already went through a round of layoffs a few weeks ago; at this point, adding at least a 10 percent price increase seems inevitable, Fred Zwar, one of the co-founders, told me. They are considering breaking down the numbers for customers when they announce the change, but the sharp fluctuations of Trump's tariffs make the timing tricky: "We can't do a price raise today and then say, Hey, they raised it another 90 percent. We need to do another price raise tomorrow," Zwar said.

All of this feels like deja vu for Peelaways. Cohen dealt with Trump's seesawing tariffs during his first term, which also coincided with COVID-19's economic downturn. He laid off all six of his workers and restructured his business in order to stay afloat, leaving him with two C-suite executives overseas. This time around, he's running a leaner operation and slowly raising prices $1 a week until he hits a 15 percent increase. His plan is to test different newsletters to measure his customer base's feedback: One will include the standard fare (caregiver tips, customer reviews), and the other will acknowledge the tariffs' effects on pricing. But even having gone through this before, Cohen can't be sure he'll make it out again. "We're all just holding our breath," he said, waiting for "whatever the next tweet brings."

Related:

	The tariff man is coming for America's entrepreneurs.
 	Trump's hollow defense of tariffs






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	A crisis is no time for amateurs, Tom Nichols writes.
 	Europeans have realized their error.
 	The David Frum Show: The most corrupt presidency in American history




Today's News

	The Federal Reserve held interest rates steady. Federal Reserve Chair Jerome Powell said that the tariffs in place could generate stagflation and more unemployment.
 	India launched strikes at Pakistan, in retaliation for a terrorist attack two weeks ago in Kashmir.
 	Cardinals did not elect a new pope on the first day of the conclave in Vatican City.
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The Real Motive Behind the Real ID-Deadline Charade

By Juliette Kayyem

Today's deadline was largely artificial: According to the fine print of the regulations governing Real ID's implementation, Homeland Security has until the end of 2027 to phase in the program in full. So the administration took today's deadline to assure Americans that they could still fly, while it focused on another priority: immigration enforcement, rather than safety provision.


Read the full article.
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Read. A book by Pat Buchanan from 2011 shows how the woke right predates the woke left, Jonathan Chait writes.

Examine. Ellen Cushing explores why so many companies are inviting people to opt out of Mother's Day emails.
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The Catharsis in Re-Creating One of the Worst Days of Your Life

Making the film <em>Warfare</em> was an exercise in exposure therapy for the veterans whose memories it reconstructs.

by Shirley Li




This article includes spoilers for the film Warfare.

Since 2012, Ray Mendoza has been building a hefty Hollywood resume: performing stunts, choreographing gunfights, and teaching movie stars how to act like soldiers in films such as Act of Valor and Lone Survivor. He also helped design the battle sequences in last year's Civil War, the writer-director Alex Garland's speculative thriller imagining America as an endless combat zone.

These projects have been a particularly good fit for him. Mendoza is a former Navy SEAL; two decades ago, during the Iraq War, he was part of a platoon scouting a residential area in Ramadi. One day in November 2006, al-Qaeda forces injured two of his teammates and then exploded an IED while American soldiers attempted to extract the pair. Trapped in a single building, the group waited for a new convoy of rescue tanks that wouldn't arrive for hours.

The events are depicted in the film Warfare, now streaming, which Mendoza wrote and directed with Garland. Over the course of a brisk 95 minutes, the viewer watches as the platoon goes from carrying out a typical surveillance exercise to trying to evacuate without harming anyone else. (The skirmish was part of the Battle of Ramadi, an eight-month conflict that left more than 1,000 soldiers, insurgents, and civilians dead.) Yet, for all the combat Warfare depicts, the film doesn't resemble most military movies. Members of the platoon--played by an ensemble of rising stars, including Will Poulter, Charles Melton, and Reservation Dogs' D'Pharaoh Woon-A-Tai as Mendoza--exchange little dialogue, rarely trading first names let alone backstories. Up until the al-Qaeda forces discover their hideout, the action is contained to mundane activities: confirming operations, tracking other platoons' movements. There are no extraneous set pieces to keep the audience's attention, no rousing speeches from world leaders, no context provided about why Ramadi was important to American interests during the Iraq War.

The result is a war movie that's mostly a war movie in name only--which is how Mendoza told me he wanted it. In real life, one of the wounded SEALs, Elliott Miller (played by Shogun's Cosmo Jarvis), never recovered his memory after getting caught in the IED blast. Miller's inability to recall the day's events inspired Mendoza to reconstruct them meticulously. When Mendoza and Garland began developing Warfare, they interviewed as many members of the platoon as they could, corroborating details until they had a version of the experience that they hoped would feel authentic to the people involved. The film makes clear that, to the co-directors, war is a hell made of never-ending protocols, of compartmentalized emotions, of intense bonds built among people taught to move as one indistinguishable unit. As Mendoza put it to me, "I just wanted to do an accurate representation of what combat was." And, he added, "I wanted to re-create it because my friend doesn't remember it."



After the IED explodes, Elliott isn't the only one horrifically injured. Sam (played by Joseph Quinn) wakes to find himself on fire, his legs mangled. For what feels like hours on end to the viewer, Sam howls in pain as his teammates drag him to safety. Warfare is largely devoid of the hallmarks of a Hollywood film--there's no musical score, for instance--and Sam's cries highlight the film's naturalism; they are screams that the movie suggests were as nerve-shredding for Sam's teammates to hear in real life as they are for audience members to hear at home.

But Joe Hildebrand, the SEAL on whom Sam is based, told me that he was unaffected by Quinn's performance when he watched it during a visit to the set. "Everybody kept asking me, 'You okay?'" he recalled. "I said, 'I'm fine.' I know the outcome. I know how it's gonna turn out."

Hildebrand found the set itself, which was built on a former World War II airfield turned film studio outside London, more visceral. Warfare's crew had meticulously reconstructed the house in which the SEALs hid; looking around, Hildebrand explained, brought back "little memories"--a conversation he had here, the way a teammate stood there. Together with the real Elliott, who had also stopped by the set, Hildebrand described experiencing a surprising mix of emotions as they exited the house. "The feeling of going out that gate again, into the street--the last time we did, it did not turn out well at all," he said. "It was an odd feeling, but it was a glorious feeling at the same time, because you knew nothing was going to happen on the other side."

Read: A film that throws out the war-movie playbook

As such, despite its intensity, Warfare offers some semblance of satisfaction--and not just for the SEALs whose memories have been rendered on-screen. Many movies, Mendoza said, have contributed to perpetuating distressing stereotypes about veterans--that they're all suffering from PTSD, too tortured and traumatized to function. He wanted Warfare to push back against generalizations by keeping the audience at an emotional remove. The movie's portrayal of the front lines stays focused on the action. "Is it disturbing? Yeah," Mendoza told me of the film's observational nature. "But it's truthful."

For Hildebrand, being able to revisit the incident and talk with Mendoza about it was therapeutic. After everyone returned home, he told me, their platoon "kind of just coexisted. Everybody was still friends, but we didn't have parties and get-togethers and even just time to sit down and talk and get those stories out." Hildebrand said that Warfare enabled him to corroborate his memories with the other men who were there. (He made it clear that he couldn't speak for everyone; some of the SEALs couldn't be reached, and the names of 14 of the 20 men involved have been changed in the film to protect their identity.) For Mendoza, the process of talking about the incident with other members of the platoon, and with Garland, meant having someone "explaining it back to you probably even in a better way than you described it to them in the first place. And then you feel heard, you feel understood. You're like, Okay, finally I think I'm able to let this go."

Still, Mendoza said, "Just because the movie's done doesn't mean we're healed." Every blunder seems to have lingered in their minds: In one scene, Lieutenant Macdonald (Michael Gandolfini) accidentally injects morphine into his own hand while trying to ease Elliott's pain. In another, Erik (Poulter), a captain who had largely ensured that everyone remained calm, suddenly chokes while instructing the platoon on what to do. Some men even kick Sam's legs as they pass by him, a misguided display of bravado that fails to raise spirits and only injures him further.

Read: A civil-war movie with no one worth cheering

Warfare opens with a scene set the night before the incident; in it, the platoon members hype themselves up by watching the notoriously racy music video for Eric Prydz's "Call on Me," swaying together as one big, sweaty, testosterone-fueled mass. The movie ends on a shot of the silent Ramadi street after the gunfire has faded. In between, the film, like Civil War, never delves into the politics of the conflict; it neither commends nor condemns the fighting. It just leaves the audience with the sense that the hours the group spent trapped irrevocably changed them.

For Mendoza, the explosion that incapacitated his teammates "rewired" his brain; he told me he's been dreaming about what happened for 20 years. Some of his dreams echo reality. Others, including one in which Elliott gets back up after the explosion and is completely unharmed, are so fantastical and disorienting that Mendoza wishes he won't ever wake up. Working on the film has helped him dissipate some of that confusion. "I don't know what's real and what's not real sometimes," he said. But making Warfare "helped organize those memories and cancel out which ones weren't real," he told me. "It just kind of keeps these memories in line."
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America Needs More Judges Like Judge Myers

He did the right thing in North Carolina's Supreme Court fight, and he deserves praise.

by Richard L. Hasen




Updated at 5:40 p.m. ET on May 7, 2025

When judges act as partisan hacks, it is important to condemn their conduct. Last month, four Republican justices on the North Carolina Supreme Court blessed the antidemocratic attempt by the fellow Republican judge Jefferson Griffin to subvert the outcome of the November 2024 election for a seat on that same court by throwing out ballots of some North Carolina voters who had followed all the rules. But just as important is lauding the Republican judges who stand up against election subversion, including the Trump-appointed federal district-court judge Richard E. Myers, who ruled earlier this week that Griffin's gambit violated the U.S. Constitution. Today, just two days after that decision, Griffin conceded defeat to Justice Allison Riggs. If the United States is going to resist attacks on free and fair elections, principled judges on the right remain indispensable.

Conservative and liberal judges regularly divide on many issues related to elections and democracy, such as the constitutionality of various provisions of the Voting Rights Act, partisan gerrymandering, and the permissibility of regulating campaign money. As I recently explained in The Yale Law Journal, there is no realistic hope that federal courts, including the United States Supreme Court, now dominated by Republican appointees, are going to expand voting rights. But even so, a mostly bipartisan judicial consensus has long existed to protect the basic elements of free and fair elections: that elections should be conducted in accordance with the rules set forth before the election, that all eligible voters should be able to cast a vote that will be fairly counted, and that the winners of elections will be able to take office.

Americans saw this consensus on display in the aftermath of the 2020 presidential election, when Donald Trump and his allies filed more than 60 lawsuits seeking to overturn Joe Biden's victory over Trump based upon factually unsupported claims of election irregularities and dubious legal theories. In a decision that rejected Trump's legal efforts in Pennsylvania, the prominent conservative (and Trump-appointed) federal appeals-court judge Stephanos Bibas wrote: "Free, fair elections are the lifeblood of our democracy. Charges of unfairness are serious. But calling an election unfair does not make it so. Charges require specific allegations and then proof. We have neither here."

From the October 2022 issue: John Roberts's long game

A similar thing happened in Wisconsin, where the conservative state-supreme-court Justice Brian Hagedorn joined with his liberal colleagues to reject a Trump claim to throw out ballots that voters had cast in that state using drop boxes during the pandemic, something that was allowed by the rules as set by election officials before voting began. If Trump had a problem with using drop boxes, Justice Hagedorn reasoned, Trump had to challenge this before the election rather than sit tight until after the election with the risk of disenfranchising voters.

Judge Myers's ruling this week in the North Carolina case follows in this tradition of conservative judges standing up for the rule of law and against election subversion. As Mark Joseph Stern notes at Slate, "Myers is a dyed-in-the-wool conservative--not just a Federalist Society stalwart and Trump appointee, but also a longtime member of gun clubs, including the NRA, and the evangelical Christian Legal Society."

Yet Judge Myers did not side with Griffin, a fellow conservative, in his attempt to overturn the election results. Griffin argued for throwing out ballots from certain Democratic-leaning counties for military and overseas voters who did not provide photo identification while voting, something that state law did not require. He tried to get some other ballots thrown out as well, all from voters who followed the rules as set forth and implemented by state election officials for years. The state court of appeals had allowed Griffin to challenge up to 60,000 ballots, and the North Carolina Supreme Court narrowed that universe but still allowed some of Griffin's challenges to go forward. This ruling came over the dissent of two state justices, including Republican Justice Richard Dietz, who said the ruling had disproved his belief that "our state courts surely would embrace the universally accepted principle that courts cannot change election outcomes by retroactively rewriting the law."

When the case landed in federal court, Judge Myers at first said that the state could start the process of figuring out which ballots to throw out but not yet certify the winner of the election. At the time, I criticized that order because it could have sown confusion about who really won the election, and a Fourth Circuit panel including a leading conservative judge Paul Niemeyer on that court agreed, reversing Myers on that point late last month.

When he later turned to the merits this week, Judge Myers held that the remedy sought by Griffin and blessed by the state courts violated both the due-process rights of voters, by changing the rules retroactively, and equal-protection rights, by treating similarly situated voters differently. As Judge Myers wrote: "You establish the rules before the game. You don't change them after the game is done." He added, quoting some earlier cases, that this case "concerns an attempt to change the rules of the game after it had been played. The court cannot countenance that strategy, which implicates the very integrity of the election and offends the law's basic interest in finality. Permitting parties to upend the set rule of an election after the election has taken place can only produce confusion and turmoil (which) threatens to undermine public confidence in the federal courts, state agencies, and the elections themselves."

That Griffin conceded after Judge Myers's incontrovertible opinion is good--it's more than Donald Trump ever did in 2020 or since. But it should not have come to this. Griffin should never have attempted election subversion, and the North Carolina courts never should have blessed his attempt. This kind of retroactive effort to rejigger the rules with judicial blessing may yet open a new front in the voting wars. But if principled judges like Judge Myers on the right, and their colleagues on the left, continue to stand up for the rule of law, America can still survive the ongoing attacks on its democracy.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/05/north-carolina-supreme-court/682731/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Now Is Not the Time to Eat Bagged Lettuce

Food safety in America is under attack.

by Nicholas Florko




When you think of food poisoning, perhaps what first comes to mind is undercooked chicken, spoiled milk, or oysters. Personally, I remember the time I devoured a sushi boat as a high-school senior and found myself calling for my mommy in the early hours of the morning.



But don't overlook your vegetable crisper. In terms of foodborne illness, leafy greens stand alone. In 2022, they were identified as the cause of five separate multistate foodborne-illness outbreaks, more than any other food. Romaine lettuce has a particularly bad reputation, and for good reason. In 2018, tainted romaine killed five people and induced kidney failure in another 27. Last year, an E. coli outbreak tied to--you guessed it--romaine sent 36 people to the hospital across 15 states. Perhaps ironically, the bags of shredded lettuce that promise to be pre-washed and ready to eat are riskier than whole heads of romaine.



Eating romaine lettuce is especially a gamble right now. Although America's system for tracking and responding to foodborne illnesses has been woefully neglected for decades, it has recently been further undermined. The Biden administration cut funding for food inspections, and the Trump White House's attempts to ruthlessly thin the federal workforce have made the future of food safety even murkier. The system faces so many stressors, food-safety experts told me, that regulators may miss cases of foodborne illness, giving Americans a false sense of security. If there's one thing you can do right now to help protect yourself, it's this: swearing off bagged, prechopped lettuce.

Read: The onion problem

Americans aren't suddenly falling sick en masse from romaine lettuce, or anything else. "There's just millions of these bags that go out with no problem," David Acheson, a former FDA food-safety official who now advises food companies (including lettuce producers), told me. But what's most disturbing of late is the government's lackadaisical approach to alerting the public of potential threats. Consider the romaine-lettuce outbreak last year. Americans became aware of the outbreak only last month, when NBC News obtained an internal report from the FDA. The agency reportedly did not publicize the outbreak or release the names of the companies that produced the lettuce because the threat was over by the time the FDA determined the cause. The rationale almost seems reasonable--until you realize that Americans can't determine what foods are, or aren't, safe without knowing just how often they make people sick. (A spokesperson for the FDA didn't respond to a request for comment.)



In that information void, forgoing bagged lettuce is a bit like wearing a seat belt. In the same way that you likely don't entirely avoid riding in a car because of the risk of an accident, it's unnecessary to swear off all romaine because it could one day make you sick. Lettuce and other leafy greens are full of nutrients, and abandoning them is not a win for your health. That doesn't mean, however, that you shouldn't practice harm reduction. Buying whole heads of lettuce might just be the life hack that keeps you from hacking up your Caesar salad.



Bagged lettuce ups the odds of getting a tainted product. When you buy a single head of lettuce, you're making a bet that that exact crop hasn't been infected. But the process of making prechopped lettuce essentially entails putting whole heads through a wood chipper. Once a single infected head enters that machine, the pieces of the infected lettuce stick around, and it's likely that subsequent heads will become infected. "Buying a head of romaine lettuce is like taking a bath with your significant other; buying a bag of romaine lettuce is like swimming in a swimming pool in Las Vegas," Bill Marler, a food-safety lawyer, told me.



There's also some evidence that chopping romaine makes the lettuce more susceptible to pathogens. One study that tested the growth of E. coli on purposefully infected romaine found that within four hours of cutting the lettuce into large chunks, the amount of E. coli on the plant increased more than twice as much as on the uncut lettuce. Shredding the lettuce was even worse; the E. coli on that plant increased elevenfold over the same time period. The theory for why this occurs is similar to the reason cuts make people more susceptible to infection; essentially, cutting romaine breaks the outer protective layer of the lettuce, making it easier for bacteria to proliferate. (This experiment was done in relatively hot temperatures, so your chopped lettuce is likely safer if you keep it refrigerated. But the convenience of pre-shredded lettuce still comes with yet another additional risk.)

Read: The dilemma at the center of McDonald's E. Coli outbreak

And no, washing your bagged lettuce rigorously is not the answer. If it's infected, only a thorough cooking is going to kill the bacteria and protect you from getting sick. Rinsing your vegetables is "a mitigation step that's reducing risk, but it is not a guarantee," Benjamin Chapman, a food-safety expert at North Carolina State University, told me. Buying whole heads of lettuce is an imperfect solution to a major problem, but it's the best thing consumers can do as regulators have continued to drop the ball on food safety. A lot of lettuce is contaminated by irrigation water that comes from nearby feedlots, and yet it has taken the FDA a decade to enforce water-quality standards for most crops. The FDA has also continually fallen behind on its own inspection goals. A January report from the Government Accountability Office, the government's internal watchdog, found that the FDA has consistently missed its targets for conducting routine food inspections since 2018.



Politicians of both parties have seemed content to make cuts to an already overstressed system. Late last year, the Biden administration announced that it was cutting $34 million in funding to states to carry out routine inspections of farms and factories on behalf of the FDA, reportedly because the agency's budget needed to make up for inflation. And under Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the FDA is now making steep funding and staff cuts. Although the Trump administration has claimed that no actual food inspectors will be laid off as a result of government downsizing, there's already evidence that the moves will, in fact, make it harder for the government to respond when illnesses strike. Spending freezes and cuts to administrative staff have reportedly made it more difficult for FDA inspectors to travel to farms, and for them to purchase sample products in grocery stores for testing. A committee tasked with exploring a range of food-safety questions, including probing what strains of E. coli cause bloody diarrhea and kidney failure, has been shut down, and a key food-safety lab in San Francisco has been hit with wide-scale layoffs, according to The New York Times. (Employees at the San Francisco lab told me that they are now being hired back.)



Skipping prechopped bagged lettuce might sound like neurotic advice, but a leafy-green outbreak is almost guaranteed to occur in the coming months. One seems to happen every fall, and it'll be up to RFK Jr. to respond. Although Kennedy has promised to foster a culture of radical transparency at the federal health agencies, his first months on the job haven't been reassuring. The staff at the FDA's main communications department--employees typically tasked with briefing national news outlets during outbreaks--have been fired. So have staff at public-record offices. Government updates on the ongoing bird-flu outbreak have virtually stopped. It's reasonable to assume that the Trump administration will take a similar "see no evil, hear no evil, speak no evil" approach to foods that can make us sick.



"I'm really worried that we are going to see the number of outbreaks, and the number of illnesses, go down--and it has nothing to do with the safety of the food supply," Barbara Kowalcyk, the director of the Institute for Food Safety and Nutrition Security at George Washington University, told me. "It just means if you don't look for something, you don't find it." With so much uncertainty about food safety, busting out a knife and chopping some lettuce beats a trip to the hospital, or a night hugging the toilet.
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The Godfather of the Woke Right

A 2011 book by Pat Buchanan shows the deep roots of today's right-wing illiberalism.

by Jonathan Chait




Of the innumerable insults directed at Donald Trump and his supporters, the one that seems to get under their skin the most is "woke right." The epithet describes the Trump movement's tendency to counter left-wing illiberalism with a mirror-image replica. "The woke right," my colleague Thomas Chatterton Williams explained earlier this year, "places identity grievance, ethnic consciousness, and tribal striving at the center of its behavior and thought." Right-wing wokeness appropriates techniques of the illiberal left-wing variety--language policing, historical revisionism, expansive claims of ethnic oppression--but deploys them in the service of the MAGA coalition, above all white Christian males, rather than racial and sexual minorities.

Some embittered critics of wokeness have depicted this movement as an in-kind backlash, a "meet the new boss, same as the old boss" response to a decade of illiberalism. In fact, the woke right predates the woke left. I happened to find a textual source, perfectly preserved in time.

In 2011, Pat Buchanan published Suicide of a Superpower: Will America Survive to 2025? (Checking in from the year 2025, I can report that the answer is a tentative yes.) Revisiting the book today is illuminating for two reasons. One is that Buchanan, as many analysts have noted, invented Trump's shtick. The right-wing populist ran two unsuccessful campaigns for the Republican nomination, followed by another as an independent candidate, on proto-Trumpian themes of protectionism, isolationism, and nativism--themes that are elaborated at length in Suicide of a Superpower. (Buchanan announced his retirement from political commentary last year.)

Thomas Chatterton Williams: How the woke right replaced the woke left

The other is that Buchanan's manifesto precedes the emergence of the pejorative left-wing sense of wokeness, which began in about 2014. And so it shows very clearly that the woke right, while drawing strength from the backlash to wokeism, does not require the woke left's existence as a rationale.

If you're looking for identity grievance, ethnic consciousness, and tribal striving, Buchanan has 400 pages of it. His core argument is that white people should band together to hold off the rising tide of nonwhite people who threaten to outnumber them and use their voting power to redistribute resources downward. This belief inspires both Buchanan's model of international relations and domestic politics. Globally, Buchanan argues for a rapprochement with Russia, which he praises for having "implored the white nations to unite."

Domestically, he castigates George W. Bush-era Republicans for "pandering to liberal minorities," whom he sees as incapable of social or economic equality with the white majority. Buchanan urges the party to use nativist themes and other conservative messages to draw in more white voters, a strategy Trump later employed.

In some ways, Suicide of a Superpower strikes notes similar to those found in generations of conservative screeds: fretting about the pace of social change, expressing affection for the good old days--"in 1952, a Coke cost a nickel as did a candy bar," Buchanan recalls nostalgically--and worrying that the country might not survive. But the specific elements of Buchanan's complaints reveal the nearly unrecognizable context in which he was writing, which preceded a decade and a half of dizzying cultural change.

"Woke" ideas about race and gender emerged at the end of the Obama era, partly in opposition to Barack Obama's relatively staid liberal values. In 2011, when Buchanan was writing, the concepts that would come to be referred to as wokeism were still confined to the fringes of academia and left-wing activism, and they were so politically marginal that Suicide of a Superpower does not reference them.

Instead, Buchanan denounces Obama-era liberalism, with its emphasis on social equality and individual rights. He rails against gay marriage, along with "individualistic hedonism," the "Playboy philosophy," and "MTV morality." Tellingly, he does not even pretend to cast himself as a defender of free speech. To the contrary, he expresses indignation that liberals are permitted to insult traditional values, including Christianity, while conservative critiques of Islam and homosexuality are deemed taboo. Buchanan cites a 2009 episode of Curb Your Enthusiasm, in which Larry David accidentally urinates on a painting of Jesus, setting off a wacky chain of events where a Catholic woman mistakes the urine for tears, as an example of intolerably offensive content. Without putting it quite this way, Buchanan implies that hate speech (against groups he identifies with) is not free speech.

"Another hallmark of wokeness," writes Williams, "is an overriding impulse to contest and revise the historical record in service of contemporary debates." That, too, describes Suicide of a Superpower. Buchanan pours derision on the Obama-era historiography that depicted American history as an imperfect, stop-start march toward a more perfect union that would finally live up to its founding ideals.

The left dissented from Obama's optimistic analysis, seeing American history as a long and bloody reprise of racism and exploitation with no clearly defined trajectory. Buchanan adopts a similar analysis, except that he presents the qualities derided by the left as necessary, even praiseworthy. America is "the product of ethnonationalism," he asserts without judgment. "No American war was fought for egalitarian ends, postwar propaganda notwithstanding." Likewise, "no one would suggest the Indian wars were about equality. They were about racism and subjugation." Lincoln, he reminds the reader, was a white supremacist. As a descriptive account, Buchanan's history hardly differs from what you'd encounter in a text such as the 1619 Project or Howard Zinn's A People's History of the United States, only with the moral valence of the events flipped.

Jonathan Chait: A loophole that would swallow the Constitution

Buchanan's interest in world events runs far deeper than Trump's. It is difficult to imagine the sitting president ever having developed strong opinions on such subjects as, say, Austria's cession of South Tyrol to Italy in 1918. (Buchanan remains angry about it.) And yet the general thrust of Buchanan's belief system is strikingly familiar. He insists that all nations care only for their self-interest; international cooperation is a facade; America's allies are parasites; and the one country with whom we should be seeking closer ties is Russia.

His domestic worldview is similarly Trumpian. The threat Buchanan discerns is not censorship or radical anti-Americanism. It is the notion that America is or can be a place in which anybody who isn't straight, white, and Christian has an equal claim to citizenship. He does not pose as a defender of liberalism or equality but as a proud champion of hierarchy.

Trump promised to restore free speech and "forge a society that is color-blind and merit-based." Instead, he has attacked free speech, pressured Harvard to create quotas for MAGA fans, and built the most non-meritocratic administration since the invention of the civil service, if not before. Some Trump supporters may find themselves surprised at this right-wing version of wokeness. But in the precursors to Trumpism, it was there all along.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/05/pat-buchanan-woke-right/682728/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Real Motive Behind the Real ID-Deadline Charade

The Trump administration turned a legitimate national-security priority into an empty threat against immigrants.

by Juliette Kayyem




Today, nearly 20 years after Congress passed legislation mandating a nationwide program known as Real ID, was the deadline for travelers to show the new identification for domestic flights. And yet nothing has happened. Although about 20 percent of the traveling public is still not compliant, because people have not obtained the required document (generally, a revised form of driver's license issued by U.S. states and territories), Homeland Security has done little more than issue a leaflet that people really, really, really should have the correct ID next time.

The Trump administration may try to take credit for a smooth rollout--smooth because it wasn't a rollout at all. Today's deadline was largely artificial: According to the fine print of the regulations governing Real ID's implementation, Homeland Security has until the end of 2027 to phase in the program in full. So the administration took today's deadline to assure Americans that they could still fly, while it focused on another priority: immigration enforcement, rather than safety provision.

Enacted in response to the September 11, 2001, terror attacks and following recommendations by the 9/11 Commission, Real ID required authorities to add passport-style features such as facial-recognition technology and anti-counterfeit markings to state-issued driver's licenses, as a significant enhancement of passenger screening for U.S. flights. The program was originally set to take effect in 2008, but states either opposed it or failed to comply, and time kept passing. As today's deadline approached, Homeland Security pushed for compliance and warned of delays and additional burdens on airport security, but the government offered little specific information about what would happen--let alone any insight into whether cuts at the Transportation Security Administration by Elon Musk's efficiency brigade would add to any adverse effect of Real ID enforcement.

Part of the mystery is now solved. After stern but vague admonitions, the TSA is merely advising travelers that they will need a Real ID-compliant driver's license or another accepted form of identification, such as a passport, "for your next flight or you may expect delays." So delays maybe tomorrow, but no delays today.

The rest of the mystery lies in what the plain lack of enforcement tells us about what the administration's real interest was. The performatively menacing noises in the buildup to this deadline were a threat to those who may not qualify for Real ID because of their immigration status. (In about half of states, undocumented migrants are not eligible for driver's licenses.) In effect, the administration was trying to use a scare about Real ID as a stick to match the carrot of the president's offer of $1,000 for undocumented immigrants to self-deport. Instead of a serious effort to move people to Real ID, Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem could be heard saying, "Illegal aliens should not be allowed to fly in the U.S. unless self-deporting."

The focus on "illegal aliens" and immigration enforcement rather than on national security and counterterrorism seems a very unhelpful way to get Americans to comply with Real ID. The design of Real ID-compliant licenses had already aroused opposition from civil libertarians on both the left and the right, including some conservatives who worry about Big Brother-like state powers. Such concerns about privacy and federal intrusion led to a number of states dragging their feet on issuing Real ID-compliant documents.

Now, as the Trump administration shifts the emphasis of Real ID from counterterrorism to immigration control, many Americans may be at best confused about whether they need the beefed-up licenses; at worst, they may feel that the fears of federal overreach and police-state measures are well warranted.

The Trump administration's enforcement effort today is hardly likely to get people in line with the new requirement: No worries, Homeland Security seems to be saying, Americans have a pass. In that case, why should U.S. citizens take any future deadline seriously?

The trouble is, no rules exist if none are properly enforced. A serious effort to implement Real ID would have concluded a generational program to make America's traveling public safer from its foreign enemies. The "show us your papers" immigration hawks in the administration just squandered that opportunity.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/05/real-id-deadline-fiasco/682724/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



A Crisis Is No Time for Amateurs

The unfolding conflict between Pakistan and India needs to be handled with the utmost care and competence.

by Tom Nichols




After the Bay of Pigs disaster in 1961, President John F. Kennedy called the man he defeated in the 1960 election, Richard Nixon, to commiserate about the unique burden of the presidency. "It really is true that foreign affairs is the only important issue for a president to handle, isn't it?" the rattled young JFK said to the former vice president. "I mean, who gives a shit if the minimum wage is $1.15 or $1.25, in comparison to something like this?"

Kennedy, like other presidents, faced the painful truth that the challenges of foreign policy in the nuclear age fall to the commander in chief alone. Today, India and Pakistan are inching closer to a war that could have catastrophic implications for their region and the world. Is the Trump administration willing, and competent enough, to help keep the peace?

It is in America's interest to prevent a larger conflict, which would be a diplomatic and humanitarian disaster on multiple levels even without the introduction of nuclear weapons. The possibility of a nuclear exchange, however, is so terrible that it is in a category of its own. Even if the use of nuclear arms were contained to the two warring nations, the disruption--and radioactive fallout--would spread across the region, and eventually make its way to American shores. The Indians and the Pakistanis might yet exercise restraint, as nuclear powers historically do even when angered. But in the meantime, we must hope that the administration, which so far seems obsessed only with political revenge, culture wars, and indulging the president's pet economic theories, can rise to this occasion.

The escalation of tensions between two nuclear-armed powers is a severe international crisis. How does the executive branch usually function at such moments?

American presidential administrations have various interagency tools and processes that help the executive branch navigate its way through high danger, short timelines, and conflicting information. The national security adviser usually coordinates inputs from the State and Defense Departments, pulls information from the National Security Council's various experts, and works to get timely information from the intelligence community. The president and other senior officials often reach out through formal--and, sometimes more important, informal--channels to allies and others.

It is possible that all of this is happening right now in the White House. Perhaps President Donald Trump is meeting with National Security Adviser Marco Rubio, who in turn is handling meetings with and contributions from administration leaders such as ... well, Secretary of State Marco Rubio. And maybe Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth and Director of National Intelligence Tulsi Gabbard are working hand in glove with other top National Security Council members to provide Trump with solid options for approaching the nations (as well as other interested parties) and de-escalating a potentially existential crisis.

Tom Nichols: A witch hunt at the State Department

To paraphrase a famous Ernest Hemingway line, it would be pretty to think so. Trump, at least judging by his answer to a reporter's question yesterday, seems unaware of what's going on or what's at stake. "It's a shame," Trump said, drawing on the kinds of stock phrases he employs when he's confronted with information he seems to not fully grasp. He went on, "I guess people knew something was going to happen based on a little bit of the past. They've been fighting for a long time, you know? They've been fighting for many, many decades, and centuries, actually, if you really think about it. No, I just hope it ends very quickly." You can think about it all day, but India and Pakistan--two countries that were not independent until 1947--have not been fighting "for centuries."

Fittingly, Trump made his remarks during a swearing-in ceremony for the amateur diplomat Steve Witkoff as his special envoy to the Middle East. Witkoff, a real-estate mogul with no foreign-policy experience, has already fumbled his informal dabbling in negotiations with Russia about Ukraine.

Likewise, it is improbable that Hegseth and Gabbard are up to the job of handling a major crisis. Gabbard, in particular, seemed in over her head even during her confirmation hearings; she has since been at odds with her intelligence community on issues such as Venezuela. Hegseth's Pentagon, according to former senior staffers--people hired by Hegseth--is a mess. (Hegseth, of course, could be getting up to speed by convening a Signal meeting with his wife and family members as we speak.) Other administration officials, such as CIA Director John Ratcliffe, are so far nowhere to be seen. United Nations Ambassador-Designate Mike Waltz has not yet been confirmed, but his position in Turtle Bay once he arrives will be weak: Every diplomat at the UN knows that Waltz was exiled to New York from the White House.

To his credit, however, the dual-hatted Rubio does seem busy. (Rubio is the only person besides Henry Kissinger to have ever run the National Security Council and State Department simultaneously, and it is both a criticism and a compliment to say that Marco Rubio is no Henry Kissinger.) So far, Rubio has reached out to the Pakistani prime minister and the Indian external affairs minister in an effort to lessen tensions; he has also engaged with both country's national security advisers. Rubio's job is complicated by the fact that Pakistan's main military patron is China; this crisis could strengthen Beijing's influence in the region, which would be to America's detriment.

Every American, and anyone who cares about global peace, should wish Rubio well and hope for his success. Americans often have difficulty seeing the links between far-off conflicts and their own well-being, but experienced diplomats know that the ripples of military and economic instability can have drastic effects not only on the physical security of the United States, but on the daily standard of living at home. (This reality is why, for example, President Bill Clinton worked frantically, and successfully, to avert a nuclear showdown between India and Pakistan during the Kargil conflict in 1999.)

In the 1990 gangster film Miller's Crossing, a mob lieutenant cautions his boss about underestimating the danger from other gangs. When the top man says not to worry, the lieutenant answers: "I'd worry a lot less if I thought you were worrying enough." We must hope that the administration is worrying enough; at least Rubio, for his part, seems engaged. But it would be more reassuring to see the administration focus far less on its internal grievances (and insulting our allies), and more on keeping the nuclear peace.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/05/india-pakistan-trump-rubio/682723/?utm_source=feed
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In this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum reflects on the 80th anniversary of the end of World War II in Europe, examining how postwar reconciliation--not battlefield triumph--became America's true finest hour. He contrasts that legacy with Donald Trump's recent bombastic Victory Day statement, urging a rededication to the values that built a more peaceful world.

David is then joined by The Atlantic's Anne Applebaum to discuss the astonishing and brazen corruption of the Trump presidency, how authoritarian regimes seek to break institutions, and the hardship of losing friendships to politics.

Finally, David answers listener questions on fostering open-minded political dialogue among polarized high-school students, why America hasn't developed a strong worker-based political movement like its European counterparts, and how to think about class in modern U.S. politics. He also weighs in on the risk of data suppression under the Trump administration and reflects on whether his long-held conservative values still belong to the political right.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome to Episode 5 of The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. This week, I'll be joined by my Atlantic colleague and dear friend Anne Applebaum, one of the world's leading authorities on democracy and authoritarianism, kleptocracy, and the rule of law. I am so looking forward to the conversation with Anne, but first, some thoughts.

[Music]

This podcast will post in the week that the world commemorates the 80th anniversary of the end of the Second World War in Europe. The Nazi dictator Adolph Hitler committed suicide on April 30, 1945. After his death, the German armies in Europe, one by one, began to approach the Allied commanders to surrender--in Italy, in Northwestern Europe. Finally on May 7, the overall command structure of the German armies approached the supreme allied commander, Dwight Eisenhower, to discuss an instrument of surrender for all the remaining German forces.

The original instrument of surrender was rejected by the Soviet army. It didn't mention the Soviet Union explicitly, and they had some other objections to it, and so the final instrument was negotiated during the day of May 8--was agreed about shortly before 10 p.m. on the 8th of May--and went into effect a little past 11 p.m. on the 8th of May. Eleven p.m., May 8, was, of course, the early morning in Moscow, May 9, and so this chain of events has left ever afterwards a question mark about what is the exact and proper date of the end of the Second World War in Europe: whether it's May 8--as it was in Berlin and where the Allied armies were--or May 9, as it was in Moscow.

Of course, the war itself would continue for more months. As the Germans surrendered in the West, American forces in the Pacific were fighting a brutal battle on the island of Okinawa, one of the bloodiest battles of the whole war--certainly, I think, the bloodiest battle of the American Pacific campaign. And no one knew on the day that the Nazis surrendered how long that war in the Pacific would last, except for a handful of Americans who were party to the secret of the atomic bomb. Most Americans--most people--assumed that there was probably another year of fighting ahead, an invasion of Japan, and many thousands, maybe many hundreds of thousands, of American casualties and Allied casualties, too, because the American army that entered Japan would be supported by Commonwealth forces: Australia, British, Canadian. But the atomic bomb did explode. Japan did surrender, and the war came to an end--a final and formal end--with the surrender ceremony in Tokyo Bay on the 2nd of September, 1945.

So this is a time of commemoration, and in this time, the president of the United States, Donald Trump, issued a very strange post about the event on the 8th of May. He wrote:

Many of our allies and friends are celebrating May 8th as Victory Day, but we did more than any other Country, by far, in producing a victorious result on World War II. I am hereby renaming May 8th as Victory Day for World War II and November 11th as Victory Day for World War I. We won both Wars, nobody was close to us in terms of strength, bravery, or military brilliance, but we never celebrate anything--That's because we don't have leaders anymore, that know how to do so! We are going to start celebrating our victories again!

Now, that post was such a perfect crystallization of the Trump style: bombast, boast, all of it making Trump himself the center of a story that he had nothing whatsoever to do with. The statement is unwise and unattractive in all kinds of other ways too. It denigrates the sacrifices and heroism of others. And it turns the tragedy and horror of war into a triumphant narrative that was completely alien to almost all the people who experienced it as nothing but a tale of suffering and waste and cruelty and misery.

I want to draw attention to something maybe less obvious about what is wrong--what is missing--from the president's statement. The first is, as so often when Donald Trump talks about American military history, he emphasizes power and success and triumph and military genius, but always lacking is any mention of the values for which Americans fought. America didn't go into World War II--or even World War I--to be top nation, to beat and dominate others. It went to defend things that Americans regarded as precious, and not only Americans but others too--and one of the measures of how precious those values were, not only to Americans and to others, but to the world that has grown up as a result of the war.

Because at this interval of eight decades, I think it's maybe most useful and most necessary not to think about the war that ended in Europe on May 8, or the war overall that ended on September 2 in Tokyo Bay. I think it's more useful to think about what began the process of reconstruction and reconciliation that occupied the next eight decades: the way in which former enemies became present partners, the way the Germans and the Japanese themselves discovered, in their own defeat, their own liberation because they came to accept the values for which Americans went into battle.

The story of how we turned the chaos and trauma of the Second World War into something better--and not Americans alone but Americans working with allies, working with defeated adversaries--that is not as dramatic as the battles of World War II. I don't know that people are going to make successful documentary series out of trade negotiations in food aid and the negotiation of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization. But those achievements were great, and they are the things that at the eighth-decade interval require us most to be mindful, because they're the things that are most in danger of being lost. You know, they're marble and bronze statues that commemorate all the horror and bloodshed of the war. But those quiet victories of peacetime that built a better world, we're in danger of forgetting them because right now, the United States is, step by step, unraveling its own great achievement.

You know, Winston Churchill described the Battle of Britain, in 1940, as Britain's finest hour. If Americans are looking for a finest hour of their own, it's not anything that happened during the war--when America was, by the way, a late entrant. It's the five, seven years, 10 years after the war, when Americans and others learned from the mistakes after the First World War and built a better world that we still enjoy. Now all of those lessons have been forgotten, and Donald Trump is single-handedly determined to repeat all the mistakes that after the First World War put the world on the path to the Second World War: protectionism, isolationism, narrow nationalism, lack of forbearance, lack of mutual understanding, lack of any understanding of America's place as a leader--because of its values, because it's a country that is admired and trusted, not just because it's a country that is strong and powerful and feared.

We should think of the 8th of May, and the Victory in Europe Day and Victory in Japan Day, as the beginnings of our modern story. And maybe the message that we need to hear from leaders is not a message of self-congratulation and self-celebration but a message of rededication to the work that was done after the end of the war to build a better world that those of us who grew up in it had the privilege of enjoying and that we are at risk of not bequeathing to the generations that come after us.

And now my conversation with Anne Applebaum. But first, a quick break.

[Music]

Frum: I am so pleased and happy to welcome today Anne Applebaum to join the conversation. Anne Applebaum is one of the world's leading thinkers on problems of authoritarianism and democracy. Normally, you have to say, "English-speaking world," but not in Anne's case, because she's just been awarded a prize as a hero of the German nation. She's, of course, a colleague at The Atlantic. She is a dear friend. She is the author of books that have shaped the way we all think about these issues. Her book Gulag won the Pulitzer Prize in 2004. She really did win a prize as hero of the German nation. Other prizes, too many to count. She's also a longstanding, dear, dear friend of mine and my wife. My wife and Anne wrote a cookbook together. So we're going to be making a lot of references to a lot of common points, and I hope they're not too obscure.

But before we begin, I have to ask Anne about the president's comments this weekend about Americans, especially American girls, owning too many pencils. And the reason I'm raising this is: On my way into the little home studio I use, I accidentally tripped over the case in which my wife keeps her art supplies. So I found not one case of two dozen pencils, but all of these pencils, and I feel a certain shame that America can't be great again so long as we are indulging this insane accumulation of excessive numbers of pencils per person, especially per female person.

The president's words reminded me of a line from a movie I think we both love, Ninotchka, with Greta Garbo, in which she explains as a Russian operative that the goal of the Russian state is fewer but better Russians. And I think we're all looking forward to a world of fewer but better pencils. Well, maybe worse pencils. Is there some phrase from the Soviet Union about people who accumulate too many pencils?

Anne Applebaum: You know, I don't think, like, even Stalin had a thing about pencils or about there being too many pencils, although it's funny--I do remember there was a shortage of pencils in the Soviet Union, and it was a big problem. I know that, for example, accountants in the Gulag often had trouble getting pencils to make their accounts, and they talk about creating them from bits of charcoal, and people kept records with all kinds of things because there was a scarcity of pencils, even out there. So maybe, you know, it was a decision that Stalin made without telling us.

Of course, there's the more-famous line attributed, probably incorrectly, to Marie Antoinette, which is when she was told that the people of France have no bread, she said, "Let them eat cake." And so I suppose we're now waiting for Trump to say, They have no pencils. Let them use fountain pens.

Frum: Yeah. (Laughs.) Well, there's something that's also quaintly old-fashioned about this. Like, you realize the last time he thought about getting gifts for the children, pencils were a big item, along with a tangerine, perhaps, and maybe, like, a wooden doll. The idea that you would to modern American children say, Here you go. Happy Birthday. Pencils. (Laughs.)

Your most recent book is a book about the intersection of autocracy and corruption. And that's the theme of your most recent article, a very important article for The Atlantic. I want to start by raising a problem that you and I were talking about just before we began, which is: In the Trump era, there's just too much bad news to keep track of. There's one appalling incident after another. There's one absurd incident after another. There's this pencil matter. And so the way I thought to set you going was: I think I can group the things that have happened in this first term into six major headers, of which the corruption theme is the last and the binding one.

So the first is attacks on due process and individual liberties for disfavored entities and persons. So that's the attacks on law firms. That's the removal of due process from people who are suspected of being in the country illegally, and bags are put on their head, and they're sent to El Salvador without a hearing.

The second category--so the first is attacks on due process and rights for disfavored. The second is impunity for the favored, so pardons for the January 6 criminals, lots of pardons for, you know, Republican officeholders who get caught up in corruption charges. There seems to be one of those a week.

So due process for the disfavored, impunity for the favored. Then a foreign policy that attacks allies and then sympathizes with foreign dictators. Then the reconstruction of the whole American economy along lines that empower the state and create more favor--ability of the state to dispense favors. Attacks on science, medicine, and otherwise objective sources of information. And then, finally, self-enrichment by the president, his family, his friends.

And your--one of your many great contributions--is to say this last is the binding agent that unites all the others. Can you take it from there and explain how we should think about this?

Applebaum: So if you look around the world, if you look at what links modern dictators and stipulate that modern dictators have very different ideologies--you know, you have nationalist Russia and Communist China and theocratic Iran and whatever North Korea is and the Bolivarian socialists in Venezuela. And you ask, What is it they have in common? Why do they support one another? Which they do. Why do they help keep one another in power? Which they do. There's a whole consortium of countries keeping the Venezuelan dictator [Nicolas] Maduro in power, for example, even though they would seem to have nothing in common.

One of the answers is that they all share an interest in stealing and hiding money and in helping one another evade the sanctions that have been set up to prevent them from doing that and in perpetuating not just their own power but their own wealth. And that's a--there is now a set of systems that exist, some of which are facilitated by the Western financial world, by the offshore banking havens that we've created, and the shell-company system that we created that helps people hide money. But it's the one thing that they have all in common, and it's the one thing that they all pursue.

It's also true that when you have a declining democracy--or a mixed system, as you had in Russia, for example, in the '90s--the moment when the regime begins to really earn money is also often the moment when they really feel the need to crack down on civil liberties. Because the most effective protest movements--and Russia is the best example of this--are often the ones that organize around corruption, because people can see and feel corruption. Ordinary people, you don't need to know--you don't have to read John Stuart Mill or know the history of the American Constitution, you know, or even have much of an education. You can be living in rural Ukraine or in Somalia and you can intuitively understand that it's wrong for some people to be able to steal and keep their money, whereas other people are very poor. And so this is often the motivating and organizing idea of antiauthoritarian movements.

I mean, actually, the Ukrainian revolution of 2014--which was the moment when a lot of young Ukrainians went out on the street; they were waving EU flags; they were calling for an end of their authoritarian regime, which was at that time closely linked to Russia--that was an anti-corruption movement that was classic in this sense. So Ukrainians understood that they were poor because their leaders were rich. They understood that their leaders were tied to Russia. They imagined being part of Europe, being part of the transatlantic world as a way to have the rule of law. And to avoid that--and when they won, this was the thing that panicked Putin because it's that kind of rebellion and that kind of movement that he's most afraid of inside his own country.

And indeed, the one really successful opposition leader in Russia over the last decade was Alexei Navalny. His movement was an anti-corruption movement. His organization was called the Anti-Corruption Foundation. And he was murdered, in essence, for successfully galvanizing Russians around that theme. So this is both the thing that unifies modern dictators, and it's also the thing that often unifies their opponents.

And so the fact that the Trump administration is moving so quickly in a kleptocratic direction and beginning to eliminate, one by one, all kinds of norms, defying all kinds of laws, changing existing laws to enable theft, essentially, and to enable corruption should really alarm us because this is very often what precedes a broader crackdown on civil society. Wherever you see a regime that is rapidly accumulating money and is rapidly enriching itself, you will see some kind of resistance movement and some kind of crackdown afterwards. And that's, I suppose, why I'm so concerned about it.

Frum: In President Trump's first term, he directed money to himself in a way that had never before been seen by an American president--never remotely. Like, not in the same neighborhood. He would stay in his hotels, so the Secret Service would pay him money to protect him. He would make clear to anyone from foreign nations that if they wanted his attention, they had better stay overnight at his hotel and hold their events in his hotel. At the beginning of his presidency, when he won by surprise in 2016, a number of the Persian Gulf states, which had planned events at other hotels in early parts for Christmas 2016, hastily rebooked at the Trump Hotel to gain favor. He also moved a lot of party money--not only public money, but if you were a Republican and you wanted his endorsement, you would have an event at his hotel.

That's a lot of money. On the other hand, it's like something you'd expect from, like, a crooked governor, not someone who controls the United States. And it looks like in his second term, he thought, You know, if I ever get another chance, this time I'm going to think big. And it looks as if through his various mysterious crypto ventures, hundreds of millions of dollars, if not more, are moving from all kinds of people all over the planet to himself and to his family. And again, this is shadowy. It can't be very precise, but it looks like vastly more money than in the first term has already moved into his hands in the second.

Applebaum: It is really an extraordinary transformation. I can only attribute it, one, to greater preparation. This time, his family and some of his business contacts were prepared for him to win and had a set of plans ready to go, you know, should he become president.

Also, it's true that, as you say, in the first term, there were these small violations. There was another incident when Mike Pence went many miles out of his way to stay at a Trump Hotel in Ireland. I mean, there are all kinds of things like that that happened, and there was really no resistance. Nobody ever said, You're breaking the law. Nobody stopped him. It wasn't even really a major topic of concern among the many things that people were concerned about.

But you're right--this time around, it's very, very different. I mean, there are about four different kinds of things happening, and this is one of the reasons it's so hard to keep track of. One is violations of the emoluments clause of the Constitution. This is essentially the clause that says the U.S. president isn't supposed to benefit in any way from relationships with foreigners. Clearly, Trump benefits directly from relationships with foreigners.

You know, he was just at his golf course a few weekends ago, where a tournament was taking place that's sponsored by state-owned Saudi companies. The head of the Saudi sovereign-wealth fund, which is one of the sponsors, was actually there. So he would've met many Saudi people who are his investors, essentially, and clients who, of course, are also interested in his Middle Eastern policy and in American foreign policy. So you could argue that they were there if--maybe it's touchy to say they were trying to buy American foreign policy, but they were certainly trying to influence it. Why else? Why else would they be? Why else would they be there?

Secondly, there are conflicts of interest, and this, again, is on a scale that we have never seen before. Elon Musk has been put in charge of--with his group of DOGE, whoever they are, engineers and internet trolls, have been in charge of--taking over and managing regulatory bodies who regulate Musk's own companies. He's also got control and the power to hire and fire people at agencies that subsidize his companies.

So in other words, he can determine government policy towards his own companies. He can direct money towards his companies if he wants to. He can eliminate regulations of his companies if he wants to. And he is somebody who has been found in violation of all kinds of regulations--pollution regulations, other kinds of legal issues have plagued a lot of his companies from the beginning. And he now has been given a mechanism to escape that. And I should say, he's just the most egregious version of this. There are many people throughout this administration who have kept their private interests, who haven't recused themselves from investment issues, you know, who have nevertheless kept their jobs.

Thirdly, there are legal changes. There are laws that were on the books that the Trump Department of Justice or the Treasury Department will not enforce. There's something called the Foreign Corrupt Practices Act. This was designed to forbid U.S. entities from bribing companies abroad. That law is now not being enforced. There's also a Corporate Transparency Act, which was designed to force the owners of shell companies and anonymous properties to register their names so that when someone bought, for example, an apartment in a Trump building, we would know who the real owner was--you know, is it Joe Smith down the street, or is it a Kazak billionaire who's interested in having influence on the U.S. government? And they have now said they will not be enforcing that law either.

And then finally, there is outright corruption. So Trump has created a cryptocurrency company, World Liberty Financial, which appears to be attracting investors who have a direct interest either in escaping a regulation or, in some cases, a lawsuit or an indictment by the federal government, or who have some interest in influencing Trump or his family in some other way. And as you say, there may be hundreds of millions of dollars flowing into this project and into others. We have no clear way to keep track of it. We don't know the exact relationship between those investors and decisions made by the Treasury Department or the Justice Department. And it is, again, corruption and self-dealing on a scale that we've never seen in American history. And this really puts this administration in a completely different league.

Frum: There's nothing like it, because the presidencies that are thought of as corrupt--Harding, Ulysses Grant--what happened there was you had a typically inattentive president, or in Grant's case, a president who was a little too protective of his beloved wife's relatives and turned a blind eye to corrupt practices by people around him, and maybe the president should have known what was going on. In Grant's case, Grant was obviously no fool. He should have known what was going on. Harding was more of a fool.

But the presidents themselves, the money didn't stick to them. And people remember Teapot Dome as being associated with Harding, but Harding didn't benefit from Teapot Dome. He just was ineffective and inattentive. In the same way, Grant didn't get rich as president. His wife's family picked up some lucrative positions and made dirty tens or maybe even hundreds of thousands of dollars in the money of the day. But again, Grant was inattentive and overprotective. FDR allowed some of his children to engage in business practices that they should not have--no suggestion that any of it stuck to him. Again, inattentive and overindulgent. Those are the practices. It has never been a case of money flowing into the hands of a president as president on this kind of scale.

Now, one of the questions that will, I'm sure, be occurring to many people who watch and listen is, Isn't this illegal? And you've cited some specific laws. There's also--we discussed this a couple of weeks ago with Peter Keisler, the former acting attorney general--there are general background statutes that say you can't use public office at all, in any way that benefits yourself. You know, even if we haven't specified, This is forbidden, there's a general, Oh, and one more thing. You can't do this. But as you were saying, all of this depends on the president to enforce the law. And if the president is determined not to, and punishes those who try and removes those who try, the system in the end cannot be enforced against the wish of the president, at least not so long as he has Congress on his side.

Applebaum: Presumably, the body that would be responsible for enforcing, you know, corruption laws against the president is the Department of Justice. And the Department of Justice in this administration is fully controlled by the president. There's a very political, very partisan group of people in charge of it.

We are hearing all the time--I'm sure you've heard this, as well--about current employees of the Department of Justice resigning. Some have done it publicly; some have done it more quietly. They're, you know, looking for jobs afterwards, and they don't want to be in the newspapers. But there are many people who are resigning because the department isn't doing its job, not just in terms of enforcing the laws on the president but everyone else.

And so what we're going to have very soon is a very, very partisan group of lawyers--or pseudo-lawyers--who are supposed to be enforcing the law but who are all there serving at the pleasure of the president, not there to enforce the Constitution or the legal system. You know, it's always a tough thing. I've encountered this problem in other countries. I mean, sometimes it's called the chief prosecutor. In our system, it's called the attorney general. It's always a tough thing to say that that person is independent of the president, even though they're appointed by the president. I mean, they're meant to act independently. In theory, they should have the mentality of someone acting independently. And it's always--that's always a touchy thing to ensure.

But at least in the last, you know--in modern American history, those people have, you know, sought to attain and to portray some kind of independence. They take an oath, not to the president personally but to the legal system, to the law. They attract the best lawyers in the countries--very young, idealistic people, because those are people who want to work for the U.S. government, for the American people, not for the personal benefit, the financial benefit of the president.

I'm sure, you know, listeners can point to many exceptions and moments when, you know, the system hasn't worked. But that was the theory of it. That was the idea. You know, how do you get and ensure rule of law? You get it by having people inside the system who have some kind of independence, some sense of independence. And some of this is not ensured by some statute in the Constitution or some legal rule. It's assured by the ethos of the people who go to work for the Department of Justice or the ethos of people who become judges. You know, people don't become a judge--they don't become a federal judge--because they want to enrich the president's family. They do it because they feel some fealty to the Constitution. And that system has worked up until now, and now we will see whether this second Trump administration can break it.

I would add one other thing, which is that we know that people who were being asked for promotion and who are being up for promotion inside the Department of Justice, some of them have been asked very political questions. For example, What do you think happened on January 6? And the right answer, of course, is that, you know, The great American patriots arose up to ensure that the correctly elected president, Donald Trump, would remain in office. And people who are unable to say that--because, of course, it's not true, and so if you're saying it, you're lying--they're not going to get promoted in Trump's Department of Justice. So we're going to have a very different body of people seeking to enforce the law, and you can already see the results.

Frum: Yeah. Bad character becomes a bona fide job qualification.

You point to something here, and this is how this becomes a linking theme: When you're doing a backsliding democracy--we're not, of course; this is not a full-blown dictatorship like Maduro's Venezuela; this is a backsliding democracy like those we've seen in other parts of the world, in Central and Eastern Europe and perhaps in parts of East Asia, as well--it becomes quite dangerous to be the chief executive, because you're accumulating all this money.

There are, actually, statutes on the books that say you're not supposed to do this. And there are broken but still present parts of the bureaucracy that are theoretically supposed to enforce these laws against you. So you need, for self-preservation, one by one to shut them down. And that is, I think, the linking point between Donald Trump's repressive agenda and his corruption agenda. The corruption agenda is possibly legally dangerous, unless you break, also, all the rest of the state.

Applebaum: Yeah, no. He's going to have to break a lot of institutions. I mean, he's seeking to break the Department of Justice right now. He will have to break the FBI, which he's already partway towards doing by putting, you know, the extreme partisan Kash Patel in charge of it. He may eventually have to break the federal judicial bench. I mean, you know, the people who are the judges in our political system at the federal level are all people--I mean, including and maybe even especially the conservatives are all people--who have made the Constitution a kind of fetish. You know, these are often constitutional originalists, you know, people whose theory of the judiciary is that we should hew as closely as possible to the letter and the spirit of the law as it was written in the 18th century. So he will have to either defy all of those people or find some way of getting around them or find some way of intimidating them if he is to continue.

So you're right: This creates an enormous interest that he has--and many of the people around him have--to continue breaking and subjugating those institutions. Plus, there's a whole host of other--I mean, anybody whose job is transparency (that includes journalists; that includes investigative groups, you know, the consortia of journalists and NGOs who've been created over the years to do investigative reporting), a lot of those are going to become targets. And some already have been, you know, either targets of smear campaigns on Twitter, or maybe they will even be investigated by the administration itself. All of those things--those transparency bodies, those legal bodies, all of them--will have to be somehow pushed out of the way if this accumulation of funds is to continue.

Frum: Yeah, I mean, one of the things that Trump and his defenders often say is they feel uniquely persecuted: No president has ever been investigated as much. No president has been convicted of crimes before. No president has been impeached twice. And they don't connect any of these results, the predicates of their own action.

But what is revealing about those comments is they reveal how endangered Trump and the people around him feel. I mean, even if, in the end, the American political system cannot hold a president to account, which looks like something we discovered about the system in the Biden years. That had a president who tried to overthrow the government of the United States; there's lots of evidence he'd taken bribes, he'd stolen documents, and everybody seemed to make a kind of collective, unspoken decision, You know what? Too big. We can't deal with this. But lots of other people went--a thousand people who took part in the January 6 crime were prosecuted and were sentenced. The others are also in danger, so they become co-authors of the need to break institutions with the president, who may, in the end, get away with it because the American system can't do that to its own president.

Applebaum: That's interesting. I mean, I hadn't thought of that psychological insight, namely that they talk all the time about being prosecuted and being victims and so on, and maybe it's because they, you know--of course, they know they're guilty. They know they broke the law. They know what happened on January 6. They know how much money they're stealing. So you're right. Maybe they do feel--maybe it's a reflection, a kind of authentic reflection of how afraid they feel. And they are all people who are engaged in breaking the law and in destroying and undermining the Constitution. And they're, perhaps at some level, consciously or unconsciously afraid eventually they might pay a price for it.

I mean, this, of course--we see this also in other countries. I mean, you know, why is Netanyahu, for example, so keen to break the Israeli judicial system? It's partly because he, too, is worried about being held to account. You know, why is Viktor Orban so determined to stay in office despite the fact that his--this is the prime minister of Hungary--you know, his numbers are falling? He has a real political opponent. You know, what might persuade him to try and to, you know, block that political opponent, maybe even through illegal means? It's also, again, the fear that the very real crimes he's carried out--the money that he stole and the money that his family have benefited from taking from the Hungarian state--you know, maybe that's going to be investigated. So their anxiety and paranoia has a real basis. You're right.

Frum: And if there are free and fair midterm elections, given the very bad economic news that seems to be arriving day by day, Congress can be an investigative body, even if you can shut down the Department of Justice. So you have to worry--you just have all these points of danger, and you have to shut them down one by one, the free press being one of the most important.

Now, historically, Americans have seldom cared all that much about corruption and government. People always cite Watergate. But I think one of the things I think we've all learned from the Trump years is: If 1974, if instead of being the worst economic year since the Great Depression, the year of Watergate--if it had been a great economic year, I am no longer very confident that Richard Nixon would've been in much trouble, and that people were ready to hear bad news about Watergate because it was a terrible year economically: inflation and unemployment and oil shortages and gas lines. But 2017, 2018, 2019 were pretty prosperous years. And although the offenses that were happening over those years--not as big as now, but bigger than anything ever seen before--Americans tended to shrug as, by the way, they mostly shrugged through Teapot Dome.

Applebaum: I wonder if it's that or whether it's the extreme, you know, partisanship that we now live in that makes people literally unable to see Trump's corruption. And this is a theme you may also be interested to discuss. I have one or two friends who, during the Biden years, became very angry by what they perceived to be as Biden's corruption--nothing that was ever proven, nothing that was ever shown.

There were a lot of rumors about what Hunter Biden had done or not done. You know, as far as I can see, Hunter Biden was guilty of taking advantage of his father's name, and he got himself appointed to a couple of boards. But there is no--you know, we're not even living in the same world, you know, the world in which it's very bad that Hunter Biden was on a board of a Ukrainian or any other company because of who his surname was, and the world in which the president himself is openly taking hundreds of millions of dollars in de facto bribes from all over the world. These aren't really the same planet.

And yet, you can find people who will say, What about Hunter Biden? Or Joe Biden was very corrupt too. And that's a fallback position that people continue to find very useful. And if you live in the media bubble where you watch Fox News and your information comes from the right, then you probably haven't heard very much about the scale of corruption in the Trump administration, and you've probably heard endlessly about Hunter Biden.

And so that's the other piece of the story that's, I think, maybe even different from the 1970s. I don't think we were that divided. I don't think we were that partisan. I mean, of course, in the 1970s, the other thing that happened was that we had--you know, it was the Republicans, ultimately, who held Nixon to account, and the Republican Senate and the Republican Congress who put pressure on him to resign. And we don't have that anymore either. We're missing this really vital piece of the U.S. Constitution. We're missing--as you said a minute ago, we're missing Congress. And if there are no leaders on the right--if there are no Republican leaders who are willing to stand up to this--then maybe it's not surprising that ordinary Americans who take their steer from their political leaders don't see it either. They're not hearing anyone talk about it. They're not hearing anyone investigate it or say anything about it at all.

Frum: Well, Hunter Biden stands in a long and rather dismal American tradition of the bad relative of the serving president. And there is almost always one of these. Jimmy Carter's brother, Billy. You go through the list. George H. W. Bush had a son who traded on the family name. There's almost always a relative. I think Eisenhower is the only one where all the brothers were as exceptional as Eisenhower himself, each in his own way. Usually, there's a disgraceful relative out there. Franklin Delano Roosevelt's children--my God--they were the Hunter Bidens of their day, and they did all kinds of shady business deals.

But this maybe does create some shadow of permission for those who want to believe in Trump, because if you are minded to ignore what's going on, you can say, Well, every president has a son or brother, a nephew, who is making a dishonest living of hundreds of thousands of dollars by trading on the president's name and selling paintings to people who obviously are not interested in the quality of the art in the painting. And therefore, that practice inures you or predisposes you, as you said, if you're partisan, to say, And therefore, there's no difference between the president himself taking hundreds of millions of dollars--not hundreds of thousands--and using it in a way that that directly influences American politics in ways we can see. 

The crypto industry is going to go unregulated, in part because the crypto industry has directed so much money to Donald Trump. Or the direct benefit--apparently, as best we can tell--to Elon Musk's companies and interests have flowed from his actions in government. These are different kinds of things, but if you want to give yourself permission to cite Franklin Roosevelt's children or Joe Biden's, you can do that, but you're not telling yourself the truth. You're saying, here are two things, and we can apply words to these two quite different things and use words to make them seem similar, even though they're not.

Applebaum: Yeah. No, but it's effective. I mean, you know, I have heard people use this logic and make these arguments, and it seems to be useful in, you know, convincing people who might otherwise have some doubts about Trump and the Trump administration, who might otherwise feel a little uncomfortable about supporting something that's this obviously corrupt.

I mean, there's another mechanism that I'm also worried about, and this is something you get in authoritarian regimes, which is: When you have a political leader who so constantly and repeatedly lies himself--I mean, Trump was lying just the other day about gas prices, for example. He says they're lower than they are. And he will lie about the effect of tariffs as they come in. He lies about things that people can see and feel. I mean, Americans who buy gas know what the price of gas is, you know, so Trump saying it's something else doesn't change that.

But when the president lies like that, he creates, also, an atmosphere where people say, like, The president is lying, and who knows what's really true? I have no idea what any of this means. I'm just going to stay out of it. Like, I'm staying home. I'm not going to involve myself in this totally corrupt, dishonest world that is our political system. I'm not going to participate. I'm not going to engage. How can I have any influence in a world where--as my friend Peter Pomerantsev used this Hanna Arendt quote for his book title, you know--nothing is true and everything is possible? Anything can happen, and I don't have any control on it.

So you can see, you know, the beginnings of, really, an attempt not just to keep journalists out and people who are interested in transparency and accountability out, but also everybody out. You know, nobody's going to want to be part of this completely corrupt system where everyone is bad.

Frum: Some of this, I think, is an unintended result. And I think I'll give two examples from the weekend that I suspect even the politically engaged people who would listen to a podcast like this will recognize in themselves what I'm describing.

So over the weekend just passed, President Trump tweeted about restoring Alcatraz as a federal prison. Now, this can't happen. I mean, Alcatraz is an ancient prison. It's been a federal museum, I think, for half a century. The cells are not to modern standards. You can't do it. And it looks like what happened was a TV station that he was watching had a movie that was set in Alcatraz, and he watched the movie and thought, Alcatraz, I'm going to make that a prison again. And as the whim formed itself in his impulsive brain, he put a message on Truth Social that he wants to do this.

Should you react to that or not? And I think most of us react, I'm not going to react to--that's so obviously something that's not going to happen. That's not a real thing. It's just noise. And I'm sure that's the correct response for each of us as working individuals with finite time and finite energy. You know, you can't react to everything crazy he says, because he says more crazy things than you can have reactions to. On the other hand, it opens a process of endless devaluation of the president's words, that what the president says really doesn't matter.

So in that same weekend, President Trump posted on Truth Social a comment about how he wanted to have tariffs on movies to create an all-in-America movie industry. So that's a little less impossible than turning Alcatraz back into a federal prison. It's also pretty impossible and something that he's probably not going to do. And again, but it's something that could happen, unlike the Alcatraz example. And so should you take the energy--if you're a journalist who writes about these things, if you're a concerned citizen--to react to the movie thing, or should you let that one go?

And there's this endless pushing of just, he says so much stuff that's nonsense that you actually begin--and your more sophisticated peers will say, You're kind of a sucker. It's just something the president said. He says things all the time. You can't react to that. And then when he says, I don't know whether I'm bound to--in the same weekend--I don't know whether I'm bound to obey the Constitution or not, which is something he said, is that something we should dismiss? Is that Trump just gassing? Or is that something that is directionally significant?

So he wears down people, even who are the most committed, by saying so many things that are just ridiculous, but buried in them are little poison barbs of danger.

Applebaum: No, I mean, and he devalues the word of the president. Nobody knows whether to take him seriously or not. And you're right: And then when we come to a moment where it matters what the president says, and it matters what decision he takes, and it matters whether he believes in the Constitution or not, there will be a lot of people who have tuned out because there's so much noise.

You know, the president a couple of days ago posted a photograph of himself dressed as the pope, a kind of AI image of himself--you know, profoundly insulting to millions of Catholics around the world who are still in mourning for the late pope. And all of it contributes to this atmosphere where people just want to say, Well, I don't--this is too much. I can't stand it. I'm not going to participate, and I'm going home. 

And that is that is the quintessential authoritarian tactic, you know? Because what you want is to rule behind a shadow of secrecy. You know, you want to be able to steal the money or take the money and have no one know about it. You want to be enacting, you know, laws and rules of your own design in the dark, without courts, without judges, without attention. And you want the population to be dulled and bored and angry and cynical, and you want them all to stay home. And so we see all that. We've seen this movie before in other countries, I should say, and we're seeing it happen in the United States right now.

Frum: Well, let me wrap up by taking us in a slightly different direction to something that it's a little uncomfortable for us to discuss. When you and I talk about people who do this or people who do that, it's not just a figure of speech. We're talking about people oftentimes who we know personally, know sometimes quite well, because--I think you a little less than me, but I very much come from the conservative political tradition, very much a conservative legal tradition. I was a president of the Federalist Society on a college campus a long time ago. And many of these people are people you also have come into contact with. And we watch people we know, sometimes cynically--or at least at the start, it's cynical, and then it becomes more fanatical--you know, people we knew from the Claremont Colleges, which has somehow become a center of right-wing anti-Constitutionalism.

How do you cope with this in your--and I'm not going to ask you to use names or anything like that--but in your private life, how do you cope with people whom you once held dear going off in these bad paths?

Applebaum: So this was a topic of my previous book, Twilight of Democracy. I had this experience, actually, in multiple countries because--I don't know if you would call me conservative or Republican, but I was certainly an anti-communist, and that put me in that camp for many years. And my friends in Poland, where I lived part of the time, and in London, where I worked for many years, and in the United States also I came from that world. And I watched that world divide in many places.

And it's funny: I thought that in 2016, I'd been through that--in 2015 in Poland, 2016 in the U.S., that I'd been through that, that the divisions had resolved themselves, that the people who were really fanatical and wound up being pro-Trump or fanatically pro-Brexit in some cases, you know, that they had sort of faded out of my life. And then I discovered in this election cycle in 2024 that there were new incidents of it, and there were new friends who were put off, whether it was by transgender issues or whether it was by economic issues, who found themselves wanting to support Trump. And I, frankly, don't cope very well with it. I know some people are better at separating their political views and their private lives than I am. I know a lot of people have relatives who are on the other side of a divide, and they have to live with them because you don't desert your elderly father for something like that.

But I have found it difficult because this story comes so close to, I want to say, values that I hold but also values that I thought all of us shared, you know? So the people who I know and who I consider to be friends, I think of them as people who believe in the rule of law, who support the Constitution, who think, you know, a democratic political system is better, who are bothered by lying in politics. And, you know, it's not that we all share--we don't have to have the same views about everything, but there are these kind of basic values that we share, and I've discovered that that's not true. And I find it now difficult to deal with people who now live in this other reality.

And the thing I'm most afraid of now is that once you made the decision to vote for Trump in 2024, especially--in 2016, it was different because we didn't really know what kind of a president he was going to be. It could have been a protest. You didn't like Hillary Clinton, whatever. There were reasons why people did it. When you chose in 2024, you chose someone who had broken the law in multiple ways, and you knew it. You know, you chose someone who sought to overthrow the results of the election of 2020, and you knew it. So you were choosing someone who you knew to be lawless, who you knew had disdain for American institutions. And I think that the people who made that decision are going to have a lot of trouble backtracking, moving back on it.

I've seen lots of commentary now about, you know, Trump did this or that, you know, Are the people who voted for him going to be sorry now? And I think it's going to be a long time before they're sorry, because they made this intellectual commitment to something that was against many of the things that they stood for. They had to justify it to themselves in many different ways. We just talked about one of them--because, you know, because Biden is corrupt, whatever.

And now it's going to be very hard to turn around and say, That was wrong. You know, it's going to be--you know, they will stick to this. They will go stand by it. They will find new reasons to support Trump, precisely because it was such a bad choice, and precisely because they had to overcome their own internal doubts, and precisely because they know he broke the law, and precisely because they know he has disdain for things that they say that they value. And so I worry that it's going to be very hard to make up with them at some point in the future.

Frum: Anne, let me end with this last, more hopeful thought. Maybe what happens in the lives of countries is: You get these periodic moral crises as a sort of prod to alert us. I mean, American politics was much cleaner after Watergate than it had ever been before. Before the Second World War, America was a democracy for some people; but for many, not. I mean, there's a lot of research now about how much of the Nuremberg laws the Nazis imposed on German Jews in 1935 were based on the everyday practices in southern American states in 1934. And not only did the Nazis notice it, but Americans noticed it, too, and became ashamed. And you wonder: If there hadn't been a World War II, and if there hadn't been a Cold War, would the transition away from racial segregation in this country have been as dramatic and decisive and more or less peaceful as it was?

So maybe this is one of those--I think, doesn't Lincoln say something in the second inaugural address about how this is one of those offenses that needs to come? And maybe it's an offense that needed to come because the people who'd grown up since the Cold War had lost sight of some of the things that we experienced during the Cold War, but why democracy was precious and worth fighting for.

Applebaum: The feeling of losing things and the understanding that something is slipping away can be very dramatic. It can galvanize people to resist. That's true. And you can hear in the national conversation--I had a conversation with a niece yesterday, and I've talked to a lot of other younger people. They feel and understand that something is wrong and that something is being lost, and they are beginning now to reorient themselves to think about how they protect it or how they save it, or how they change the country in ways that make sure it doesn't happen again.

I mean, it may be that, you know, certainly as we've been discussing, there has been a long slide in this direction. You know, it wasn't just as if Trump, you know, arrived in January and suddenly began to do things that had no precedent. I mean, he had a precedent in his first term. The decline of the electoral system began, you know, much longer ago with Citizens United [ v. FEC]. You know, the role of money in politics has been increasing. You can trace--he's part of a path. But he is now creating a crisis that takes us off that slow glide and makes this into a moment that could galvanize people. And you're right. I hope it will.

Frum: Anne, there's never a conversation I have with you where I don't come away feeling I've learned something and maybe also steeled myself to try a little harder and better. So thank you. It's such a pleasure, and it's such a kind act that you would come and talk to me. Bye-bye.

Applebaum: Thank you.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks to Anne Applebaum for that fascinating and inspiring conversation. I'm so grateful to her for joining The David Frum Show. Now I'm going to put in a commercial here for The Atlantic because Anne and I are colleagues there. If you like what you see and hear on The David Frum Show, remember, you can support Anne's work and mine and the work of all Atlantic journalists when you subscribe to the Atlantic at theatlantic.com/listener. Repeat that slowly: theatlantic.com/listener.

And now some questions from viewers and listeners that I'll try my best to answer. The first question is from Soren. Soren writes: "I'm a high-school student in Seattle, and I've noticed many of my peers are deeply polarized, often echoing media talking points and struggling to engage in thoughtful political discussions, especially across party lines. How can I encourage more open, level-headed political conversations among young people who seem entrenched in tribal thinking?"

Well, Soren, I commend you for this open-minded approach and for your patience with your peers, and I salute the question you're asking. It's a difficult problem. And look--it's not like those of us who are older succeed any better at it than those of you who are younger.

I think one thing--I remember doing this when I was in high school and debating with my friends--is sometimes saying, Look--I'll tell you what: I'm going to give you one thing to read, and you can do the same for me. You give me something you want me to read; I'll give you something I'd like you to read. Let's read them both together and then talk about afterwards what we've read. And if you can limit the conversation to what's on the page--no "what about" questions, no Well, what do you also think?--just what's on the page, I think the more you channel a conversation, the more productive it can be. And at the very least, you can introduce your friends to a better quality of reading material than maybe they've been reading so far.

Here's a question from Bruno: "In the latter part of the 19th and first half of the 20th century, working classes supported political movements that bettered their lives against the so-called robber barons. Now it seems they support political movements which worsen their lives to the benefit of billionaires. Why?"

Well, congratulations, Bruno, for putting your finger on one of the most vexed questions in all of American history and political science. In the 19th century, across most of the industrial world--Germany, Great Britain, Belgium, Italy--there arose social democratic parties associated with trade unions that tried to advance a worker-focused agenda. The United States never produced such a movement, such a party. Instead, the United States produced protest movements that operated within and against both the Republican and Democratic Parties, never producing a really effective broad-based social democratic movement. So that's the historical part.

To your question about the present day, I think the problem is: In the modern world, the idea of working class is an idea that makes less and less sense. So many people claim to be working class, and it's often very hard to understand exactly what they mean, or they mean contradictory things. Very classic example: Imagine an argument over Thanksgiving dinner between one brother-in-law with a high-school diploma--is working as a car salesman, and in a good year might make $120,000 and in a bad year makes $60,000, but has not that much status in society and is a little insecure about his academic bona fides--and he argues with his brother-in-law who is an adjunct professor at a local college and who makes maybe $45,000 a year but who has a Ph.D. Which of them is working class? Well, they will argue about that all night.

I think just generally, class-based analysis doesn't really work all that well in America, because it's a country with so many differences of people's situations that people often end up transposing class as a marker of attitude and consumption patterns.

I remember, a political scientist named Charles Murray wrote a quiz years ago in which he asked the question, How thick was your bubble? And he had a set of questions, and they were all cultural. What kind of clothes did you wear? What kind of cars did you drive? That's what made you working class. And the idea was: He was very hostile to people who got a lot of their position in society from their levels of education. But if a person with a lot of education is economically precarious and works under the direction and control of others, I don't know what we are saying when we say that that person is or isn't working class.

In 2024, Donald Trump did very well among the most affluent people in society. The Republican vote still skews rich. There are a lot of people who will tell you it doesn't. But the way they get to the claim that the Republican Party is a working-class party is by using education as their metric, rather than income or rather than working under the supervision and control of others.

From Jeff: "At what point will the Trump administration start fudging or outright falsifying economic data, such as jobs reports, inflation measures, and consumer-confidence data, and other traditional information put out by the departments of labor or commerce? And how will we even know the information is bogus?"

This is a great question and an important question. A big part of the project of Elon Musk's DOGE--I don't know if I'm supposed to pronounce it "dog" or "doja"--group was to break a lot of the conveyor belts for reliable public information, not so much to create false information but just to withdraw accurate information. And we see the president himself doing his bit by making up these crazy stories about the price of gasoline, based on strange data sequences like wholesale prices, not the price of the pump.

Mercifully, there is abundant private-sector data on many economic issues that you can get some idea of whether things are right or wrong. The government produces jobs reports, but there is a lot of information on purchasing and things like that that tends to be proprietary and is sometimes expensive. But the people who care about these issues can track and will begin to sound an alert if the government information is wrong. I would worry in the immediate term not about false information but about lacking information, absent information, broken information. That's the direction the Trump administration, with Elon Musk's help, seems to be heading.

And the last question from Colin--he quotes something I said on air in an episode or two back: "I had always thought of myself as a conservative because I believe in things like a strong and robust foreign policy to oppose authoritarians abroad in free markets and personal liberties and in constitutional values that underpin our democracy." Colin asked, "Well, why do you call those things conservative?"

And I suppose I'm reflecting the world in which I came of age. But in the late 1970s, the question of market or not market, that was a lively debate. And the people who were skeptical of markets proudly identified themselves as being on the left. That was a time when there was a lot of post-Vietnam trauma over America's role in the world. And the people who were more skeptical of that role, who doubted that the United States was a force for good or, anyway, thought that good intentions would likely go awry again, they mostly--not always, but they mostly--identified themselves proudly as being on the left. And so it seemed to me that the people who are opposite those things were the people on the right.

But many of these are deep American values that at normal times are more broadly shared. Unfortunately, we live right now in what is not a normal time. And a lot of the things that I thought of when I was a young Reagan enthusiast in 1980 as belonging to the Republican Party and the conservative movement, they've surrendered those commitments and those beliefs. And it's shameful for them and sad for all the rest of us.

Thank you for listening today to The David Frum Show. We'll be back next week with more. And again, the best way to support our work if you like what we're doing is subscribe to The Atlantic. But otherwise, visit us here on YouTube or your favorite podcasting platform for more next week of The David Frum Show.

[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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The Brands Are Very Sorry About Your Trauma

Why so many companies are inviting people to opt out of Mother's Day emails

by Ellen Cushing




Cameo is a platform that allows everyday people to commission B-to-Z-list celebrities to record personalized videograms for any occasion. Some time ago, when my friend Caroline was in the hospital, I used it to buy, for $12.59, a 2-minute, 14-second pep talk for her, delivered by a man who is famous online for dressing like a dog.

More than two years later, Cameo wants me to know that if I would like to not receive Mother's Day-related promotional emails, I can opt out. So does Heyday, the Millennial skin-care company, and Parachute, the Millennial linen store, and Prose, the Millennial shampooery, and at least two different stores that have sold me expensive candles. They offer this service using the whispery timbre and platitudinous vocabulary of therapy-speak: This time of year, I am told, can be "meaningful" but also "tender." I can take care of myself by electing not to receive Mother's Day marketing emails. Very often, there is a JPEG of flowers.

This is well intentioned, of course: This holiday really can be difficult, for any number of reasons. "The death of a beloved," C. S. Lewis wrote, "is an amputation," and every mother, without exception, eventually dies, leaving lots of people without someone to celebrate. Being a mother and having a mother are also two of the most profound experiences a person can have, and profundity is rarely uncomplicated. Not being a mother if you want to be one can be a sadness you carry in your pocket every day. There are so many ways to wish things were different. Whatever's going on, I can guarantee that no one wants to be reminded of their familial trauma by the company they bought a soft-rib bath bundle (colorway: agave) from five years ago. And so they email us, asking if it's okay to email us.

Read: Why I'm skipping Mother's Day

The practice took off in the United States a few years ago, shortly after the coronavirus pandemic started and George Floyd was murdered by a police officer. Because of social media, people were already used to multinational corporations talking to them like friends, but when the world started falling apart, they wanted those friends to be better--to seem more empathetic, more human, more aware of things other than selling products. Younger customers, especially, "want to feel like they're in a community with their favorite brands," the business journalist Dan Frommer told me. "There's this level of performance that becomes necessary, or at least, you know, part of the shtick."

The Mother's Day opt-out email suggests that the brand sending it sees you as a whole person, not just as a market segment (at least for a moment). It uses an intimate medium to manufacture more intimacy, appearing between messages from your human loved ones and talking like them too. (A recent email from Vena, a CBD company co-founded by a former Bravo housewife, begins by saluting me as "babe" and reassures me that if I "need to push pause for these emails, we totally get that.") It allows the brand to suggest that it is different from all of the other corporations competing for your attention and money--while simultaneously giving them more access to your attention and money.

Read: Brands have nothing real to say about racism

For companies, sending the Mother's Day opt-out email is like buying insurance on a highly valuable asset: your inbox. "Email is, probably for every brand, the most profitable marketing channel for e-commerce," Frommer told me. The people on any given company's email list are likely on it because they've already engaged with the brand in some way, whether knowingly or not. In the argot of online marketing, they're good leads--a consumer relationship just waiting to be strengthened, one strenuously casual email at a time. This is why every start-up is constantly offering you 10 percent off your first purchase if you sign up for their email list, and also why they will do anything to keep you on it. If a Mother's Day opt-out prevents even a small number of people from unsubscribing to all of a brand's emails, it will be worthwhile. "It's the kind of thing that probably means a lot to very few people," Frommer said, "but those people really appreciate it."

But like a lot of what makes for good business these days, the effect is a little absurd. So many emails about Mother's Day are flying around, all in the service of sending fewer emails about Mother's Day. Advertisements are constantly shooting into our every unoccupied nook and cranny, but the good ones are now sensitive to our rawest family dynamics. Also, not to be too literal about it, but: The idea that pain, or regret, or tenderness, or whatever the brands want to call it, is something a person can decide not to participate in is fiction. "Everyone is grieving something at any given point in time," Jaclyn Bradshaw, who runs a small digital-marketing firm in London, told me. (She recently received a Mother's Day email that cannily combined a sale and an opt-out, offering 15 percent off just above the button to unsubscribe.) If someone's grief is acute, an email is unlikely to be the thing that reminds them. "No, I remember," Bradshaw said. "It was at the very forefront of my mind."

Read: When Mother's Day is 'empowering'

Mother's Day originated as an occasion for expressing simple gratitude for child care and the women who do it; people celebrated by writing letters and wearing white carnations. It is now a festival of acquisition, a day mostly devoted to buying things--$34 billion worth of things this year, according to forecasters. The brunch places in my neighborhood are advertising Mother's Day specials, and the ads on my television are reminding me that it's "not too late to buy her jewelry." I'm planning on going to a baseball game that day, and when I get there, a free clutch bag, designed to look like a baseball and "presented by" a mattress company, will be pressed into my hand, in honor of the concept of motherhood. My friends will post on Instagram, and my co-workers will ask me how my day was when I get to work on Monday.

This doesn't bother me, personally. I love being a mother, almost entirely uncomplicatedly, and I love my mother, almost entirely uncomplicatedly. (In this, I know, I'm very lucky.) I have no particular problem with Mother's Day, which is to say I'm as happy receiving an email from a brand about it as I am receiving an email from a brand about anything.

But every year around this time, I think of my friend Mimi, who died the day after Mother's Day in 2018. That's not fully true, actually--the truth is that I think about her all the time: when I see a dog she would have delighted in petting, or find myself walking behind a woman with wild curly hair like hers on the street, or am served an old photo by my phone's "memories" feature, or talk to someone who loved her too. Most of the time, I like it. Other times, if you gave me a button I could click to stop being reminded that she's not here anymore, I'd push it until my forefinger broke. It wouldn't work, of course. Brands are some of the most powerful forces in modern life, but they cannot do everything.
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Europeans Have Realized Their Error

The urge to say <em>I told you so</em> is strong these days throughout the Baltics.

by Graeme Wood




Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania are such tiny countries that if Russia wished to take a bite out of them, as it took bites out of Georgia in 2008 and Ukraine in 2014 and 2022, it would simply swallow them whole. To make themselves less toothsome, they have armed themselves and forged alliances with Europe and the United States. But the American side of that alliance suddenly looked less dependable in March, when President Donald Trump dressed down the Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky in the Oval Office and accused him of starting the war that began with his own country's invasion. If that scene looked catastrophic in Washington or Kyiv, consider how it might have looked from the Baltics.

Soon after, I visited these states to find out how they planned to survive with the American support of their security in question. Russia parted with these states reluctantly in 1991, and Russian President Vladimir Putin has called their alliance with NATO "a serious provocation"--language and logic identical to his rationale for attacking Ukraine. In Washington, opponents of Trump and friends of Ukraine were enraged by his reversal, and freaked out by it. In the Baltics, the concern was more muted, and even top diplomats acknowledged upsides to Europe's frantic race to rearm itself.

"Everyone understands now," Estonian Foreign Minister Margus Tsahkna told me, "that there is no situation anymore where someone else is coming to solve" Europe's problems. He said Estonia understood this reality long ago, and welcomed the belated realization by others. "I personally like this change of attitude."

Read: A wider war has already started in Europe

A certain amount of optimism must be a psychological necessity for leaders of the Baltic states. They share borders with Russia and its partner Belarus, and unlike Ukraine, they do not have hundreds of miles of steppe between Russia and their capitals. The Baltic states are tiny, each about the size of West Virginia. During the past century, the Baltic states were ruled from Moscow, and they would like to avoid that fate in the future.

In 1968, the historian Robert Conquest published The Great Terror, at the time the most unsparing account of the state-directed megadeath supervised by Joseph Stalin in the 1930s. After the book's publication, some readers remained skeptical: Could the Soviet Union have been that bad? In fact, it was worse. But for years before his vindication, Conquest was accused of Russophobia. After glasnost, when he revised his old book, his publisher asked him to come up with a snappy new title. His friend Kingsley Amis suggested I Told You So You Fucking Fools. (The publisher eventually went with The Great Terror: A Reassessment.)

The urge to say I told you so, with or without accompanying expletives, is strong these days throughout the Baltics. The three former Soviet republics have, like Conquest, found themselves vindicated after years of accusing Moscow of planning and committing a wide range of sins. Could Putin really be planning, as Baltic leaders had suggested for years, to invade and retake the former Soviet states? In fact he was. All three republics--members of NATO since 2004--have supported Ukraine vigorously since its 2022 invasion. All three have taken only the coldest comfort in knowing that their warnings were true.

Already Baltic governments have encouraged their citizens to stock enough food in their home to weather an emergency, and to have plans for rendezvous outside the capitals. "It's not an easy talk to have with your family," Deividas Slekys, a defense analyst in Lithuania, told me. "People become scared, because suddenly it's not a movie anymore. It's reality." It helps to have still-living memories of Soviet rule. In Tallinn, the signs of mental preparation for a Russian invasion are omnipresent. About a quarter of the Estonian population is ethnic Russian; they speak Russian at home, and in many cases they maintain close connections to Russians in Russia. But in public spaces, the Russian Federation and the Soviet Union are roundly despised. Estonia maintains a state museum dedicated to the evils of the Soviets and their suppression of Estonian nationhood and identity. It equates Communism with Nazism and spends much more time on documenting the crimes of the former. During an intermission at the Tallinn opera, an older Estonian man caught me staring up at the sprawling, Soviet-era socialist realist ceiling mural, which depicts Communism triumphant. He pointed out a smudgy area where a Leninist slogan ("Art belongs to the people") had recently been effaced in an ongoing effort to de-Russify.

"We have been living here 7,000 years and have never witnessed any good things coming to Europe from the east," Tsahkna told me. He was previously Estonia's defense minister, from 2016 to 2017, and said the sight of Russians mustering at the border had long concentrated the Estonian collective mind. At that point, on the other side of the border, there were "120,000 troops ready to go within 48 hours." But he said Estonia and its Baltic neighbors were constantly assured that the era of war in Europe had passed, and that their concerns no longer applied. Europe "didn't believe a full-scale brutal war, like what we saw last time during the Second World War, was possible."

Now, Tsahkna said, his European allies have realized their error. When I visited the Baltics, Germany's Parliament had just voted to spend about $1 trillion on its military--a budgetary allocation that would have been inconceivable before the invasion. And on the streets of Baltic capitals, one sees NATO soldiers constantly. I met German soldiers, in uniform, at a cafe in Vilnius. In Tallinn, at the airport, British soldiers were eating hamburgers in the food court, and Prince William, colonel in chief of the Mercian Regiment, was in town to inspect his troops at a British camp just 100 miles from the Russian border. American soldiers are on the border with Belarus.

But is Europeans' coming to their senses enough to compensate for Americans' losing theirs? Tsahkna seemed remarkably blase about the American president's having begun to repeat Kremlin propaganda wholesale and assert, ludicrously, that Ukraine started the war with Russia. But Tsahkna told me Estonia had in many ways improved its position since the beginning of the Ukraine war--and he denied that Trump's preposterous assertions and constant questioning of the value of NATO were significant. "I don't see a change in America's commitment to NATO," he said. He noted that Trump called himself "very committed" to NATO in the meeting where he argued with Zelensky. (After Trump said he was "very committed to Poland," he was asked directly by a reporter at the meeting, "What about the Baltics?" He stammered through a response and said he was "committed to NATO," conspicuously not mentioning the Baltic states by name.)

Tsahkna pointed out that U.S. troops have been in all three Baltic countries since the annexation of Crimea, and that the first Trump administration had overseen the rise in their numbers. "I'm a practical person, so I look at the agreements we have made, and what I see in real life. What I see is U.S. troops in Estonia." Before, he said, "we had no permanent presence of NATO troops--no U.S. troops here, no British, no French." He said Estonia now feels more secure than ever. Equally noteworthy, Tsahkna said, was the decline in the number of Russian troops on the other side of the border. "They are not existing anymore there," he said, delicately. Then he dropped the euphemism to make sure I saw his point about the 120,000 Russians formerly camped out there. "They were sent to Ukraine. They're dead."

Read: Trump sided with Putin. What should Europe do now?

"In the last two years," a defense analyst in Latvia told me, "we have seen Russia go from being the second-strongest army in the world to being the second strongest in Ukraine." (His joke is part of the standard humor repertoire in the region.) In all three countries, people repeatedly referred to Ukraine as a war that has bought time for other countries that might otherwise have been soft targets for Russia. Skelys, the Lithuanian defense analyst, said that his country had always had plans to mobilize its population and defend itself. But since the Ukraine invasion, that capacity became activated. "We were on sleep mode," he told me. "Ukraine was supposed to lose in a couple of weeks. But then people rose up. We saw that, and now it's a much different game in the Baltics." That time, he said, has not been wasted. "We're moving in a direction where every single adult citizen knows what to do in time of war: drivers, sausage makers, paramedics. Maybe you are a good IT guy and you'll be trolling Russian trolls."

And he agreed with Tsahkna, saying the geopolitical picture had changed in some positive ways since the Ukraine invasion. Poland and Finland have redoubled their support, and the latter joined NATO in 2023 after decades of neutral dithering. Suddenly the idea of taking back the Baltic states became a much more complicated affair. "If you want to attack the Baltics, you have to do something with Poland and Finland," Skelys said, because keeping control of these small states is impossible with well-armed enemies right next door. "If you want to attack Lithuania, you have to attack Latvia and eastern Poland. It's become a much bigger game."

The building of alliances is the opposite of Trumpism. I told Tsahkna, as I was leaving the foreign ministry in Tallinn, that I found it odd that American liberals in Washington were so horrified by Trump's equivocation over Ukraine, while those actually inside Russia's artillery range were relatively calm. "Russia has even larger-scale plans for the future," he assured me, and he said that after its campaign of overwhelming force had proved so underwhelming in Ukraine, it was resorting, as expected, to hybrid warfare: sabotage, espionage, information ops. But he left me with a soft dig at D.C. worrywarts. "We are very practical people," he said. "We don't have the luxury to be sad and afraid."
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What Kind of Questions Did 17th-Century Daters Have?

Advice columns have always appealed to people's perennial confusion about love and marriage.

by Sophia Stewart




Not long after my partner and I exchanged our first "I love you"s, I made an embarrassing confession. In the weeks leading up to the occasion, I had Googled how long one should wait before declaring their love, and combed through dozens of forums and articles in search of guidance. With relief, my partner blurted out: "I did the same thing!" I imagined us both whispering our mutual question into the search bar, seeking a faceless chorus of counsel.

We were far from the first to anonymously seek romantic prescriptions from strangers. In 1694, a lovelorn inquirer wrote to The Athenian Mercury, a periodical published by the English printer John Dunton, with a question not unlike mine: "A lady who is in love desires to know how she may decently convince the other person of her passion?" The response she received from the paper's team of experts--that is, Dunton and his two brothers-in-law, under the guise of the "Athenian Society"--was surprisingly sympathetic: "Indeed, Madam, it's a ticklish point," they replied, "and you should know a man well before you try anything ... To be plain with you, we find men to be an ungrateful sort of animal in such cases ... But the best way will be to do it as decently as you can."

The Athenian Mercury, which consisted entirely of questions and answers, ran for six years starting in 1691 and received thousands of inquiries, many of them attempts at sussing out the tacit rules of dating and romance. As the historian Mary Beth Norton writes in the introduction to her delightful new book, "I Humbly Beg Your Speedy Answer," which collects and comments on a wide array of Q&As from the paper, many questioners invoked dilemmas that still vex people today: how to manage unrequited affections; how to extract oneself from a regrettable entanglement; how to recover from being "slighted," or ghosted, by your beloved. (Though not all are so relatable: One woman wrote in 1693 that she "had the misfortune to have a young gentleman fall in love with me to such a degree that he became distracted and died.")

Dispensing relationship advice was far from Dunton's mind when he launched the paper, which he referred to as "the question project." About half a century before Diderot's Encyclopedie, and three centuries before the invention of Google, Dunton intended to cater to the learned male patrons of London's new coffeehouses, who sought to educate themselves on subjects including science, medicine, and law. Readers sent in many such questions ("What is a star?" "What causes smallpox?" "Dancing, is it lawful?"), but the format naturally appealed to the perennial, very human confusion about how to navigate sex, love, and marriage. Soon enough, Dunton and his co-editors were flooded with queries such as "How shall a man know when a lady loves him?" and "Who are wisest, those that marry for love or for convenience?"

Read: Love is magic--and also hormones

Although both men and women wrote to The Athenian Mercury for romantic advice, Norton notes, Dunton tended to group questions about personal relationships under "ladies issues." More than 300 years later, relationship-advice columns are still often dismissed as frothy features of women's magazines. But throughout their long history, they have evolved in complicated ways, reflecting the winding path of gender politics--even as they have remained true to a single constant: Love is confusing and hard.

Two of the most popular advice columns of the 20th century--Elizabeth Gilmer's "Dorothy Dix Talks," which ran from 1896 to 1950, and Elsie Robinson's "Cry on Geraldine's Shoulder," which doled out answers from 1920 to 1961--were informed by their authors' own experiences in unhappy marriages, as well as their relatively progressive views of women's rights. Their widely syndicated columns had major influence. In Asking for a Friend, Jessica Weisberg argues that Dix wielded outsize power over romantic norms. Weisberg cites a 1929 study on cultural mores in Muncie, Indiana, which found that Dix's column helped dictate townspeople's ideas about marriage--among them the notion that a wife should be more than "a domestic drudge."

Robinson, for her part, advocated explicitly for gender equality. "I'm tired of hearing the differences of men and women emphasized and exploited," she wrote in 1922. "It has built a wicked wall between the sexes and it's time we knocked it down." According to Listen, World!, Julie Scheeres and Allison Gilbert's book about the columnist, Robinson recognized that women were often made to feel frivolous and isolated; she offered them a much needed sense of affirmation. "Is your husband or your complexion growing dull?" she wrote in her announcement for "Cry on Geraldine's Shoulder." "Let us then discuss the value of soft soap on complexions--and husbands ... We shall sit together on the edge of the world. You have wanted a friend. I'M IT."

But advice columns have not always been sources of validation and solidarity. Despite her relatively liberal leanings, Dix was also "a stern foe of sexual irregularity among her readership," per a 1936 profile in Time magazine. As for the advisers behind The Athenian Mercury, they shared what Norton calls "a broadly based Protestant outlook" and often frowned on what they deemed sexual misbehavior, including homosexual relationships and premarital sex.

Some of the more insidious romantic-advice columns in the U.S. flourished after World War II, with the aim of disciplining women dissatisfied by marriage, who were beginning to articulate "the problem that has no name" years before The Feminine Mystique. In No Fault, her memoir about divorce, Haley Mlotek discusses the history of such columns, including "Can This Marriage Be Saved?," which ran in Ladies' Home Journal from 1953 to 2014. In the early decades of the column, the answer to the titular question was nearly always yes, no matter how severe the wife's grievance. (The first columnist behind it, Paul Popenoe, was a known eugenicist whose zeal for marriage stemmed from a desire to propagate the "fit"--that is, middle-class, able-bodied white people.) When a feminist collective staged a sit-in at the magazine's offices in 1970 demanding to edit a "liberated" issue of the Journal, it decided to rename "Can This Marriage Be Saved?" to "Should This Marriage Be Saved?" (One member reportedly suggested that they simply shorten it to the more declarative "Can This Marriage.")

Read: A divorce memoir with no lessons

Indeed, over the past century, many romantic-advice columns have functioned as one tentacle of what the scholar Jane Ward calls the "heterosexual-repair industry," which peddles advice based on the irreconcilable differences between straight men and women. "Marriage experts recognized men's disinterest and violence toward women, and women's resentment and fear of men, as fundamental obstacles for straight relationships," Ward writes in The Tragedy of Heterosexuality. As a result, Ward argues, early advice givers were more interested in perpetuating heterosexual unions--that is, framing men and women's mutual illegibility as natural--than in trying to improve gender relations. Notably, centuries earlier, the Athenian Society had urged women to be more skeptical of men--"the inconstancy, levity, and prejudices of our own sex being so very notorious"--rather than simply accept their faults.

Today, the lovelorn more frequently eschew the authority of columnists in favor of crowdsourced advice. (I, for one, consulted a Quora forum as well as a number of magazine articles to answer my question.) As a result, relationship guidance has become more democratic but also more diffuse. On the subreddit r/relationship_advice, which has 16 million members, single posts can draw hundreds of responses, many of them conflicting. The greater autonomy people have today to make their own romantic decisions can feel simultaneously empowering and confusing. What's more, many people are dogged by the suspicion that they're living through the nadir of heterosexual love, which appears to be buckling under various pressures: Many men are falling behind educationally and economically, and, for some people, the logic of optimization has made dating feel like a chore. Where, internet denizens wonder, have all the "real lovers" gone?
 
 But reading "I Humbly Beg Your Speedy Answer" confirms that even when the norms of courtship and marriage were far more codified, and options in love and life were far more limited, dating was still an anxiety-riddled endeavor. "There are indeed so many equivocations in love that it's much easier to be in the wrong than in the right," the Athenian Society wrote to a reader who asked how a woman can tell whether a man is courting her "for marriage or for diversion." There was no code to crack, no hack to deploy. Romance is, after all, the ultimate test of one's judgment--which is why we so often outsource that deliberative labor and defer to the advice of others. But, as the Athenian Society told an inquirer in 1692, one thing remains as certain as ever: "If you're a true lover, you can't despair at a little hardship."
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How the Most Remote Community in America Gets Its Mail

Transporting letters and packages to the village of Supai requires a feat of logistics, horsemanship, and carefully placed hooves.

by Sarah Yager


Nate Chamberlain begins the journey down from the southern rim of the Grand Canyon.



Just after 8 o'clock one spring morning, 2,000 feet below the rim of the Grand Canyon, Nate Chamberlain, wearing chaps and cowboy boots, emerged from the post office in Supai, Arizona, with the last of the morning mail. He tucked a Priority Mail envelope into a plastic U.S. Postal Service crate lashed to one of the six mules waiting outside. Then he climbed into the saddle on the lead mule, gave a kick of his spurs, and set off down the dirt road leading out of the village.

It was the beginning of what may be the country's most unusual USPS route--the very last to deliver mail by mule. The mule train would travel eight miles along a creek lined with cottonwoods, through a narrow gorge, and up a switchbacking trail carved into the cliffside to reach a hitching post at the top of the canyon, where a sign reads US MAIL DELIVERY ZONE. There, Chamberlain would drop off the outgoing mail with a driver--who would take it another 68 miles to the next post office, in the town of Peach Springs--and pick up the incoming mail to deliver back to the village.



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



Supai, the only village on the reservation of the Havasupai Tribe, is one of the most remote communities in the country. It is accessible only by foot, and by helicopter when the weather allows. The mule train, which makes the 16-mile, six-hour loop up and down the canyon five days a week, is perhaps the most extreme manifestation of the USPS mandate to "render postal services to all communities." Mail delivery in Supai involves a feat of logistics, horsemanship, and carefully placed hooves. It is slow and drudging work--starting at 3 a.m., when Chamberlain rises to feed the pack string, and continuing to sundown as fences are fixed and horseshoes are replaced--that belies an era of instant delivery, optimized everything, and "government efficiency." It also offers a glimpse into what the Postal Service can mean for rural America, at a moment when the agency's future is uncertain.







Top: Nate Chamberlain and his mules descend 2,000 feet to reach Supai. Bottom: In addition to letters and packages, the mules have delivered lab work, and even mini fridges for Supai's tourist lodge. (Elliot Ross for The Atlantic)



For centuries, the Havasupai Tribe ranged across the southern rim of the Grand Canyon, hunting and foraging along the plateau in the fall and winter, and descending into the canyon in the spring and summer to grow corn, beans, melons, and sunflowers along Havasu Creek. But that changed as America pushed westward. In 1882, President Chester A. Arthur signed an executive order restricting the tribe to 518 acres at the bottom of the canyon.

Just over a decade later, the federal government established a school in the village--aimed, like others of the era, at assimilating Native children. With it grew demand for better connection to the outside world. Rufus Bauer, the first teacher sent to Supai, wrote in an 1896 report to the commissioner of Indian Affairs that getting the mail required the Havasupai to make "a horseback ride of 60 miles over a stony, grassless desert, where there is not one drop of water for man or horse." He added, perhaps unnecessarily, "They do not exactly enjoy the trip."

Philip F. Rubio: Save the Postal Service

The Supai post office was established later the same year. At the time, rural postal delivery was expanding across the country. The postal system is older than the Declaration of Independence; it was founded in 1775 to allow consistent communication across the colonies--uniting America even before there was a federal government. As the nation grew, Congress gave the organization a monopoly over letter delivery as a way of ensuring affordable access to mail for all Americans--not just those who lived along profitable urban routes.

Over time, Supai would come to depend on the post office. With the loss of the tribe's hunting grounds and much of its farmland, the traditional Havasupai way of life started to disappear, and pretty much everything the village needed--groceries, household goods, medicine--arrived there on the back of a USPS mule.

"That old saying, you ever look that up?" Charlie Chamberlain asked me when we met at a cafe near the post office in Peach Springs. "I used to know it by heart, the old saying, that we deliver mail in all kinds of weather." He pulled out his phone to search for it: Neither snow nor rain nor heat nor gloom of night stays these couriers from the swift completion of their appointed rounds. "That's not a false statement, for what we do."

Chamberlain moved to Supai with his wife, a member of the Havasupai Tribe, back in 1973. Her uncle had delivered the mail there for many years, and offered to train Chamberlain.

From the January 1875 issue: The American post-office

The route involves risks not listed in the unofficial USPS motto. In the winter, ice can accumulate on the narrow switchbacks, which drop 1,000 feet in the first two miles. Temperatures in the summertime can exceed 110 degrees. Mules (and horses, which are sometimes used in the pack string) can get spooked by blowing debris and the occasional rattlesnake. During monsoon season, rainwater rushing down the canyon walls can turn the desert floor into a surging river within minutes.

Mail delivery in Supai involves a feat of logistics, horsemanship, and carefully placed hooves.

Chamberlain recalled once taking shelter with 11 of his animals at a high point above the trail as floodwater rose below them. He could hear boulders crashing against one another in the water. When he rode back up the trail the next day, the marks left by the water were higher than his head, even on horseback. Staying out of trouble means learning to watch the sky, he told me--and beyond that, having "a real strong faith in God."

Chamberlain still holds a contract with USPS for delivery to Supai but no longer rides the route himself; after 25 years on the trail, he and his wife, who was ill, left Supai to be closer to a hospital. He now employs Nate--his nephew--and other locals to handle the deliveries.

Read: Why we all have a stake in the U.S. Postal Service

Nate Chamberlain told me he has broken bones and taken spills that have required hundreds of stitches. Last summer, he had to spend the night under a rock overhang with his mules after a severe flash flood raised the creek some seven feet in 15 minutes, washing out the trail. In the worst scenarios, animals have died. (Charlie and the packers who work for him rotate their animals on a regular schedule to prevent them from getting worn down.)

Supai is home to about 200 people, according to the latest census, though some estimates range much higher. (The Havasupai tribal council, which tracks tribal enrollment, declined to participate in this story.) For residents of the small village, the mule train helps set the rhythm of daily life. Lynanne and Scott Palmer told me that when they moved to Supai, in the late 1970s, the arrival of the mail in the afternoons was a social event: Residents would gather outside the post office as their letters and packages were unloaded, along with food and other supplies to restock the small village store.

This has changed somewhat over the years, as the tourism industry has grown. Tens of thousands of visitors now pass through Supai each year to see the waterfalls that cascade down Havasu Creek to the confluence with the Colorado River. Helicopters run several days a week during the high season, carrying tourists from the canyon rim to the village. The helicopters also bring in some supplies, and carry residents out of the canyon to go on weekend shopping trips in the cities of Kingman and Flagstaff, hours from the rim.

But the helicopter schedule is seasonal, and weather-dependent: High winds can easily blow the aircraft against the sandstone cliffs. Mules are still the most reliable form of transport--bringing with them, as Charlie described it, "everything that you can put a stamp on." Besides letters and packages for community members (including lots of Amazon orders), the USPS mule train transports medicine and lab work for the village clinic. Supai doesn't have a traditional bank, so the post office supports an informal financial system, bringing in cash for the tribe's use and letting residents send and receive money orders. The tourism industry, now the main source of income for the tribe, also relies on the mule train: Nate told me that the supplies for the lodge where tourists stay--linens, even mini fridges--come through the mail.

Even now in Supai, as Lynanne Palmer put it, "Life runs around the post office."


Tens of thousands of tourists pass through Supai each year to visit the canyon's waterfalls. (Elliot Ross for The Atlantic)



In late March, while the mules continued their work in Supai, demonstrators gathered in 150 cities across the United States to speak out against an anticipated "hostile takeover" of the Postal Service.

President Donald Trump has, in recent months, mused about a major reorganization of USPS, which he describes as a "tremendous loser for this country." He has said he is considering merging the independent agency with the Commerce Department. Trump suggested that such a move would help the Postal Service--which has been losing billions of dollars a year, amid declining mail volume and rising operating costs--turn around its fortunes. But many see the proposal as a prelude to privatization, an idea Trump floated during his first term and raised again just before taking office a second time.

Read: What happens if Trump comes for the mail?

Experts believe that even partially outsourcing delivery to companies such as Amazon and FedEx would disproportionately affect rural America, where longer distances and fewer consumers mean that many postal routes operate at a loss. Brian Renfroe, the president of the National Association of Letter Carriers, told me that without the USPS's universal-service obligation, consumers in rural areas could expect higher prices or even to lose service altogether. "I can assure you a private delivery company is not going to have any interest in delivering mail by mules," he said.

The reason the mule train has persisted for more than a century, Charlie Chamberlain told me, is that it's the most cost-effective way to deliver the mail to Supai. "We can do it cheaper than they can in a helicopter," he said. "When it's time to bid on a new contract, I can outbid them." As a contractor, he doesn't collect benefits. "I never have taken a vacation in all the years I've done this," Chamberlain said. "There's no such thing." The route may seem like the opposite of government efficiency. But that's true only if you don't accept the premise that the post office should be for everyone.

The Postal Service reflects the nation's founding vision: to create a country both expansive and united. Supai has seen the worst of that vision. But the mules, unbothered by politics as they trod up and down the canyon, still carry with them a reminder of what America promised to be.



This article appears in the June 2025 print edition with the headline "Mail by Mule."
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        This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.During the 1963 papal conclave, amid expectant crowds at St. Peter's Square, The Atlantic published a brief exchange between a woman and a priest. "I want one exactly like John," the woman declared, referring to Pope John XXIII, who had died recently. "He needn't be exactly the same," the priest countered. "The important thing is that he shall be a good pope.""No, no,"...

      

      
        Is Your Ego Too Loud? Here's How to Hush It.
        Arthur C. Brooks
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        Cameo is a platform that allows everyday people to commission B-to-Z-list celebrities to record personalized videograms for any occasion. Some time ago, when my friend Caroline was in the hospital, I used it to buy, for $12.59, a 2-minute, 14-second pep talk for her, delivered by a man who is famous online for dressing like a dog.More than two years later, Cameo wants me to know that if I would like to not receive Mother's Day-related promotional emails, I can opt out. So does Heyday, the Millenn...

      

      
        Europeans Have Realized Their Error
        Graeme Wood

        Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania are such tiny countries that if Russia wished to take a bite out of them, as it took bites out of Georgia in 2008 and Ukraine in 2014 and 2022, it would simply swallow them whole. To make themselves less toothsome, they have armed themselves and forged alliances with Europe and the United States. But the American side of that alliance suddenly looked less dependable in March, when President Donald Trump dressed down the Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky in the ...

      

      
        The Real Motive Behind the Real ID-Deadline Charade
        Juliette Kayyem

        Today, nearly 20 years after Congress passed legislation mandating a nationwide program known as Real ID, was the deadline for travelers to show the new identification for domestic flights. And yet nothing has happened. Although about 20 percent of the traveling public is still not compliant, because people have not obtained the required document (generally, a revised form of driver's license issued by U.S. states and territories), Homeland Security has done little more than issue a leaflet that ...

      

      
        Dear James: When My Husband Speaks, My Brain Turns to Mush
        James Parker

        Editor's Note: Is anything ailing, torturing, or nagging at you? Are you beset by existential worries? Every Tuesday, James Parker tackles readers' questions. Tell him about your lifelong or in-the-moment problems at dearjames@theatlantic.com.Don't want to miss a single column? Sign up to get "Dear James" in your inbox.Dear James,I've been married to the best guy for almost 14 years. He is an awesome dad to our wild boys, makes exceptional burgers, and is weirdly fun to watch TV with. I still swo...

      

      
        The Oddball British Comedy Show I Thought I'd Hate (And Learned to Love)
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        For ages, various friends of mine recommended that I check out Taskmaster, a British comedy game show in which a group of five comedians earn points by completing a series of silly challenges. The show, which first premiered in 2015, has crossed the ocean in recent years to become a word-of-mouth hit, with fans drawn to its comic hijinks and nonsensical premise. Yet every time my friends nudged me toward Taskmaster, I'd wrinkle my nose. Making the program sound exciting is tough: The idea of stan...
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        Richard L. Hasen

        Updated at 5:40 p.m. ET on May 7, 2025When judges act as partisan hacks, it is important to condemn their conduct. Last month, four Republican justices on the North Carolina Supreme Court blessed the antidemocratic attempt by the fellow Republican judge Jefferson Griffin to subvert the outcome of the November 2024 election for a seat on that same court by throwing out ballots of some North Carolina voters who had followed all the rules. But just as important is lauding the Republican judges who s...
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        Sophia Stewart

        Not long after my partner and I exchanged our first "I love you"s, I made an embarrassing confession. In the weeks leading up to the occasion, I had Googled how long one should wait before declaring their love, and combed through dozens of forums and articles in search of guidance. With relief, my partner blurted out: "I did the same thing!" I imagined us both whispering our mutual question into the search bar, seeking a faceless chorus of counsel.We were far from the first to anonymously seek ro...
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        Rose Horowitch

        The intensely hostile letter that Education Secretary Linda McMahon sent to the leadership of Harvard yesterday has a lot going on. But the most notable thing about it is what it leaves out.To hear McMahon tell it, Harvard is a university on the verge of ruin. (I say McMahon because her signature is at the bottom of the letter, but portions of the document are written in such a distinctive idiolect--"Why is there so much HATE?" the letter asks; it signs off with "Thank you for your attention to th...

      

      
        Gregg Popovich's Life Lessons
        Adam Harris

        Last Halloween, not long after the kids finished trick-or-treating and got in bed, I settled on my couch to watch the San Antonio Spurs, my favorite basketball team. Five games into a new season, I was full of optimism. The team was a healthy mix of savvy veterans, young stars, and Victor Wembanyama, the most hyped NBA prospect since LeBron James. If the players found the right chemistry, perhaps this could be the year that the Spurs snapped an uncharacteristic playoff drought. And led by Gregg P...
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        Suleika Jaouad

        When I first entered the kingdom of the sick, I wasn't interested in befriending my fellow denizens. Only 22, with a limited understanding of grave illness--or loss--I found the idea of a cancer support group for young adults wholly depressing, and I didn't want to get too comfortable with the identity of the cancer patient. Unsurprisingly, a year into treatment, I was as isolated and lonely as I'd ever been in my life.[Read: The Art of Survival]When it came to friendship, I had always prioritized ...

      

      
        Trump's Weak Position on Trade
        Michael Schuman

        The United States and China are finally going to talk. This weekend, U.S. Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent will meet Chinese Vice Premier He Lifeng in Switzerland to begin negotiations over the trade war that has strangled commerce between the two powers, ever since Donald Trump assumed the presidency and imposed additional tariffs of 145 percent on Chinese imports.Trump's negotiating position will be the weaker one. Already in recent months, U.S. policy has appeared to vacillate, its strategy an...
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        James Santel

        In 1973, William Colby, then the director of central intelligence, had a statue of the Revolutionary War spy Nathan Hale placed on the grounds of the CIA's headquarters in Virginia. Hale struck many as an odd choice of icon; after all, he had been captured and executed by the British. One of Colby's successors, William Casey, grumbled that Hale "fouled up the only mission he was ever given." Casey left Hale alone, but compensated by commissioning what he considered a more appropriate statue in th...
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        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsWhen President Donald Trump mused that "maybe the children will have two dolls instead of 30 dolls, you know?" it wasn't a deeply developed critique of late capitalism, or a sly nod to Weberian asceticism. Still, for those of us who'd been hoarding items in a Temu shopping cart, it did raise some important philosophical questions: Is a car vacuum necessary? How many baseball hats can you stack? How many dolls is too many?...
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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.Maxwell Cohen knew the tariffs were coming. President Donald Trump had openly threatened a trade war on the campaign trail, and Cohen, an entrepreneur, heeded his words. His company, Peelaways, sells disposable and waterproof fitted bed sheets made in China that are popular with at-home and family careg...
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        Shirley Li

        This article includes spoilers for the film Warfare.Since 2012, Ray Mendoza has been building a hefty Hollywood resume: performing stunts, choreographing gunfights, and teaching movie stars how to act like soldiers in films such as Act of Valor and Lone Survivor. He also helped design the battle sequences in last year's Civil War, the writer-director Alex Garland's speculative thriller imagining America as an endless combat zone.These projects have been a particularly good fit for him. Mendoza is a former Navy SEAL;...
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The Actual Math Behind DOGE's Cuts

If you thought Elon Musk was really trying to cut costs, you weren't in on the joke.

by Jessica Riedl




In November, when Donald Trump first announced his plan to place Elon Musk in charge of a new Department of Government Efficiency, the idea was widely written off as a joke. Then Trump took office, and DOGE began its very real stampede through the government. As an effort to meaningfully reduce federal spending, however, DOGE remains wholly unserious.

Musk initially promised that he would eliminate $2 trillion of the $7 trillion federal budget, before scaling back his ambitions to $1 trillion, and then $150 billion. Even that revised target is highly improbable.

Precisely measuring the budgetary effects of the Musk experiment remains difficult, but we can begin by looking at the claims made by DOGE itself. In late February, its website claimed to have achieved $55 billion in annual-spending reductions. However, its "wall of receipts" detailed only $16.5 billion of this total. Half of that figure came from a typo claiming $8 billion in savings from terminating an $8 million contract. As The New York Times has reported, that was far from the only accounting error. Once such mistakes as false contract cancellations, triple counts of the same reform, and the inclusion of contracts that expired decades ago were fixed, verified budget savings stood at just $2 billion.

Brian Klaas: DOGE is courting catastrophic risk

The DOGE website now claims $165 billion in savings. However, it still details only a fraction of the supposed cuts, and earlier accounting errors have given way to new ones. A common sleight of hand is canceling a "blanket purchase agreement"--in which the recipient had been given the equivalent of a credit limit to incur necessary costs on a project--and then claiming savings of the full credit limit rather than the (in many cases substantially lower) amount that was actually spent. Even assuming that the website's stated savings have become twice as accurate as they were in February, annual savings would reach perhaps $15 billion, or 0.2 percent of federal spending.

Fortunately, more reliable sources than DOGE's self-reported figures exist. The best is the Treasury Department's monthly accounting of spending by agency and program. Any true DOGE spending reductions should show up in these budget totals, as should the results of other White House initiatives, including cuts to public-health spending and the ongoing efforts to eliminate USAID and the Department of Education.

These spending data do not flatter the Musk project. Total federal outlays in February and March were $86 billion (or 7 percent) higher than the levels from the same months a year ago, when adjusted for timing shifts. This spending growth--approximately $500 billion at an annualized rate--continues to be driven by the three-quarters of federal spending allocated to Social Security, Medicare, Medicaid, defense, veterans' benefits, and interest costs. These massive expenses have been untouched by DOGE's focus on small but controversial targets such as DEI contracts and Politico subscriptions.

We can see this by looking at Treasury's breakdowns of monthly spending by agency. Short-term program spending can fluctuate greatly, and sustained trends might not be fully apparent for several months, but the early data are nonetheless revealing. Perhaps the highest-profile cuts under the Trump administration so far have been to public-health spending and foreign aid. And yet, even here, the numbers are rounding errors in the context of the federal budget. Public-health spending, previously about $8.2 billion monthly, fell to $7.1 billion in March, led by cuts to the National Institutes of Health and the Health Resources and Services Administration, the latter of which funds state and local health grants to serve underprivileged families.

Monthly spending on targeted foreign-assistance programs has fallen from $2.4 billion to $1.4 billion. This includes spending on "Global Health and Child Survival" programs--which includes highly effective funding to combat HIV, malaria, tuberculosis, and other illnesses in less developed countries--falling in half to $400 million a month. Payments to "International Organizations and Conferences," such as the United Nations, have fallen to zero. And monthly USAID spending has fluctuated wildly but overall declined by one-third in the first quarter of 2025.

These cuts have already been highly disruptive to beneficiaries, contractors, and employees, and they threaten immense long-term harm. And yet, their total monthly savings have totaled just $2.1 billion. At the Department of Education, another shutdown target, spending has remained steady aside from the early termination of post-pandemic funding that was already scheduled to phase out over the next year.

Cost reductions from laying off federal employees have been too small to show up in the data. This is not surprising, because even laying off one quarter of the 2.3 million federal civilian employees would shave off just 1 percent of federal spending. To be fair to DOGE, more savings will materialize in October, when the salaries of the 75,000 federal employees who took a buyout come off the books. That should save Washington $10 billion a year, or 0.1 percent of federal spending--except even that is an overestimate, because Washington will surely end up hiring contractors to perform at least some of the work previously handled by those civil servants, and many contractors cost more than employees.

Stephen Macekura: The government waste DOGE should be cutting

Moving forward, identifying politically acceptable savings will become harder. Trump and Musk have already hit their easiest targets that do not directly burden most MAGA voters, such as government employees, foreigners, academics, and recipients of contracts with some kind of DEI component. More recent moves to slash Social Security customer-service and veterans'-health personnel have faced a backlash from affected Republican voters. Congress has shown little interest in passing legislation to ratify the executive branch's cuts, meaning many of them will likely be reversed in court. This year's appropriations bills--which require seven Senate Democratic votes to break a filibuster--will probably continue to finance and mandate the existence of the Department of Education, USAID, and traditional public-health spending.

That, by the way, is the good news for DOGE. The bad news is that the project seems quite likely to expand long-term budget deficits. Slashing IRS enforcement will embolden tax evasion and reduce revenues by hundreds of billions of dollars over the decade. Laying off Department of Education employees who ensure collection of student-loan repayments will increase the deficit. Illegally terminated federal employees are already being reinstated with full back pay, leaving the government with little to show for its trouble besides mounting legal fees.

Even if DOGE somehow manages to end up in the black, any modest savings it achieves will be completely overwhelmed by the GOP's push to expand the 2017 tax cut at a cost of roughly $500 billion annually. Claims that Washington can no longer afford to spend 0.1 percent of its budget providing lifesaving HIV treatments to 20 million impoverished Africans cannot be taken seriously when the administration and Congress are preparing to cut taxes and expand other spending by trillions of dollars.

None of this is to say that DOGE has failed. Musk might not have followed through on his unfocused and evolving promises to eliminate payment errors, balance the entire budget, and implement regulatory reform. But he has successfully given the White House cover to purge and intimidate the civil service, helped Congress justify exorbitant tax cuts, rewarded MAGA voters with revenge against their perceived enemies, and granted himself the ability to access sensitive government data and possibly ensure his companies' continued government contracts. Sure, annual budget deficits remain on track to double over the next decade. But if you thought DOGE was really about cutting costs, you were never in on the joke.
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Now Is Not the Time to Eat Bagged Lettuce

Food safety in America is under attack.

by Nicholas Florko




When you think of food poisoning, perhaps what first comes to mind is undercooked chicken, spoiled milk, or oysters. Personally, I remember the time I devoured a sushi boat as a high-school senior and found myself calling for my mommy in the early hours of the morning.



But don't overlook your vegetable crisper. In terms of foodborne illness, leafy greens stand alone. In 2022, they were identified as the cause of five separate multistate foodborne-illness outbreaks, more than any other food. Romaine lettuce has a particularly bad reputation, and for good reason. In 2018, tainted romaine killed five people and induced kidney failure in another 27. Last year, an E. coli outbreak tied to--you guessed it--romaine sent 36 people to the hospital across 15 states. Perhaps ironically, the bags of shredded lettuce that promise to be pre-washed and ready to eat are riskier than whole heads of romaine.



Eating romaine lettuce is especially a gamble right now. Although America's system for tracking and responding to foodborne illnesses has been woefully neglected for decades, it has recently been further undermined. The Biden administration cut funding for food inspections, and the Trump White House's attempts to ruthlessly thin the federal workforce have made the future of food safety even murkier. The system faces so many stressors, food-safety experts told me, that regulators may miss cases of foodborne illness, giving Americans a false sense of security. If there's one thing you can do right now to help protect yourself, it's this: swearing off bagged, prechopped lettuce.

Read: The onion problem

Americans aren't suddenly falling sick en masse from romaine lettuce, or anything else. "There's just millions of these bags that go out with no problem," David Acheson, a former FDA food-safety official who now advises food companies (including lettuce producers), told me. But what's most disturbing of late is the government's lackadaisical approach to alerting the public of potential threats. Consider the romaine-lettuce outbreak last year. Americans became aware of the outbreak only last month, when NBC News obtained an internal report from the FDA. The agency reportedly did not publicize the outbreak or release the names of the companies that produced the lettuce because the threat was over by the time the FDA determined the cause. The rationale almost seems reasonable--until you realize that Americans can't determine what foods are, or aren't, safe without knowing just how often they make people sick. (A spokesperson for the FDA didn't respond to a request for comment.)



In that information void, forgoing bagged lettuce is a bit like wearing a seat belt. In the same way that you likely don't entirely avoid riding in a car because of the risk of an accident, it's unnecessary to swear off all romaine because it could one day make you sick. Lettuce and other leafy greens are full of nutrients, and abandoning them is not a win for your health. That doesn't mean, however, that you shouldn't practice harm reduction. Buying whole heads of lettuce might just be the life hack that keeps you from hacking up your Caesar salad.



Bagged lettuce ups the odds of getting a tainted product. When you buy a single head of lettuce, you're making a bet that that exact crop hasn't been infected. But the process of making prechopped lettuce essentially entails putting whole heads through a wood chipper. Once a single infected head enters that machine, the pieces of the infected lettuce stick around, and it's likely that subsequent heads will become infected. "Buying a head of romaine lettuce is like taking a bath with your significant other; buying a bag of romaine lettuce is like swimming in a swimming pool in Las Vegas," Bill Marler, a food-safety lawyer, told me.



There's also some evidence that chopping romaine makes the lettuce more susceptible to pathogens. One study that tested the growth of E. coli on purposefully infected romaine found that within four hours of cutting the lettuce into large chunks, the amount of E. coli on the plant increased more than twice as much as on the uncut lettuce. Shredding the lettuce was even worse; the E. coli on that plant increased elevenfold over the same time period. The theory for why this occurs is similar to the reason cuts make people more susceptible to infection; essentially, cutting romaine breaks the outer protective layer of the lettuce, making it easier for bacteria to proliferate. (This experiment was done in relatively hot temperatures, so your chopped lettuce is likely safer if you keep it refrigerated. But the convenience of pre-shredded lettuce still comes with yet another additional risk.)

Read: The dilemma at the center of McDonald's E. Coli outbreak

And no, washing your bagged lettuce rigorously is not the answer. If it's infected, only a thorough cooking is going to kill the bacteria and protect you from getting sick. Rinsing your vegetables is "a mitigation step that's reducing risk, but it is not a guarantee," Benjamin Chapman, a food-safety expert at North Carolina State University, told me. Buying whole heads of lettuce is an imperfect solution to a major problem, but it's the best thing consumers can do as regulators have continued to drop the ball on food safety. A lot of lettuce is contaminated by irrigation water that comes from nearby feedlots, and yet it has taken the FDA a decade to enforce water-quality standards for most crops. The FDA has also continually fallen behind on its own inspection goals. A January report from the Government Accountability Office, the government's internal watchdog, found that the FDA has consistently missed its targets for conducting routine food inspections since 2018.



Politicians of both parties have seemed content to make cuts to an already overstressed system. Late last year, the Biden administration announced that it was cutting $34 million in funding to states to carry out routine inspections of farms and factories on behalf of the FDA, reportedly because the agency's budget needed to make up for inflation. And under Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the FDA is now making steep funding and staff cuts. Although the Trump administration has claimed that no actual food inspectors will be laid off as a result of government downsizing, there's already evidence that the moves will, in fact, make it harder for the government to respond when illnesses strike. Spending freezes and cuts to administrative staff have reportedly made it more difficult for FDA inspectors to travel to farms, and for them to purchase sample products in grocery stores for testing. A committee tasked with exploring a range of food-safety questions, including probing what strains of E. coli cause bloody diarrhea and kidney failure, has been shut down, and a key food-safety lab in San Francisco has been hit with wide-scale layoffs, according to The New York Times. (Employees at the San Francisco lab told me that they are now being hired back.)



Skipping prechopped bagged lettuce might sound like neurotic advice, but a leafy-green outbreak is almost guaranteed to occur in the coming months. One seems to happen every fall, and it'll be up to RFK Jr. to respond. Although Kennedy has promised to foster a culture of radical transparency at the federal health agencies, his first months on the job haven't been reassuring. The staff at the FDA's main communications department--employees typically tasked with briefing national news outlets during outbreaks--have been fired. So have staff at public-record offices. Government updates on the ongoing bird-flu outbreak have virtually stopped. It's reasonable to assume that the Trump administration will take a similar "see no evil, hear no evil, speak no evil" approach to foods that can make us sick.



"I'm really worried that we are going to see the number of outbreaks, and the number of illnesses, go down--and it has nothing to do with the safety of the food supply," Barbara Kowalcyk, the director of the Institute for Food Safety and Nutrition Security at George Washington University, told me. "It just means if you don't look for something, you don't find it." With so much uncertainty about food safety, busting out a knife and chopping some lettuce beats a trip to the hospital, or a night hugging the toilet.






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2025/05/bagged-romaine-lettuce-food-safety/682734/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Trump's Inevitable Betrayal of His Supporters

Trump never meant to keep his promises. His voters are starting to notice.

by Yair Rosenberg




On Sunday, Donald Trump went on TV and told Americans that their children should make do with less. "They don't need to have 30 dolls; they can have three," the president said on Meet the Press. "They don't need to have 250 pencils; they can have five." Critics were quick to point out the irony of America's avatar of excess telling others to tighten their belt. But the problem with Trump's remark goes beyond the optics. It's that his argument for austerity contradicts his campaign commitments--and exposes the limits of his transactional approach to politics.

Throughout his 2024 run, the president promised Americans a return to the prosperity of his pre-COVID first term. "Starting on day one, we will end inflation and make America affordable again, to bring down the prices of all goods," he told a Montana rally in August. "They'll come down, and they'll come down fast," he declared days later in North Carolina. But at the same time, Trump also promised to impose steep tariffs on consumer goods--dubbing tariff one of "the most beautiful words I've ever heard"--even though the levies would effectively serve as a tax on everyday Americans.

These two pledges could not be reconciled, and once elected, Trump was forced to choose between them. The results have disillusioned many of those who voted for him. Trump's approval on the economy has plunged since he announced his "Liberation Day." A former strength has become a weakness. "If you look at his economic net approval rating in his first term, it was consistently above water," the CNN analyst Harry Enten noted last month. "It was one of his best issues, and now it's one of his worst issues."

Trump does not face this problem on just the economy. On issue after issue, whether domestic policy or foreign affairs, the president made incompatible assurances to rival camps on the campaign trail--to business bigwigs and working-class factory hands, anti-war isolationists and anti-Iran hawks. Now that Trump is in office, the bill for these guarantees is coming due, and he is making decisions that will inevitably alienate one of his constituencies. Some of the supporters who are not getting what they were promised are beginning to feel ripped off, putting the coalition that propelled Trump to his narrow popular-vote victory in jeopardy.

Read: Trump doesn't believe in anything. That's why he wins.

Take the tariffs and the tech titans. Amazon CEO Jeff Bezos has done much to ingratiate himself with Trump. He donated $1 million to the president's inauguration fund and attended the event in person. He overhauled The Washington Post ostensibly to appeal more to conservatives and reportedly paid $40 million to license and distribute a streaming documentary about the first lady, Melania Trump. None of that insulated Amazon's business when Trump's tariffs arrived. Faced with rising prices on many of its products, the company toyed with displaying a surcharge on some items affected by Trump's policy, but folded when the White House objected.

Bezos may have tiptoed toward dissent, but Elon Musk has been much less restrained. As head of the Department of Government Efficiency, the entrepreneur previously worked seamlessly alongside Trump. But last month, he publicly unloaded on Peter Navarro, the architect of the president's tariff plan, calling him a "moron" and "dumber than a sack of rocks" after Navarro defended imposing Trump's penalties on Tesla, Musk's electric-car company. On X, Musk also posted a functionally anti-tariff video, in which the economist Milton Friedman explains how international trade makes producing a single pencil possible.

Other pro-Trump sectors have experienced similar whiplash. In 2024, oil and gas interests gave an estimated $75 million to elect Trump. In his stump speech as a candidate, Trump promised to end what he called "the Biden-Harris war on American energy," and led crowds in chants of "Drill, baby, drill." But the tariffs Trump has imposed as president have crippled the industry by hiking costs of components while cratering the price of oil amid an anticipated economic downturn.

In other words, by pursuing populist protectionism over free trade, Trump has already betrayed some of his most powerful backers. Few will be sympathetic to the travails of the CEOs, but their workers and customers are also footing the bill for Trump's economic self-sabotage, and many of them voted for Trump believing he would lower prices, not raise them. Given that Trump regained the White House with the smallest electoral margin since Nixon in 1968, these are supporters he and his party can ill afford to lose.

Trump is trapped in the same web of his own making when it comes to international affairs. On the campaign trail, the president promised "a stop to the endless wars and a return to peace in the Middle East," attracting disaffected Arab and Muslim voters in swing states such as Michigan. But he also told pro-Israel voters that "you have a big protector in me," accused Kamala Harris of "pandering" to Hamas supporters, and pledged, in the words of the Republican party platform, to "DEPORT PRO-HAMAS RADICALS AND MAKE OUR COLLEGE CAMPUSES SAFE AND PATRIOTIC AGAIN."

Much as he was compelled to choose between tariffs and trade, Trump has had to choose between these two diametrically opposed positions since entering office. He helped broker a token cease-fire in Gaza, but then allowed it to expire, all while removing Joe Biden's sanctions on violent Israeli settlers and restrictions on arms shipments to Israel. The president also proposed emptying Gaza of Palestinians and turning the land into an American-run resort, and began revoking the visas and green cards of pro-Palestinian foreign nationals.

Unsurprisingly, many of Trump's Gaza war voters have noticed that they've been stiffed. Days before the November election, Trump visited Dearborn, Michigan, where he vowed to establish "peace in the Middle East." He was greeted there by Faye Nemer, the head of the Middle East and North African American Chamber of Commerce and an unapologetic supporter. She has since labeled his Middle East positions "extremely concerning to the community," and she's not alone. "Obviously we're completely opposed to the idea of the transfer of Palestinians from anywhere in Historic Palestine," Bishara Bahbah, the chairman of Arab Americans for Trump, told the Associated Press in February, in response to the president's Gaz-a-Lago proposal. The group has now rebranded itself as "Arab Americans for Peace."

Even as Trump has lost pro-Palestinian and dovish voters, he has been stoking concern among more hawkish ones. Over the past month, the president has moved toward a new nuclear deal with Iran that is reportedly similar to the one brokered by Barack Obama, which Trump discarded in 2018. The president and his team have sent contradictory signals about their intentions on Iran, but the reality is that whichever way Trump goes on the subject--whether for war or peace--he will upset a key constituency. Some circles cannot be squared.

These disappointments were entirely predictable. Because Trump lacks many core convictions, voters from entirely opposite backgrounds convinced themselves that he would act in their interest as president--and he was happy to indulge their fantasies in exchange for their support by teasing tantalizing prizes to people across divides. But Trump's transactionalism has limits, because even presidents who have few beliefs still need to act, and those actions have consequences for the world and for the politician's coalition.

Today, some 100 days into his second term, Trump's approval rating stands at a historic low, imperiling his party's chances in the midterms, as more and more of the president's backers realize that his impossible promises were never meant to be kept.
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The Impending Doom of Trump's Trade War

The uncertainty is doing plenty of economic damage. He may make things much worse.

by James Surowiecki




Little more than a month has passed since Donald Trump announced his plans to upend the global economic order by imposing huge tariffs on almost every country in the world. The stock market sold off sharply following the announcement; within days, the S&P 500 had lost about 12 percent of its value. But if you look at the U.S. economy right now, it doesn't look obviously different from the way it did just before Trump's so-called Liberation Day. Job growth in April was respectable. Forecasts for April's inflation number, which is due next week, suggest price increases have remained muted. Corporate-earnings reports have come in strong. And the stock market itself has regained the ground it lost in the weeks after April 2.

Unfortunately, none of this means the economy will emerge unscathed from Trump's trade war. The conflict, after all, has barely begun: After markets' steep sell-off, Trump put a 90-day pause on his higher tariff rates with every country except China, Canada, and Mexico; he also issued a host of exemptions from the minimum 10 percent global tariff he's kept in place (though some of these tariff exemptions, such as the one on autoparts, were temporary and are now kicking in). Trump's 145 percent tariff rate on Chinese imports did go into effect on April 9, but the administration then exempted semiconductor chips, smartphones, computers, solar cells, flat-panel TVs, and computer-storage devices. And U.S. retailers had already begun stocking up on inventory in anticipation of the tariffs, which is why we haven't seen empty shelves or skyrocketing prices--so far.

We're in a phony-war period of Trump's trade conflict. Things appear fine on the surface, but look closely and plenty of signs of impending trouble are emerging. It's still early enough that if Trump rolls back his tariffs on China and reaches deals with other U.S. trading partners, the damage will be limited. Stock-market investors seem convinced that Trump will come to his senses and make this happen, and it's certainly in America's best interest that he does so. But if the deals prove elusive and the tariff war escalates amid beggar-thy-neighbor tactics, economic reality will assert itself.

Worrisome data are already coming in. Trucking volumes--basically, a measure of how many goods are being moved around the country--have begun to fall. Starting this week, shipping volumes at West Coast ports appear to be plummeting as shipments from China simply dry up: Container-ship arrivals in L.A. this week will be down 35 percent year over year.

Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent said this week that Trump's exorbitant tariffs have created an effective "embargo" on Chinese goods. The steep decline in imports from China will translate into even less demand for trucking within the U.S. by the end of this month, which will almost certainly lead to layoffs in that industry. Depending on where a product is made, we'll see empty shelves in some stores by the end of June, and that could lead to layoffs in retail as well.

American importers have, to a degree, diversified away from Chinese-made goods in recent years, but they still account for almost 13 percent of imports--and a higher percentage of imports of manufactured goods. So retailers and consumers have no way to entirely dodge the impact of a virtual trade embargo with China. And Trump has acknowledged this with his odd riffs on how American kids might have to make do with three expensive dolls rather than 30 cheap ones, or with five pencils rather than 250--which one Republican pollster has called a "Marie Antoinette" moment.

Annie Lowrey: How to prepare for the Trumpcession

Those who are going to take a hit are not limited to the retailers that sell imports and the consumers who buy them. American exporters are already feeling the effect of other countries' retaliatory tariffs. That's especially true of U.S. farmers, who lost tens of billions of dollars in sales thanks to Trump's trade war with China during his first term (and were made whole only thanks to a hefty bailout). Those farmers are already facing a renewed wave of canceled orders, to the point that the head of the Agriculture Transportation Coalition, an export-trade group, told CNBC that farmers are in a "full-blown crisis" as their sales nosedive. This not only is leading to job cutbacks in agriculture but also means that container-ship departures, as well as arrivals, are falling at U.S. ports. That will put the jobs of dock workers, warehouse workers, and truckers in further jeopardy.

The deeper concern is that reduced demand from consumers because of higher prices will combine with layoffs in retail, trucking, logistics, and allied sectors to create a cascading effect: weaker demand leading to lower sales, triggering more layoffs, leading to still lower demand, and so on. Amid such concern, consumer confidence has been severely shaken by the insecurity Trump has injected into the economy. The business-intelligence nonprofit Conference Board's measure of consumer confidence fell in April for the fifth month in a row, and consumer expectations for the short-term future tumbled to a 13-year low as survey subjects expressed pessimism about business conditions, employment prospects, and future income--in other words, pretty much every practical dimension of the economy.

Concrete signs of reduced consumer spending are already appearing: McDonald's said last week that sales in its nationwide restaurant chain fell unexpectedly in the first quarter of 2025 because customers were "grappling with uncertainty," while Harley-Davidson reported a double-digit decline in sales because of consumer uncertainty. The motorcycle manufacturer said it was pulling its guidance for future quarters' revenue and profit because it cannot predict where the economy or consumer sentiment will be just a couple of months hence.

Even so, the more far-reaching effects of the trade war may not be felt until late summer, after the inventories that businesses have stockpiled run out and when companies realize they have to cut back on investment and hiring in order to adjust to the higher input costs and reduced demand they're facing. For now, companies are mostly holding off on any big changes--because they're counting on the possibility that Trump will either cut deals with China and other trading partners or indefinitely extend the pause on higher tariff rates.

The fact that Trump should do these things does not mean, however, that he will. Hardly a day goes by when he does not propose some new tariff--on Sunday, it was on movies made abroad--or tell Americans they don't need to buy so much stuff. No investor or business person should be all that surprised if Trump went back to his Liberation Day rates and continued to try to strong-arm China, which would almost certainly send the U.S. economy into a self-inflicted, utterly unnecessary recession. The markets are betting that the phony war will never become a real one. We can only hope they're right.
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The Papacy Is No Ordinary Succession

A conclave only begins to answer the question of who a pope will truly be.

by Luis Parrales




This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.


During the 1963 papal conclave, amid expectant crowds at St. Peter's Square, The Atlantic published a brief exchange between a woman and a priest. "I want one exactly like John," the woman declared, referring to Pope John XXIII, who had died recently. "He needn't be exactly the same," the priest countered. "The important thing is that he shall be a good pope."

"No, no," she retorted. "I want one exactly like John."

This little back-and-forth underscores the key question that the current papal conclave, like those before it, can only begin to answer: not simply "Who will be the next pope?" but "Who will the next pope be?" How will his mind and faith shape the Catholic Church and the broader world?

The best answers to this question, Paul Elie suggested in a wonderful 2004 Atlantic feature, avoid turning popes-to-be into "careers in human form, resumes with arms and legs." Yet conclave commentary often focuses on the resume, with its emphasis on languages spoken and offices held (to say nothing of friendships and rivalries forged at the Vatican). Talk of "front-runners" is also common but tends to overlook the fact that many recent popes--from John XXIII to John Paul II to Francis himself--were not considered papabile at first. Some people speculate that because Francis appointed most members of the College of Cardinals, the next pope will obviously be in his mold. Yet Pope Benedict XVI also appointed the majority of the cardinals who selected Francis 12 years ago, and their pontificates were notably different.

Most of all, papal predictions that rely on borrowed political labels--"left" and "right," "liberal" and "conservative"--obscure more than they illuminate. They don't always age well, for one. John Paul II was initially considered a "liberal," one who filled "thousands with hope and the prospect of change"; Francis was at first described as "rather inflexible and staunchly conservative." Yet just two years after their respective conclaves, Kati Marton posited in The Atlantic that "a new conservatism" appeared to be emerging in John Paul II's papacy, while Ross Douthat concluded that aspects of Francis's agenda were "clearly in tune with what many progressive Catholics (and progressives, period) in the West have long hoped for from the Church."

But the bigger problem with using a left-right binary to understand who a pope might be is that none of the previous three popes fit into that framework especially well, at least not as it's normally understood in American politics. How many Democrats today would both oppose abortion and defend a gender binary based on biological sex, as Francis did? How many Republicans would, like Benedict, oppose the death penalty and highlight the risks of climate change?

Divisions within Catholicism certainly exist--on marriage and inclusion, on the liturgy, on the proper response to autocracies, to name just a few recent examples. How, then, might one better grasp the range of views inside the conclave? Perhaps by recalling the dual identity that John XXIII--the same pope the woman at St. Peter's Square was so fond of in 1963--used to describe the Church: mater et magistra, mother and teacher.

The Catholic Church has understood, especially since the mid-20th century, that in order to thrive, it must find the right mode of relating to modernity. For some Catholics--drawing especially from Benedict XVI's thought--that mode should be primarily theological, mirroring a teacher who's able to relay the truth and "make the substance of the Catholic faith clear" amid "continual change," as Elie put it in his 2006 Atlantic cover story. For others, the Church's main mode today ought to be maternal. Prominent during Francis's papacy, this mode primarily aims not to settle debates but to foster bonds of fraternity; it wagers that embodied acts of mercy, not abstract argumentation, will forge "solidarity stronger than nation, class, or ideology," as Elie wrote.

Those more hopeful about modernity may see the former view as doctrinaire; those more anxious about it might treat the latter as too freewheeling. But for both groups, the stakes of which mode the next pope will adopt feel high. Those who emphasize the magistra mode of Catholicism likely remember a time--detailed in Marton's 1980 story--when Church teaching was downplayed or outright ignored, such as when a Dutch diocese voted to make priestly celibacy optional and when a high-profile Catholic theologian essentially questioned Jesus Christ's divinity. ("What is Catholicism if it doesn't know what it believes?" they might ask.) Those who stress the mater mode worry that an emphasis on right teaching can overlook other important tenets of the faith: Take, for example, purportedly orthodox Catholics excusing or even endorsing anti-immigrant attitudes, or the specter of a Christian cultural landscape that, as my colleague Elizabeth Bruenig recently put it, privileges "conquest and triumph rather than peace and humility."

It's tempting to compare the selection of a pope to a run-of-the-mill succession, where factions form and ambition carries the day. But to do so would be to miss something essential about whoever will soon be blessing the St. Peter's Square crowds. "It is easy to forget," Elie observed in 2004, "that the Pope is first and foremost a believing Christian." Forgetting that is the easiest way to misunderstand the pope--no matter who he ends up being.
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The Bliss of a Quieter Ego

We live in a world of noisy narcissism, but you can escape the cacophony--and be happier.

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 live in an age of loud egos. Scholars have documented a large increase since the late 1970s in the percentage of people with a narcissistic personality, a trend that is especially clear among young adults. Social media has made it possible to amplify that trait far and wide, to the extent that we now have an entire cultural class of people we call "influencers" dedicated to broadcasting themselves via new technology. And that new class constantly generates new aspirants to membership: According to one survey, more than half of young people today say they want to be an influencer.

A similar incentive structure undergirds our media-driven political system. Where once politics attracted people with a strong public-service ethic and traditional virtues of modesty and humility, now it rewards leaders and activists--on both the left and right--who are performative and self-interested.

The increase in loud egos has coincided with declines in well-being. The rate of depression in the United States has risen to its highest level on record. Behavioral science offers a compelling thesis that may explain what we're seeing, as a result of what has been termed the "self-reflection paradox." An intense focus on self is an evolved trait, scientists suggest, because it confers competitive advantages in mating and survival. But research has also shown that to be so focused on self can be a primary source of unhappiness and maladjustment. So what appears to be happening is that we have developed culture and technology that together supercharge this primal drive of self-reflection--to such an unhealthy and unnatural extent that it has the paradoxical effect of ruining our lives.

Where this grim trend will take our society I have no idea, but I do know that there are measures you can take to protect your well-being--short of checking out and moving to a Himalayan monastery. Unless that is actually what you want to do, then the secret to staying happy amid a culture of loud ego is to adopt for yourself the opposite strategy: cultivate a quiet ego.

Arthur C. Brooks: You can do leisure better, seriously

Quiet ego is not a term I invented; two psychologists introduced it in 2008. In later research, they defined it as "a self-identity that is neither excessively self-focused nor excessively other-focused--'an identity that incorporates others without losing the self.'" They measured quiet ego with a survey that asked respondents to say whether they agreed with statements such as "Before criticizing somebody, I try to imagine how I would feel if I were in their place" and "For me, life has been a continuous process of learning, changing, and growth." (You can see the Quiet Ego Scale in the appendix here.)

The researchers found that people possessing quiet ego showed "inclusive identity" (they thought about others and not just themselves), "perspective taking" (they saw things from others' point of view), "growth" (they believed they could improve), and "detached awareness" (they were able to observe themselves with some distance, a skill I have referred to previously as "metacognition")--which is the opposite of an egotistical self-focus. In less technical language, quiet ego involves the virtues of charity, humility, self-awareness, and hope.

In another collaboration, the same psychologists who coined quiet ego found that, on average, quiet ego raises happiness. It is associated with better mood balance, superior life satisfaction, and a greater sense of life's meaning. Those four virtues help people who possess them get along with others, not take themselves too seriously, understand and manage their own emotions, and see the way toward a better future.

Quiet ego also has protective qualities, because it enables people to deal effectively with life's inevitable problems, even big ones. Researchers find that possessing a quiet ego is associated with a capacity for growth after traumatic experiences, which means such positive psychological changes as stronger relationships, appreciation for life, and deeper spirituality. Studies have shown how this can apply, for example, to mothers raising children with disabilities or unemployed people looking for a job.

Research has demonstrated a positive correlation between quiet ego and such personality traits as extroversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, and openness to experience. No research has suggested that a given personality type is incompatible with quiet ego--with the possible exception of the Dark Triad, which is high in narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopathy. But quiet ego probably comes more easily to some people than to others.

Arthur C. Brooks: Why are young people everywhere so unhappy?

In a world of loud egos and increasing unhappiness, the countercultural strategy is to cultivate your quiet ego. This starts by questioning a great deal of conventional wisdom, which tells you to prioritize yourself before others, to seek "your truth" rather than the truth, and to see the future as grim and beyond your capacity to do anything about it. Even if we set aside the research findings (which I have covered more than once in The Atlantic, as have others), a casual look at the statistics that show deteriorating mental health suggests how ill-advised the conventional wisdom is as a guide to well-being.

So  create your plan for acquiring the four constituent virtues of quiet ego. One way I like to do this is through two questions and two affirmations. The first question is "What do others need that only I can provide?" This empowers me to do what is uniquely under my control for the people who depend on me. Only I can be a husband, father, and grandfather to my family--because I am by definition those things already--so I focus on doing those jobs generously and well. Likewise, only I can teach my class and write my column today, so I pay attention to performing these tasks to the best of my ability. Others can follow the news and complain about the government as well as I can, so I try to ensure that this gets a lot less of my energy and attention.

The second question is "What can be better around me, and how can I help bring it about?" This involves regularly scouring my personal and professional environment for areas of improvement. Sometimes, this means reconsidering my schedule to make sure it's not getting in the way of my family life (which is a constant tendency for me). It might mean thinking creatively about what issue or topic I can write or speak about that could use some public attention. Or it might be some cause or activity that I should support charitably with my time or money.

Then the first affirmation I try to make daily is "I might be wrong." In truth, I am wrong, about many things. I just don't know what they are yet. The only way to find out, and be more correct, is to maintain the humble attitude that in any contested area--which is almost all of my professional field of behavioral science--I could be wrong; I must therefore be open to alternative viewpoints and new data. You can see how this approach to quieting ego helps: It makes me curious, rather than prickly, and attracted to opinions different from mine.

The second affirmation is "I am not my emotions." This is a way to cultivate a detached self-awareness, putting some space between my limbic system (from which my emotions emanate) and my prefrontal cortex (where I make conscious decisions). My emotions are information about perceived threats and opportunities, not a guide to how I should evaluate my life or choose to act. When I wake up feeling blue, I am not a sad person; I am someone who probably slept poorly and needs to hit the gym to put things right. This gives me control over my feelings, rather than vice versa.

Arthur C. Brooks: Five teachings of the Dalai Lama I try to live by

A parting idea: Maybe I dismissed the Himalayan-monastery option too quickly. One school of thought proposes the merits of having no ego at all. This idea underpins the doctrine of anatman in Buddhism: the realization that your individual self is an illusion of the moment. According to this philosophy, what you see as an essential you is really just an evanescent and changing melody in the song of life, taking its place in a chorus with all other melodies.

Quiet ego is a wonderful way to mute the cacophony of the egotistical world. You don't need to go the whole way toward the Buddhist self-abnegation of no ego, but you can absolutely enjoy the peace, harmony, and happiness that your quiet ego will bring you.
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The Disturbing Rise of MAGA Maoism

Trump seems to be ceding the future to China while emulating its past.

by Derek Thompson




China may well come to dominate the next century--because President Donald Trump is taking a page from the most famous Chinese leader of the previous one.

The United States remains the world's preeminent soft power. It's a financial and cultural juggernaut, whose entertainment and celebrities bestride the planet. But as an industrial power, the U.S. is not so much at risk of falling behind as it is objectively behind already. A recent essay in the journal Foreign Affairs by Rush Doshi and Kurt Campbell, both China experts who served in the Biden administration, made the case with alarming specificity. China makes 20 times more cement and 13 times more steel than the U.S. It makes more than two-thirds of the world's electric vehicles, more than three-quarters of its electric batteries, 80 percent of its consumer drones, and 90 percent of its solar panels. China's shipbuilding capacity is several orders of magnitude larger than America's, and its navy will be 50 percent larger than the U.S. Navy by 2030.

The Trump administration clearly recognizes the need to rebuild industrial capacity. In its executive order published on "Liberation Day," the White House suggested that, without high tariffs, America's "defense-industrial base" is too "dependent on foreign adversaries"--a clear allusion to China.

But Trump's approach to countering China has been so scattershot, so inept, so face-smackingly absurd, that it sometimes seems like covert policy to destroy America's reputation. Rather than build a global trading and supply-chain alliance to match the scale of China, we've threatened to invade Canada and slapped new tariffs on our European and East Asian allies. Rather than invest in scientific discovery, which is the basis of our technological supremacy, the administration threatens to decimate the National Institutes of Health and the National Science Foundation while attacking major research universities, including Harvard and Columbia. Rather than compete on clean energy, the White House has targeted solar and wind subsidies for destruction. Rather than invest in nuclear power by expanding the Department of Energy's Loan Programs Office, which provides billion-dollar loan guarantees for nuclear projects, the administration dismissed 60 percent of its staff. Rather than secure our reputation as the world's premier destination for global talent, we're driving away foreign students.

"If you take every asymmetric American advantage"--our universities, our science, our reputation for attracting the world's smartest young people--"we're going after each of them in a fit of cultural Maoism," Doshi told me last week. Mao Zedong, who led China's one-party state after World War II, oversaw a fraught and fatal attempt to industrialize the country, known as the Great Leap Forward. His regime was infamous for its cult of personality and its purging of ideological enemies, not to mention millions of deaths from starvation.

Doshi does not think that Trump will starve millions of Americans to death (nor do I). But he does see Trump's second term featuring a "cult of personality," he told me, which may not quite be Maoist but does feel Mao-ish. The first 100 days of this administration were "defined by the relentless targeting of individuals and organizations for their heretical views and purges within the administration for those deemed insufficiently loyal. And its destination is the destruction of state capacity and leading institutions as fervor and zeal overwhelm any prudence and planning."

Doshi isn't the only one making this analogy. Several weeks ago, the writer Rotimi Adeoye identified what he called "MAGA Maoism" in The Washington Post. Like the Chinese Cultural Revolution, he said, the Trumpist right seems obsessed with scrubbing any vestige of progressive thought from government libraries and government-funded museums. As The New York Times' Jamelle Bouie has written, the White House has yanked books by Black, female, and Jewish authors from the Naval Academy (while leaving Mein Kampf in place), accused the National Museum of African American History and Culture of spreading "improper ideology," and urged the National Park Service to rewrite its history of the Underground Railroad.

Clint Smith: What it means to tell the truth about America

Another eerie echo of Mao has been MAGA's glorification of strong men doing strong things and its dreams of sending the liberal elites to the factories and the fields to teach them a lesson. In a commencement  address at the University of Alabama, Trump encouraged business majors "to apply your great skills that you've learned ... to forging the steel and pouring the concrete of new American factories, plants, shipyards, and even cities." As the journalist Michael Moynihan observed, this sounded curiously like Mao's suggestion in 1957 that "the intellectuals"--including "writers, artists, teachers, and scientific-research workers"--should "seize every opportunity to get close to the workers and peasants," even if it meant living in rural China for several years to work as "technicians in factories" or "technical personnel in agriculture."

For years, both major parties have looked to China with envy. How can they make so much, so quickly, while we struggle to build sufficient housing in major cities--much less advanced electronics, computer chips, robots, and ships? Under Trump, China envy has taken a strange turn. Rather than compete, we seem to be ceding the future to China while emulating its past--casually gutting the government's ability to support science and key technologies while hunting down wrongthink with the same ferocity that Trump supporters once despised among progressives.

In the past week, the Mao vibes have gotten especially weird. In the 1950s and '60s, Mao demanded that ordinary Chinese families sacrifice for the general good--for example, by melting their kitchen utensils and other metallic items to increase national steel production. (This mostly produced a lot of useless pig iron.) Trump, for his part, has become fixated on new methods of economic sacrifice. "Maybe the children will have two dolls instead of 30 dolls, and maybe the two dolls will cost a couple of bucks more than they would normally," he said, in defense of his tariffs' likely effect of obliterating the toy business. Going further, he told NBC that students "don't need to have 250 pencils, they can have five." Just over 100 days into this term, what the Trump supporter Bill Ackman called "the most pro-growth, pro-business administration" in modern history is defending the rationing of Elsa dolls and No. 2 pencils.

Trump's administration is still young, and it has an uncanny ability to pack each week with a year's worth of news. Optimistically, there are many more weeks for Trump's economic and cultural policy to get better. Realistically, there is plenty of time for both to get worse. By driving away talented immigrants, by targeting our most successful universities, by torching our trading alliances, by dismantling our industrial policy, by slashing our scientific funding, and by hurting America's reputation around the world at the precise moment that we need global scale to build a secure counterpart to China's industrial dominance, Trump has responded to the threat of China by mimicking the ghost of its past.

When I asked the Foreign Affairs co-author Kurt Campbell for his assessment of Trump, he told me that he has had alarming conversations with analysts in China. "Some of them will candidly say, 'You know, we had our timetables for how we might come at you ... for how we might pull [you] away [from] your allies,'" Campbell said. "'And what you're doing in three or four months exceeds what we would have hoped to do in five or 10 years.'" The ultimate accomplishment of American Maoism would be this: Our great leap backward would give China the global preeminence that Mao himself failed to achieve on his own.
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A Totally Unnecessary Way to Stress Parents Out

The tyranny of school spirit days

by Julie Beck




Scarcely a week goes by that Katie's 9- and 6-year-old daughters don't wear a costume to their school in the Dallas suburbs. For the "Neon Party," they wore white T-shirts and the school turned on black lights at lunchtime. For "Adjective Day," when the kids had to wear something, anything, that they could describe with adjectives, Katie's youngest put on a Little Mermaid outfit: scaly, wet, shiny, glittery, beautiful. And Katie just purchased a koala getup for an upcoming lesson about--you guessed it--koalas.

No central database tracks dress-up days. But what I've gathered from talking with parents and looking at district websites is that they are proliferating, particularly for preschool- and elementary-age kids. Some schools have just a few a year; others do them as often as once a week. Katie, a 38-year-old health-care worker (who asked to be identified by her first name only so she could speak openly about her opinion of these events), told me that her kids' school had a different dress-up theme every day in the two weeks leading up to Christmas. The holiday season can already be "a busy time of life," she said. With the dress-up events, "it's like, 'Oh my God, now I also have to think about what you are wearing to school each of these days.'"

Not to be all "back in my day" about this, but back in my day, I hardly ever wore a costume to elementary school, except for Halloween. Spirit week was a high-school and maybe middle-school affair, so my parents didn't have to do anything. I was old enough to dress myself up--or not. Plus, we had one spirit week a year. One. Before homecoming, we dressed up for Pajama Day, Wacky Wednesday, Class-Color Day, and a couple of others I can't quite recall. Parents I spoke with agreed that the costume situation seems way more intense now than when they were kids.

As fun and cute as spirit days at elementary and preschools are, for parents, they are basically homework. And although some enjoy making the effort, others find it a burden--just one more thing to keep track of at a time when parental stress is so high that a former surgeon general issued a warning about it. On Reddit, parents complain about theme days that feel "never-ending," "random," and "completely unnecessary." Audrey Hooks, a 44-year-old tree-farm manager and mother of three in Harlingen, Texas, told me spirit days are a trend that "all my mom-group friends talk about, comment on, feel overwhelmed by." (Given the still-unequal division of child-care labor in heterosexual relationships, the responsibility of coordinating outfits is more likely to fall to moms.)

Read: The pro-family policy this nation actually needs

If parents are lucky, something that works for the event may already be in their kid's closet. Some days are as simple as "wear this color T-shirt"--pink for breast-cancer awareness, for example. Other days are more complicated, requiring parents to either get crafty or buy items that their child may wear only once: an ugly Christmas sweater for holiday spirit week, plastic accessories for Sunglasses Day or Mustache Day.

But the most stressful thing about spirit days, parents report, is that they often find out about them at the last minute. More than one person told me of their child dropping the bomb of "By the way, I have to dress up for school tomorrow" shortly before bedtime. Sometimes the schools themselves break the news annoyingly late. Katherine Goldstein, a 41-year-old journalist in Durham, North Carolina, who writes about community building, told me her kids' school has sent an announcement on Sunday night for a spirit week beginning Monday morning--too little notice even for an overnight Amazon delivery. Many of the burned-out parents on Reddit have similar frustrations.

Of course, families can always blow it off. Goldstein has decided that spirit days are on what she calls her "don't list." "I think it's completely absurd," she said. "I have decided this is something I just cannot put any mental energy into." The only exception is whether her kids choose to participate on their own. If they remember and make the effort to dress up with clothes they already have, she's not going to stop them. But she's not going to help or remind them, either.

Leaving it up to parents whether to participate puts them in the position of being the bad guy and risks their kid feeling left out or disappointed. Although Goldstein told me she hasn't experienced much fallout from her policy, Hooks has had to manage some emotions. Her family has taken the middle path of participating sometimes, if it's easy enough for them to put an outfit together. But you won't find her weaving wires through her daughter's hair for 30 minutes to construct a Cindy-Lou Who hairstyle for Dr. Seuss Day, even if other kids show up to school like that. She instead says something like this to her daughter: "I'm so happy for fill-in-the-blank's name. She looks so cute today. That's cool, but I'm just not going to feel the pressure as a mom to curate an outfit like that." Hooks takes it as an opportunity to teach her daughter the lesson that different families do things differently, and she won't always have the same experiences as her friends. "That is really, really hard, as a parent, to feel like you're disappointing your kid," she said. "But I had to just come to grips with that, and not get sucked into the arms race of whose kid dressed up cuter on Dr. Seuss Day."

For Katie, as annoying as a dress-up day can be, "the default is always just to do it," she said. Her daughters love it, and she doesn't want them to feel left out. Plus, if she happens to miss an email about a spirit day and her kids are the only ones not dressed up, "I feel like a terrible parent," she said.

Schools do not set out to make parents feel bad. No one schedules "Dress Like Your Favorite Book Character Day" with sinister intent. Schools want to build community and get kids engaged. "It seems on the surface to be such a lovely custom to even question," Miriam Plotinsky, an instructional specialist in Montgomery County, Maryland, told me. "The spirit behind it is very much one of inclusivity and belonging."

Read: Doomed to be a tradwife

At the same time, she pointed out, for events that are meant to bring people together, dress-up days can cause division. Kids may feel left out if their families can't participate or choose not to. Even children who do participate dress up with varying levels of intensity, opening the door for jealousy. Spirit days can expose wealth disparities among families: Whose parents can afford to buy this sort of fast fashion for first-graders every time a new spirit week drops, and whose can't? (Hooks said her PTA recently bought some props that the school can keep on hand and pass out on spirit days for this very reason.) Twin Day, a common theme, could be upsetting for kids who don't have a friend willing to match outfits with them. And some of the holiday spirit weeks I've seen skew very Christmasy, alienating families that don't celebrate Christmas.

Many teachers online seem to be tired of spirit days, whether because they also feel pressure to dress up or because these days can be distracting and chaotic. Adam Clemons, the principal of Piedmont High School in Alabama and a board member of the National Association of Secondary School Principals, put it to me diplomatically: "Any administrator would say that they definitely enjoy a normal day over a day that's thematic."

What if we just did less? The more spirit days you add to the calendar, the more reason to expect diminishing returns. Through a process psychologists call "habituation," the novelty of a new experience wears off the more you encounter it. Unpleasant things become less bothersome, and fun activities get less fun. And how many spoonfuls of sugar do we really need to make the multiplication tables go down? "Just one Pajama Day" and that's it is Goldstein's suggestion. Or better yet, direct that dress-up-day energy elsewhere: At a school where Plotinsky once worked, each classroom decorated a hallway together for spirit week. Collaborative, in-school activities that everyone can participate in, she told me, work better to build community than kids just dressing up in costumes from home. Then again, that's more work for schools and teachers than passing the buck to parents.

Unless schools choose to cool it, or parents rise up and demand that the yoke of spirit days be cast off, they will likely continue. Because the greatest weapon that spirit days have at their disposal is, essentially, How can you say no to this face? "It's a total pain in the ass," Katie told me, "but then it's also super fun and cute and rewarding to see them so happy." She said she's trying to savor these days as much as she can while her kids are young. Still, she's looking forward to summer vacation, when she'll finally get a break.
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The Brands Are Very Sorry About Your Trauma

Why so many companies are inviting people to opt out of Mother's Day emails

by Ellen Cushing




Cameo is a platform that allows everyday people to commission B-to-Z-list celebrities to record personalized videograms for any occasion. Some time ago, when my friend Caroline was in the hospital, I used it to buy, for $12.59, a 2-minute, 14-second pep talk for her, delivered by a man who is famous online for dressing like a dog.

More than two years later, Cameo wants me to know that if I would like to not receive Mother's Day-related promotional emails, I can opt out. So does Heyday, the Millennial skin-care company, and Parachute, the Millennial linen store, and Prose, the Millennial shampooery, and at least two different stores that have sold me expensive candles. They offer this service using the whispery timbre and platitudinous vocabulary of therapy-speak: This time of year, I am told, can be "meaningful" but also "tender." I can take care of myself by electing not to receive Mother's Day marketing emails. Very often, there is a JPEG of flowers.

This is well intentioned, of course: This holiday really can be difficult, for any number of reasons. "The death of a beloved," C. S. Lewis wrote, "is an amputation," and every mother, without exception, eventually dies, leaving lots of people without someone to celebrate. Being a mother and having a mother are also two of the most profound experiences a person can have, and profundity is rarely uncomplicated. Not being a mother if you want to be one can be a sadness you carry in your pocket every day. There are so many ways to wish things were different. Whatever's going on, I can guarantee that no one wants to be reminded of their familial trauma by the company they bought a soft-rib bath bundle (colorway: agave) from five years ago. And so they email us, asking if it's okay to email us.

Read: Why I'm skipping Mother's Day

The practice took off in the United States a few years ago, shortly after the coronavirus pandemic started and George Floyd was murdered by a police officer. Because of social media, people were already used to multinational corporations talking to them like friends, but when the world started falling apart, they wanted those friends to be better--to seem more empathetic, more human, more aware of things other than selling products. Younger customers, especially, "want to feel like they're in a community with their favorite brands," the business journalist Dan Frommer told me. "There's this level of performance that becomes necessary, or at least, you know, part of the shtick."

The Mother's Day opt-out email suggests that the brand sending it sees you as a whole person, not just as a market segment (at least for a moment). It uses an intimate medium to manufacture more intimacy, appearing between messages from your human loved ones and talking like them too. (A recent email from Vena, a CBD company co-founded by a former Bravo housewife, begins by saluting me as "babe" and reassures me that if I "need to push pause for these emails, we totally get that.") It allows the brand to suggest that it is different from all of the other corporations competing for your attention and money--while simultaneously giving them more access to your attention and money.

Read: Brands have nothing real to say about racism

For companies, sending the Mother's Day opt-out email is like buying insurance on a highly valuable asset: your inbox. "Email is, probably for every brand, the most profitable marketing channel for e-commerce," Frommer told me. The people on any given company's email list are likely on it because they've already engaged with the brand in some way, whether knowingly or not. In the argot of online marketing, they're good leads--a consumer relationship just waiting to be strengthened, one strenuously casual email at a time. This is why every start-up is constantly offering you 10 percent off your first purchase if you sign up for their email list, and also why they will do anything to keep you on it. If a Mother's Day opt-out prevents even a small number of people from unsubscribing to all of a brand's emails, it will be worthwhile. "It's the kind of thing that probably means a lot to very few people," Frommer said, "but those people really appreciate it."

But like a lot of what makes for good business these days, the effect is a little absurd. So many emails about Mother's Day are flying around, all in the service of sending fewer emails about Mother's Day. Advertisements are constantly shooting into our every unoccupied nook and cranny, but the good ones are now sensitive to our rawest family dynamics. Also, not to be too literal about it, but: The idea that pain, or regret, or tenderness, or whatever the brands want to call it, is something a person can decide not to participate in is fiction. "Everyone is grieving something at any given point in time," Jaclyn Bradshaw, who runs a small digital-marketing firm in London, told me. (She recently received a Mother's Day email that cannily combined a sale and an opt-out, offering 15 percent off just above the button to unsubscribe.) If someone's grief is acute, an email is unlikely to be the thing that reminds them. "No, I remember," Bradshaw said. "It was at the very forefront of my mind."

Read: When Mother's Day is 'empowering'

Mother's Day originated as an occasion for expressing simple gratitude for child care and the women who do it; people celebrated by writing letters and wearing white carnations. It is now a festival of acquisition, a day mostly devoted to buying things--$34 billion worth of things this year, according to forecasters. The brunch places in my neighborhood are advertising Mother's Day specials, and the ads on my television are reminding me that it's "not too late to buy her jewelry." I'm planning on going to a baseball game that day, and when I get there, a free clutch bag, designed to look like a baseball and "presented by" a mattress company, will be pressed into my hand, in honor of the concept of motherhood. My friends will post on Instagram, and my co-workers will ask me how my day was when I get to work on Monday.

This doesn't bother me, personally. I love being a mother, almost entirely uncomplicatedly, and I love my mother, almost entirely uncomplicatedly. (In this, I know, I'm very lucky.) I have no particular problem with Mother's Day, which is to say I'm as happy receiving an email from a brand about it as I am receiving an email from a brand about anything.

But every year around this time, I think of my friend Mimi, who died the day after Mother's Day in 2018. That's not fully true, actually--the truth is that I think about her all the time: when I see a dog she would have delighted in petting, or find myself walking behind a woman with wild curly hair like hers on the street, or am served an old photo by my phone's "memories" feature, or talk to someone who loved her too. Most of the time, I like it. Other times, if you gave me a button I could click to stop being reminded that she's not here anymore, I'd push it until my forefinger broke. It wouldn't work, of course. Brands are some of the most powerful forces in modern life, but they cannot do everything.
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Europeans Have Realized Their Error

The urge to say <em>I told you so</em> is strong these days throughout the Baltics.

by Graeme Wood




Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania are such tiny countries that if Russia wished to take a bite out of them, as it took bites out of Georgia in 2008 and Ukraine in 2014 and 2022, it would simply swallow them whole. To make themselves less toothsome, they have armed themselves and forged alliances with Europe and the United States. But the American side of that alliance suddenly looked less dependable in March, when President Donald Trump dressed down the Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky in the Oval Office and accused him of starting the war that began with his own country's invasion. If that scene looked catastrophic in Washington or Kyiv, consider how it might have looked from the Baltics.

Soon after, I visited these states to find out how they planned to survive with the American support of their security in question. Russia parted with these states reluctantly in 1991, and Russian President Vladimir Putin has called their alliance with NATO "a serious provocation"--language and logic identical to his rationale for attacking Ukraine. In Washington, opponents of Trump and friends of Ukraine were enraged by his reversal, and freaked out by it. In the Baltics, the concern was more muted, and even top diplomats acknowledged upsides to Europe's frantic race to rearm itself.

"Everyone understands now," Estonian Foreign Minister Margus Tsahkna told me, "that there is no situation anymore where someone else is coming to solve" Europe's problems. He said Estonia understood this reality long ago, and welcomed the belated realization by others. "I personally like this change of attitude."

Read: A wider war has already started in Europe

A certain amount of optimism must be a psychological necessity for leaders of the Baltic states. They share borders with Russia and its partner Belarus, and unlike Ukraine, they do not have hundreds of miles of steppe between Russia and their capitals. The Baltic states are tiny, each about the size of West Virginia. During the past century, the Baltic states were ruled from Moscow, and they would like to avoid that fate in the future.

In 1968, the historian Robert Conquest published The Great Terror, at the time the most unsparing account of the state-directed megadeath supervised by Joseph Stalin in the 1930s. After the book's publication, some readers remained skeptical: Could the Soviet Union have been that bad? In fact, it was worse. But for years before his vindication, Conquest was accused of Russophobia. After glasnost, when he revised his old book, his publisher asked him to come up with a snappy new title. His friend Kingsley Amis suggested I Told You So You Fucking Fools. (The publisher eventually went with The Great Terror: A Reassessment.)

The urge to say I told you so, with or without accompanying expletives, is strong these days throughout the Baltics. The three former Soviet republics have, like Conquest, found themselves vindicated after years of accusing Moscow of planning and committing a wide range of sins. Could Putin really be planning, as Baltic leaders had suggested for years, to invade and retake the former Soviet states? In fact he was. All three republics--members of NATO since 2004--have supported Ukraine vigorously since its 2022 invasion. All three have taken only the coldest comfort in knowing that their warnings were true.

Already Baltic governments have encouraged their citizens to stock enough food in their home to weather an emergency, and to have plans for rendezvous outside the capitals. "It's not an easy talk to have with your family," Deividas Slekys, a defense analyst in Lithuania, told me. "People become scared, because suddenly it's not a movie anymore. It's reality." It helps to have still-living memories of Soviet rule. In Tallinn, the signs of mental preparation for a Russian invasion are omnipresent. About a quarter of the Estonian population is ethnic Russian; they speak Russian at home, and in many cases they maintain close connections to Russians in Russia. But in public spaces, the Russian Federation and the Soviet Union are roundly despised. Estonia maintains a state museum dedicated to the evils of the Soviets and their suppression of Estonian nationhood and identity. It equates Communism with Nazism and spends much more time on documenting the crimes of the former. During an intermission at the Tallinn opera, an older Estonian man caught me staring up at the sprawling, Soviet-era socialist realist ceiling mural, which depicts Communism triumphant. He pointed out a smudgy area where a Leninist slogan ("Art belongs to the people") had recently been effaced in an ongoing effort to de-Russify.

"We have been living here 7,000 years and have never witnessed any good things coming to Europe from the east," Tsahkna told me. He was previously Estonia's defense minister, from 2016 to 2017, and said the sight of Russians mustering at the border had long concentrated the Estonian collective mind. At that point, on the other side of the border, there were "120,000 troops ready to go within 48 hours." But he said Estonia and its Baltic neighbors were constantly assured that the era of war in Europe had passed, and that their concerns no longer applied. Europe "didn't believe a full-scale brutal war, like what we saw last time during the Second World War, was possible."

Now, Tsahkna said, his European allies have realized their error. When I visited the Baltics, Germany's Parliament had just voted to spend about $1 trillion on its military--a budgetary allocation that would have been inconceivable before the invasion. And on the streets of Baltic capitals, one sees NATO soldiers constantly. I met German soldiers, in uniform, at a cafe in Vilnius. In Tallinn, at the airport, British soldiers were eating hamburgers in the food court, and Prince William, colonel in chief of the Mercian Regiment, was in town to inspect his troops at a British camp just 100 miles from the Russian border. American soldiers are on the border with Belarus.

But is Europeans' coming to their senses enough to compensate for Americans' losing theirs? Tsahkna seemed remarkably blase about the American president's having begun to repeat Kremlin propaganda wholesale and assert, ludicrously, that Ukraine started the war with Russia. But Tsahkna told me Estonia had in many ways improved its position since the beginning of the Ukraine war--and he denied that Trump's preposterous assertions and constant questioning of the value of NATO were significant. "I don't see a change in America's commitment to NATO," he said. He noted that Trump called himself "very committed" to NATO in the meeting where he argued with Zelensky. (After Trump said he was "very committed to Poland," he was asked directly by a reporter at the meeting, "What about the Baltics?" He stammered through a response and said he was "committed to NATO," conspicuously not mentioning the Baltic states by name.)

Tsahkna pointed out that U.S. troops have been in all three Baltic countries since the annexation of Crimea, and that the first Trump administration had overseen the rise in their numbers. "I'm a practical person, so I look at the agreements we have made, and what I see in real life. What I see is U.S. troops in Estonia." Before, he said, "we had no permanent presence of NATO troops--no U.S. troops here, no British, no French." He said Estonia now feels more secure than ever. Equally noteworthy, Tsahkna said, was the decline in the number of Russian troops on the other side of the border. "They are not existing anymore there," he said, delicately. Then he dropped the euphemism to make sure I saw his point about the 120,000 Russians formerly camped out there. "They were sent to Ukraine. They're dead."

Read: Trump sided with Putin. What should Europe do now?

"In the last two years," a defense analyst in Latvia told me, "we have seen Russia go from being the second-strongest army in the world to being the second strongest in Ukraine." (His joke is part of the standard humor repertoire in the region.) In all three countries, people repeatedly referred to Ukraine as a war that has bought time for other countries that might otherwise have been soft targets for Russia. Skelys, the Lithuanian defense analyst, said that his country had always had plans to mobilize its population and defend itself. But since the Ukraine invasion, that capacity became activated. "We were on sleep mode," he told me. "Ukraine was supposed to lose in a couple of weeks. But then people rose up. We saw that, and now it's a much different game in the Baltics." That time, he said, has not been wasted. "We're moving in a direction where every single adult citizen knows what to do in time of war: drivers, sausage makers, paramedics. Maybe you are a good IT guy and you'll be trolling Russian trolls."

And he agreed with Tsahkna, saying the geopolitical picture had changed in some positive ways since the Ukraine invasion. Poland and Finland have redoubled their support, and the latter joined NATO in 2023 after decades of neutral dithering. Suddenly the idea of taking back the Baltic states became a much more complicated affair. "If you want to attack the Baltics, you have to do something with Poland and Finland," Skelys said, because keeping control of these small states is impossible with well-armed enemies right next door. "If you want to attack Lithuania, you have to attack Latvia and eastern Poland. It's become a much bigger game."

The building of alliances is the opposite of Trumpism. I told Tsahkna, as I was leaving the foreign ministry in Tallinn, that I found it odd that American liberals in Washington were so horrified by Trump's equivocation over Ukraine, while those actually inside Russia's artillery range were relatively calm. "Russia has even larger-scale plans for the future," he assured me, and he said that after its campaign of overwhelming force had proved so underwhelming in Ukraine, it was resorting, as expected, to hybrid warfare: sabotage, espionage, information ops. But he left me with a soft dig at D.C. worrywarts. "We are very practical people," he said. "We don't have the luxury to be sad and afraid."
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The Real Motive Behind the Real ID-Deadline Charade

The Trump administration turned a legitimate national-security priority into an empty threat against immigrants.

by Juliette Kayyem




Today, nearly 20 years after Congress passed legislation mandating a nationwide program known as Real ID, was the deadline for travelers to show the new identification for domestic flights. And yet nothing has happened. Although about 20 percent of the traveling public is still not compliant, because people have not obtained the required document (generally, a revised form of driver's license issued by U.S. states and territories), Homeland Security has done little more than issue a leaflet that people really, really, really should have the correct ID next time.

The Trump administration may try to take credit for a smooth rollout--smooth because it wasn't a rollout at all. Today's deadline was largely artificial: According to the fine print of the regulations governing Real ID's implementation, Homeland Security has until the end of 2027 to phase in the program in full. So the administration took today's deadline to assure Americans that they could still fly, while it focused on another priority: immigration enforcement, rather than safety provision.

Enacted in response to the September 11, 2001, terror attacks and following recommendations by the 9/11 Commission, Real ID required authorities to add passport-style features such as facial-recognition technology and anti-counterfeit markings to state-issued driver's licenses, as a significant enhancement of passenger screening for U.S. flights. The program was originally set to take effect in 2008, but states either opposed it or failed to comply, and time kept passing. As today's deadline approached, Homeland Security pushed for compliance and warned of delays and additional burdens on airport security, but the government offered little specific information about what would happen--let alone any insight into whether cuts at the Transportation Security Administration by Elon Musk's efficiency brigade would add to any adverse effect of Real ID enforcement.

Part of the mystery is now solved. After stern but vague admonitions, the TSA is merely advising travelers that they will need a Real ID-compliant driver's license or another accepted form of identification, such as a passport, "for your next flight or you may expect delays." So delays maybe tomorrow, but no delays today.

The rest of the mystery lies in what the plain lack of enforcement tells us about what the administration's real interest was. The performatively menacing noises in the buildup to this deadline were a threat to those who may not qualify for Real ID because of their immigration status. (In about half of states, undocumented migrants are not eligible for driver's licenses.) In effect, the administration was trying to use a scare about Real ID as a stick to match the carrot of the president's offer of $1,000 for undocumented immigrants to self-deport. Instead of a serious effort to move people to Real ID, Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem could be heard saying, "Illegal aliens should not be allowed to fly in the U.S. unless self-deporting."

The focus on "illegal aliens" and immigration enforcement rather than on national security and counterterrorism seems a very unhelpful way to get Americans to comply with Real ID. The design of Real ID-compliant licenses had already aroused opposition from civil libertarians on both the left and the right, including some conservatives who worry about Big Brother-like state powers. Such concerns about privacy and federal intrusion led to a number of states dragging their feet on issuing Real ID-compliant documents.

Now, as the Trump administration shifts the emphasis of Real ID from counterterrorism to immigration control, many Americans may be at best confused about whether they need the beefed-up licenses; at worst, they may feel that the fears of federal overreach and police-state measures are well warranted.

The Trump administration's enforcement effort today is hardly likely to get people in line with the new requirement: No worries, Homeland Security seems to be saying, Americans have a pass. In that case, why should U.S. citizens take any future deadline seriously?

The trouble is, no rules exist if none are properly enforced. A serious effort to implement Real ID would have concluded a generational program to make America's traveling public safer from its foreign enemies. The "show us your papers" immigration hawks in the administration just squandered that opportunity.
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Dear James: When My Husband Speaks, My Brain Turns to Mush

Is this a normal marriage thing?

by James Parker




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



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




Dear James,

I've been married to the best guy for almost 14 years. He is an awesome dad to our wild boys, makes exceptional burgers, and is weirdly fun to watch TV with. I still swoon at his perfect nose and strong arms. The only thing is, I can't seem to make myself pay attention when he talks at length.

Brief exchanges are fine. But if he needs to speak in paragraphs rather than bullet points, I lose focus rapidly. He has never been a succinct person, but my new inability to maintain attention is causing problems. For instance, I know he has a work trip coming up, yet I have no idea where he's heading. I'm sure he told me, but I spaced out the last time he brought it up.

I don't have this problem with friends. Am I bored? Is he boring? Is this a normal marriage thing? Has social media wrecked my attention span? Am I horrible?



Dear Reader,

You are not horrible, but my answer to all your other questions is "yes." You are, from time to time, bored--bored silly, bored to tears, bored (in this case) to unhearingness. Your husband has his less-than-fierily-compelling moments, as we all do. This is indeed a normal condition of married life. And yup, the internet / the world (same thing, these days) is not helping.

Let me ask you this: How often does your husband talk "at length"? Is he a holding-forth type of guy? And has this tendency increased over the years (the years, the years, the geological years of marriage)? Because this might be his problem, not yours. I think a lot about people who talk too much, people who--as we say in England--go on a bit. They fascinate me even as they drain my life force. I'm pretty sure I'm not one of them. I've got plenty of dead spots and blisters of boredom in my personality, but from the sin of long-windedness I have been largely preserved: A childhood stammer left me with a kind of blurty, splintery, punch-line-oriented way of talking. No leisurely anecdotes, no drawn-out argumentation. (I could be quite deluded about this, of course; ask the people I live with.)

Anyway, perhaps your husband could be encouraged, persuaded, gently directed, to trim his rambles--to self-edit. Tell him you've got Donald Trump-induced brain fog and need the salient points up front.

Which brings me to you. Are you doing too much, or handling too much, right now? Got too much on the go, needle in the red, etc.? That too would account for some of this wifely tuning-out. Quite a lot of what your husband has to say, inevitably, you've already heard, so your tired and starved-of-oxygen brain simply draws the line: Enough. It cuts him out. I think you can talk to him about this. Medicalize the problem--call it Selective Spousal Oblivion Syndrome. You can manage the symptoms together.

Pointy-eared in the springtime,

James




By submitting a letter, you are agreeing to let The Atlantic use it in part or in full, and we may edit it for length and/or clarity.
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The Oddball British Comedy Show I Thought I'd Hate (And Learned to Love)

The cult favorite <em>Taskmaster </em>has a nonsensical premise that slowly bowled me over.

by David Sims




For ages, various friends of mine recommended that I check out Taskmaster, a British comedy game show in which a group of five comedians earn points by completing a series of silly challenges. The show, which first premiered in 2015, has crossed the ocean in recent years to become a word-of-mouth hit, with fans drawn to its comic hijinks and nonsensical premise. Yet every time my friends nudged me toward Taskmaster, I'd wrinkle my nose. Making the program sound exciting is tough: The idea of stand-up comics and character actors improvising art projects and undergoing physical trials doesn't seem like it'd be very fun to watch. And more important, I spent much of my youth in England; as I'd repeat to anyone who'd listen, I left the country to escape series like this one.

Taskmaster is what's known as a panel show, a format that is a pillar of British TV. It's as foundational as the pre-dinnertime soap operas or the smoldering costume dramas that are exported to Masterpiece. Series in this genre are typically simple and cheap to produce: A committee composed of several comedic entertainers make fun of current events (Mock the Week, Have I Got News for You), answer trivia questions (QI, The Big Fat Quiz of the Year), or suss out which of them is telling the truth (the aptly titled Would I Lie to You?). The panelists' goal is to amuse one another as much as they do the audience. This type of comedy series can be good background viewing, but it's also overwhelmingly homogenous--both the rotating casts and the bits often start to feel repetitive. So the thought of diving into Taskmaster didn't initially appeal to me, even with the more competitive angle; after all, plenty of panel shows ostensibly revolve around a game, even if winning it doesn't matter.

The Taskmaster setup, I discovered, is special, despite the glancing similarities to programs of its ilk. After enough hounding by some pals--British and American ones--I gave in and fired up an episode. (In the United States, the series is available to watch in its entirety on YouTube and Pluto TV.) At first, I was at most mildly amused by the seemingly traditional panel-style proceedings. But I was properly hooked after the comics were issued a bizarre prompt: "Create the best caricature of the person on the other side of the curtain. You may not look at the person. The person may only say yes and no."

Read: The game show that parodies your to-do list

Strange requests of this nature, I soon learned, are Taskmaster's bread and butter. The activities are overseen by the titular Taskmaster, Greg Davies, and his assistant, Alex Horne. Horne is the show's creator, but on-screen, he plays an eager second fiddle to Davies, who presides over each episode with imperious fury. Davies judges the panelists based on a combination of in-studio and on-location challenges. The ones undertaken onstage follow set rules: First, guests present the funniest answer to a ridiculous request (such as finding the "most interesting autograph on the most interesting vegetable"); then they take on a dare that unites them in some sort of tomfoolery.

The remote tasks, however, are the series's centerpiece. Sometimes, the premise is straightforward--finding creative ways to fill a tub with water or slide the furthest distance, for example. Sometimes, it's a more subjective concept, where who wins is totally up to Davies's personal taste. And sometimes it's a puzzle of sorts, a fiendish brainteaser designed by Horne and his team to get the best, most infuriated reactions from the participants. The contestants watch edited clips of their performances together, giving them the chance to see--and poke fun at--how they each accomplished the challenges.

The seemingly impossible assignment Horne and company have set for themselves is to create a weeks-long tournament focused on what appears to be a mundane idea. The stakes are somehow ridiculously low--the winner essentially just receives bragging rights, along with a comically ugly metal bust of Davies's head--and incredibly high, for comedians looking to boost their notoriety. But the revelations that emerge, such as which comedian has a surprising level of artistic talent or a particularly creative approach to problem-solving, are more than just hilarious. The panelists handle their tasks seriously; each prompt yields very different results, and the methods they choose offer a small, fascinating glimpse into the inner workings of their brain. Watching how they go about keeping a basketball on a treadmill without touching it is as much part of the joy as hearing the jokes they tell about it afterward.

I started with Season 4, because it had several guests I recognized--the comedians Noel Fielding and Mel Giedroyc were well known when I lived in England, and the actor Hugh Dennis has memorably popped up in international hits such as Fleabag. Taskmaster almost always throws some up-and-coming British comics into the mix too; the variety makes for an exciting change of pace from the stagnant casts populating the panel shows I remember. The serialized format also helped me become a fan of the performers I was less familiar with. The emotional investment builds naturally, with the audience following the contestants week to week.

Read: The comic who's his own worst enemy

The show even seems willing to expand its own comedic sensibilities. Season 19, which began airing last week, features a notable American player--the actor Jason Mantzoukas, a podcast and sitcom legend who's probably best known for his work on The League and Parks and Recreation. Only one other American comedian, Desiree Burch, has been on Taskmaster before now; unlike Mantzoukas, she is established in the U.K. and has lived there for more than a decade. American humor can often be more brash than British comedy, which is cloaked in irony and self-deprecation. So far, however, Mantzoukas's high energy is gelling well with the show's competitive bent. The first episode--which, like every installment, landed on YouTube the day after its premiere--makes clear that his anarchic style would stand out against Taskmaster's vibe of enthusiastic curiosity, what with its big, brassy score and fast-paced editing.

That spirit does take some getting used to. For its first few years, Taskmaster was a cult program even within the United Kingdom. It has since cultivated a loving fan base and expanded into a global franchise, with editions produced in New Zealand, Finland, and Croatia. By contrast, a spin-off made for U.S. audiences in 2018 flopped. Yet the producers seem to believe that the American audience is only growing, as bringing in Mantzoukas, putting every episode online, and announcing the Season 19 cast at an event in New York City all suggest. Instead of Americanizing it, however, it's best to emphasize Taskmaster's most easily translated quality: its sense of novelty. With reinvention baked right into the concept--new participants each season, new tasks each episode--it stays fresh and compelling far longer than the average British comedy game show.

I still swear I'll never watch another panel series, as cute as the clips that come across my social-media feeds sometimes are. When it comes to Taskmaster, the efforts made to win over someone as resistant as me have worked: I'm now as fervent as the folks who urged me years ago to check it out.
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America Needs More Judges Like Judge Myers

He did the right thing in North Carolina's Supreme Court fight, and he deserves praise.

by Richard L. Hasen




Updated at 5:40 p.m. ET on May 7, 2025

When judges act as partisan hacks, it is important to condemn their conduct. Last month, four Republican justices on the North Carolina Supreme Court blessed the antidemocratic attempt by the fellow Republican judge Jefferson Griffin to subvert the outcome of the November 2024 election for a seat on that same court by throwing out ballots of some North Carolina voters who had followed all the rules. But just as important is lauding the Republican judges who stand up against election subversion, including the Trump-appointed federal district-court judge Richard E. Myers, who ruled earlier this week that Griffin's gambit violated the U.S. Constitution. Today, just two days after that decision, Griffin conceded defeat to Justice Allison Riggs. If the United States is going to resist attacks on free and fair elections, principled judges on the right remain indispensable.

Conservative and liberal judges regularly divide on many issues related to elections and democracy, such as the constitutionality of various provisions of the Voting Rights Act, partisan gerrymandering, and the permissibility of regulating campaign money. As I recently explained in The Yale Law Journal, there is no realistic hope that federal courts, including the United States Supreme Court, now dominated by Republican appointees, are going to expand voting rights. But even so, a mostly bipartisan judicial consensus has long existed to protect the basic elements of free and fair elections: that elections should be conducted in accordance with the rules set forth before the election, that all eligible voters should be able to cast a vote that will be fairly counted, and that the winners of elections will be able to take office.

Americans saw this consensus on display in the aftermath of the 2020 presidential election, when Donald Trump and his allies filed more than 60 lawsuits seeking to overturn Joe Biden's victory over Trump based upon factually unsupported claims of election irregularities and dubious legal theories. In a decision that rejected Trump's legal efforts in Pennsylvania, the prominent conservative (and Trump-appointed) federal appeals-court judge Stephanos Bibas wrote: "Free, fair elections are the lifeblood of our democracy. Charges of unfairness are serious. But calling an election unfair does not make it so. Charges require specific allegations and then proof. We have neither here."

From the October 2022 issue: John Roberts's long game

A similar thing happened in Wisconsin, where the conservative state-supreme-court Justice Brian Hagedorn joined with his liberal colleagues to reject a Trump claim to throw out ballots that voters had cast in that state using drop boxes during the pandemic, something that was allowed by the rules as set by election officials before voting began. If Trump had a problem with using drop boxes, Justice Hagedorn reasoned, Trump had to challenge this before the election rather than sit tight until after the election with the risk of disenfranchising voters.

Judge Myers's ruling this week in the North Carolina case follows in this tradition of conservative judges standing up for the rule of law and against election subversion. As Mark Joseph Stern notes at Slate, "Myers is a dyed-in-the-wool conservative--not just a Federalist Society stalwart and Trump appointee, but also a longtime member of gun clubs, including the NRA, and the evangelical Christian Legal Society."

Yet Judge Myers did not side with Griffin, a fellow conservative, in his attempt to overturn the election results. Griffin argued for throwing out ballots from certain Democratic-leaning counties for military and overseas voters who did not provide photo identification while voting, something that state law did not require. He tried to get some other ballots thrown out as well, all from voters who followed the rules as set forth and implemented by state election officials for years. The state court of appeals had allowed Griffin to challenge up to 60,000 ballots, and the North Carolina Supreme Court narrowed that universe but still allowed some of Griffin's challenges to go forward. This ruling came over the dissent of two state justices, including Republican Justice Richard Dietz, who said the ruling had disproved his belief that "our state courts surely would embrace the universally accepted principle that courts cannot change election outcomes by retroactively rewriting the law."

When the case landed in federal court, Judge Myers at first said that the state could start the process of figuring out which ballots to throw out but not yet certify the winner of the election. At the time, I criticized that order because it could have sown confusion about who really won the election, and a Fourth Circuit panel including a leading conservative judge Paul Niemeyer on that court agreed, reversing Myers on that point late last month.

When he later turned to the merits this week, Judge Myers held that the remedy sought by Griffin and blessed by the state courts violated both the due-process rights of voters, by changing the rules retroactively, and equal-protection rights, by treating similarly situated voters differently. As Judge Myers wrote: "You establish the rules before the game. You don't change them after the game is done." He added, quoting some earlier cases, that this case "concerns an attempt to change the rules of the game after it had been played. The court cannot countenance that strategy, which implicates the very integrity of the election and offends the law's basic interest in finality. Permitting parties to upend the set rule of an election after the election has taken place can only produce confusion and turmoil (which) threatens to undermine public confidence in the federal courts, state agencies, and the elections themselves."

That Griffin conceded after Judge Myers's incontrovertible opinion is good--it's more than Donald Trump ever did in 2020 or since. But it should not have come to this. Griffin should never have attempted election subversion, and the North Carolina courts never should have blessed his attempt. This kind of retroactive effort to rejigger the rules with judicial blessing may yet open a new front in the voting wars. But if principled judges like Judge Myers on the right, and their colleagues on the left, continue to stand up for the rule of law, America can still survive the ongoing attacks on its democracy.
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What Kind of Questions Did 17th-Century Daters Have?

Advice columns have always appealed to people's perennial confusion about love and marriage.

by Sophia Stewart




Not long after my partner and I exchanged our first "I love you"s, I made an embarrassing confession. In the weeks leading up to the occasion, I had Googled how long one should wait before declaring their love, and combed through dozens of forums and articles in search of guidance. With relief, my partner blurted out: "I did the same thing!" I imagined us both whispering our mutual question into the search bar, seeking a faceless chorus of counsel.

We were far from the first to anonymously seek romantic prescriptions from strangers. In 1694, a lovelorn inquirer wrote to The Athenian Mercury, a periodical published by the English printer John Dunton, with a question not unlike mine: "A lady who is in love desires to know how she may decently convince the other person of her passion?" The response she received from the paper's team of experts--that is, Dunton and his two brothers-in-law, under the guise of the "Athenian Society"--was surprisingly sympathetic: "Indeed, Madam, it's a ticklish point," they replied, "and you should know a man well before you try anything ... To be plain with you, we find men to be an ungrateful sort of animal in such cases ... But the best way will be to do it as decently as you can."

The Athenian Mercury, which consisted entirely of questions and answers, ran for six years starting in 1691 and received thousands of inquiries, many of them attempts at sussing out the tacit rules of dating and romance. As the historian Mary Beth Norton writes in the introduction to her delightful new book, "I Humbly Beg Your Speedy Answer," which collects and comments on a wide array of Q&As from the paper, many questioners invoked dilemmas that still vex people today: how to manage unrequited affections; how to extract oneself from a regrettable entanglement; how to recover from being "slighted," or ghosted, by your beloved. (Though not all are so relatable: One woman wrote in 1693 that she "had the misfortune to have a young gentleman fall in love with me to such a degree that he became distracted and died.")

Dispensing relationship advice was far from Dunton's mind when he launched the paper, which he referred to as "the question project." About half a century before Diderot's Encyclopedie, and three centuries before the invention of Google, Dunton intended to cater to the learned male patrons of London's new coffeehouses, who sought to educate themselves on subjects including science, medicine, and law. Readers sent in many such questions ("What is a star?" "What causes smallpox?" "Dancing, is it lawful?"), but the format naturally appealed to the perennial, very human confusion about how to navigate sex, love, and marriage. Soon enough, Dunton and his co-editors were flooded with queries such as "How shall a man know when a lady loves him?" and "Who are wisest, those that marry for love or for convenience?"

Read: Love is magic--and also hormones

Although both men and women wrote to The Athenian Mercury for romantic advice, Norton notes, Dunton tended to group questions about personal relationships under "ladies issues." More than 300 years later, relationship-advice columns are still often dismissed as frothy features of women's magazines. But throughout their long history, they have evolved in complicated ways, reflecting the winding path of gender politics--even as they have remained true to a single constant: Love is confusing and hard.

Two of the most popular advice columns of the 20th century--Elizabeth Gilmer's "Dorothy Dix Talks," which ran from 1896 to 1950, and Elsie Robinson's "Cry on Geraldine's Shoulder," which doled out answers from 1920 to 1961--were informed by their authors' own experiences in unhappy marriages, as well as their relatively progressive views of women's rights. Their widely syndicated columns had major influence. In Asking for a Friend, Jessica Weisberg argues that Dix wielded outsize power over romantic norms. Weisberg cites a 1929 study on cultural mores in Muncie, Indiana, which found that Dix's column helped dictate townspeople's ideas about marriage--among them the notion that a wife should be more than "a domestic drudge."

Robinson, for her part, advocated explicitly for gender equality. "I'm tired of hearing the differences of men and women emphasized and exploited," she wrote in 1922. "It has built a wicked wall between the sexes and it's time we knocked it down." According to Listen, World!, Julie Scheeres and Allison Gilbert's book about the columnist, Robinson recognized that women were often made to feel frivolous and isolated; she offered them a much needed sense of affirmation. "Is your husband or your complexion growing dull?" she wrote in her announcement for "Cry on Geraldine's Shoulder." "Let us then discuss the value of soft soap on complexions--and husbands ... We shall sit together on the edge of the world. You have wanted a friend. I'M IT."

But advice columns have not always been sources of validation and solidarity. Despite her relatively liberal leanings, Dix was also "a stern foe of sexual irregularity among her readership," per a 1936 profile in Time magazine. As for the advisers behind The Athenian Mercury, they shared what Norton calls "a broadly based Protestant outlook" and often frowned on what they deemed sexual misbehavior, including homosexual relationships and premarital sex.

Some of the more insidious romantic-advice columns in the U.S. flourished after World War II, with the aim of disciplining women dissatisfied by marriage, who were beginning to articulate "the problem that has no name" years before The Feminine Mystique. In No Fault, her memoir about divorce, Haley Mlotek discusses the history of such columns, including "Can This Marriage Be Saved?," which ran in Ladies' Home Journal from 1953 to 2014. In the early decades of the column, the answer to the titular question was nearly always yes, no matter how severe the wife's grievance. (The first columnist behind it, Paul Popenoe, was a known eugenicist whose zeal for marriage stemmed from a desire to propagate the "fit"--that is, middle-class, able-bodied white people.) When a feminist collective staged a sit-in at the magazine's offices in 1970 demanding to edit a "liberated" issue of the Journal, it decided to rename "Can This Marriage Be Saved?" to "Should This Marriage Be Saved?" (One member reportedly suggested that they simply shorten it to the more declarative "Can This Marriage.")

Read: A divorce memoir with no lessons

Indeed, over the past century, many romantic-advice columns have functioned as one tentacle of what the scholar Jane Ward calls the "heterosexual-repair industry," which peddles advice based on the irreconcilable differences between straight men and women. "Marriage experts recognized men's disinterest and violence toward women, and women's resentment and fear of men, as fundamental obstacles for straight relationships," Ward writes in The Tragedy of Heterosexuality. As a result, Ward argues, early advice givers were more interested in perpetuating heterosexual unions--that is, framing men and women's mutual illegibility as natural--than in trying to improve gender relations. Notably, centuries earlier, the Athenian Society had urged women to be more skeptical of men--"the inconstancy, levity, and prejudices of our own sex being so very notorious"--rather than simply accept their faults.

Today, the lovelorn more frequently eschew the authority of columnists in favor of crowdsourced advice. (I, for one, consulted a Quora forum as well as a number of magazine articles to answer my question.) As a result, relationship guidance has become more democratic but also more diffuse. On the subreddit r/relationship_advice, which has 16 million members, single posts can draw hundreds of responses, many of them conflicting. The greater autonomy people have today to make their own romantic decisions can feel simultaneously empowering and confusing. What's more, many people are dogged by the suspicion that they're living through the nadir of heterosexual love, which appears to be buckling under various pressures: Many men are falling behind educationally and economically, and, for some people, the logic of optimization has made dating feel like a chore. Where, internet denizens wonder, have all the "real lovers" gone?
 
 But reading "I Humbly Beg Your Speedy Answer" confirms that even when the norms of courtship and marriage were far more codified, and options in love and life were far more limited, dating was still an anxiety-riddled endeavor. "There are indeed so many equivocations in love that it's much easier to be in the wrong than in the right," the Athenian Society wrote to a reader who asked how a woman can tell whether a man is courting her "for marriage or for diversion." There was no code to crack, no hack to deploy. Romance is, after all, the ultimate test of one's judgment--which is why we so often outsource that deliberative labor and defer to the advice of others. But, as the Athenian Society told an inquirer in 1692, one thing remains as certain as ever: "If you're a true lover, you can't despair at a little hardship."
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The Most Corrupt Presidency in American History

Anne Applebaum on America's backsliding democracy

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 reflects on the 80th anniversary of the end of World War II in Europe, examining how postwar reconciliation--not battlefield triumph--became America's true finest hour. He contrasts that legacy with Donald Trump's recent bombastic Victory Day statement, urging a rededication to the values that built a more peaceful world.

David is then joined by The Atlantic's Anne Applebaum to discuss the astonishing and brazen corruption of the Trump presidency, how authoritarian regimes seek to break institutions, and the hardship of losing friendships to politics.

Finally, David answers listener questions on fostering open-minded political dialogue among polarized high-school students, why America hasn't developed a strong worker-based political movement like its European counterparts, and how to think about class in modern U.S. politics. He also weighs in on the risk of data suppression under the Trump administration and reflects on whether his long-held conservative values still belong to the political right.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome to Episode 5 of The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. This week, I'll be joined by my Atlantic colleague and dear friend Anne Applebaum, one of the world's leading authorities on democracy and authoritarianism, kleptocracy, and the rule of law. I am so looking forward to the conversation with Anne, but first, some thoughts.

[Music]

This podcast will post in the week that the world commemorates the 80th anniversary of the end of the Second World War in Europe. The Nazi dictator Adolph Hitler committed suicide on April 30, 1945. After his death, the German armies in Europe, one by one, began to approach the Allied commanders to surrender--in Italy, in Northwestern Europe. Finally on May 7, the overall command structure of the German armies approached the supreme allied commander, Dwight Eisenhower, to discuss an instrument of surrender for all the remaining German forces.

The original instrument of surrender was rejected by the Soviet army. It didn't mention the Soviet Union explicitly, and they had some other objections to it, and so the final instrument was negotiated during the day of May 8--was agreed about shortly before 10 p.m. on the 8th of May--and went into effect a little past 11 p.m. on the 8th of May. Eleven p.m., May 8, was, of course, the early morning in Moscow, May 9, and so this chain of events has left ever afterwards a question mark about what is the exact and proper date of the end of the Second World War in Europe: whether it's May 8--as it was in Berlin and where the Allied armies were--or May 9, as it was in Moscow.

Of course, the war itself would continue for more months. As the Germans surrendered in the West, American forces in the Pacific were fighting a brutal battle on the island of Okinawa, one of the bloodiest battles of the whole war--certainly, I think, the bloodiest battle of the American Pacific campaign. And no one knew on the day that the Nazis surrendered how long that war in the Pacific would last, except for a handful of Americans who were party to the secret of the atomic bomb. Most Americans--most people--assumed that there was probably another year of fighting ahead, an invasion of Japan, and many thousands, maybe many hundreds of thousands, of American casualties and Allied casualties, too, because the American army that entered Japan would be supported by Commonwealth forces: Australia, British, Canadian. But the atomic bomb did explode. Japan did surrender, and the war came to an end--a final and formal end--with the surrender ceremony in Tokyo Bay on the 2nd of September, 1945.

So this is a time of commemoration, and in this time, the president of the United States, Donald Trump, issued a very strange post about the event on the 8th of May. He wrote:

Many of our allies and friends are celebrating May 8th as Victory Day, but we did more than any other Country, by far, in producing a victorious result on World War II. I am hereby renaming May 8th as Victory Day for World War II and November 11th as Victory Day for World War I. We won both Wars, nobody was close to us in terms of strength, bravery, or military brilliance, but we never celebrate anything--That's because we don't have leaders anymore, that know how to do so! We are going to start celebrating our victories again!

Now, that post was such a perfect crystallization of the Trump style: bombast, boast, all of it making Trump himself the center of a story that he had nothing whatsoever to do with. The statement is unwise and unattractive in all kinds of other ways too. It denigrates the sacrifices and heroism of others. And it turns the tragedy and horror of war into a triumphant narrative that was completely alien to almost all the people who experienced it as nothing but a tale of suffering and waste and cruelty and misery.

I want to draw attention to something maybe less obvious about what is wrong--what is missing--from the president's statement. The first is, as so often when Donald Trump talks about American military history, he emphasizes power and success and triumph and military genius, but always lacking is any mention of the values for which Americans fought. America didn't go into World War II--or even World War I--to be top nation, to beat and dominate others. It went to defend things that Americans regarded as precious, and not only Americans but others too--and one of the measures of how precious those values were, not only to Americans and to others, but to the world that has grown up as a result of the war.

Because at this interval of eight decades, I think it's maybe most useful and most necessary not to think about the war that ended in Europe on May 8, or the war overall that ended on September 2 in Tokyo Bay. I think it's more useful to think about what began the process of reconstruction and reconciliation that occupied the next eight decades: the way in which former enemies became present partners, the way the Germans and the Japanese themselves discovered, in their own defeat, their own liberation because they came to accept the values for which Americans went into battle.

The story of how we turned the chaos and trauma of the Second World War into something better--and not Americans alone but Americans working with allies, working with defeated adversaries--that is not as dramatic as the battles of World War II. I don't know that people are going to make successful documentary series out of trade negotiations in food aid and the negotiation of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization. But those achievements were great, and they are the things that at the eighth-decade interval require us most to be mindful, because they're the things that are most in danger of being lost. You know, they're marble and bronze statues that commemorate all the horror and bloodshed of the war. But those quiet victories of peacetime that built a better world, we're in danger of forgetting them because right now, the United States is, step by step, unraveling its own great achievement.

You know, Winston Churchill described the Battle of Britain, in 1940, as Britain's finest hour. If Americans are looking for a finest hour of their own, it's not anything that happened during the war--when America was, by the way, a late entrant. It's the five, seven years, 10 years after the war, when Americans and others learned from the mistakes after the First World War and built a better world that we still enjoy. Now all of those lessons have been forgotten, and Donald Trump is single-handedly determined to repeat all the mistakes that after the First World War put the world on the path to the Second World War: protectionism, isolationism, narrow nationalism, lack of forbearance, lack of mutual understanding, lack of any understanding of America's place as a leader--because of its values, because it's a country that is admired and trusted, not just because it's a country that is strong and powerful and feared.

We should think of the 8th of May, and the Victory in Europe Day and Victory in Japan Day, as the beginnings of our modern story. And maybe the message that we need to hear from leaders is not a message of self-congratulation and self-celebration but a message of rededication to the work that was done after the end of the war to build a better world that those of us who grew up in it had the privilege of enjoying and that we are at risk of not bequeathing to the generations that come after us.

And now my conversation with Anne Applebaum. But first, a quick break.

[Music]

Frum: I am so pleased and happy to welcome today Anne Applebaum to join the conversation. Anne Applebaum is one of the world's leading thinkers on problems of authoritarianism and democracy. Normally, you have to say, "English-speaking world," but not in Anne's case, because she's just been awarded a prize as a hero of the German nation. She's, of course, a colleague at The Atlantic. She is a dear friend. She is the author of books that have shaped the way we all think about these issues. Her book Gulag won the Pulitzer Prize in 2004. She really did win a prize as hero of the German nation. Other prizes, too many to count. She's also a longstanding, dear, dear friend of mine and my wife. My wife and Anne wrote a cookbook together. So we're going to be making a lot of references to a lot of common points, and I hope they're not too obscure.

But before we begin, I have to ask Anne about the president's comments this weekend about Americans, especially American girls, owning too many pencils. And the reason I'm raising this is: On my way into the little home studio I use, I accidentally tripped over the case in which my wife keeps her art supplies. So I found not one case of two dozen pencils, but all of these pencils, and I feel a certain shame that America can't be great again so long as we are indulging this insane accumulation of excessive numbers of pencils per person, especially per female person.

The president's words reminded me of a line from a movie I think we both love, Ninotchka, with Greta Garbo, in which she explains as a Russian operative that the goal of the Russian state is fewer but better Russians. And I think we're all looking forward to a world of fewer but better pencils. Well, maybe worse pencils. Is there some phrase from the Soviet Union about people who accumulate too many pencils?

Anne Applebaum: You know, I don't think, like, even Stalin had a thing about pencils or about there being too many pencils, although it's funny--I do remember there was a shortage of pencils in the Soviet Union, and it was a big problem. I know that, for example, accountants in the Gulag often had trouble getting pencils to make their accounts, and they talk about creating them from bits of charcoal, and people kept records with all kinds of things because there was a scarcity of pencils, even out there. So maybe, you know, it was a decision that Stalin made without telling us.

Of course, there's the more-famous line attributed, probably incorrectly, to Marie Antoinette, which is when she was told that the people of France have no bread, she said, "Let them eat cake." And so I suppose we're now waiting for Trump to say, They have no pencils. Let them use fountain pens.

Frum: Yeah. (Laughs.) Well, there's something that's also quaintly old-fashioned about this. Like, you realize the last time he thought about getting gifts for the children, pencils were a big item, along with a tangerine, perhaps, and maybe, like, a wooden doll. The idea that you would to modern American children say, Here you go. Happy Birthday. Pencils. (Laughs.)

Your most recent book is a book about the intersection of autocracy and corruption. And that's the theme of your most recent article, a very important article for The Atlantic. I want to start by raising a problem that you and I were talking about just before we began, which is: In the Trump era, there's just too much bad news to keep track of. There's one appalling incident after another. There's one absurd incident after another. There's this pencil matter. And so the way I thought to set you going was: I think I can group the things that have happened in this first term into six major headers, of which the corruption theme is the last and the binding one.

So the first is attacks on due process and individual liberties for disfavored entities and persons. So that's the attacks on law firms. That's the removal of due process from people who are suspected of being in the country illegally, and bags are put on their head, and they're sent to El Salvador without a hearing.

The second category--so the first is attacks on due process and rights for disfavored. The second is impunity for the favored, so pardons for the January 6 criminals, lots of pardons for, you know, Republican officeholders who get caught up in corruption charges. There seems to be one of those a week.

So due process for the disfavored, impunity for the favored. Then a foreign policy that attacks allies and then sympathizes with foreign dictators. Then the reconstruction of the whole American economy along lines that empower the state and create more favor--ability of the state to dispense favors. Attacks on science, medicine, and otherwise objective sources of information. And then, finally, self-enrichment by the president, his family, his friends.

And your--one of your many great contributions--is to say this last is the binding agent that unites all the others. Can you take it from there and explain how we should think about this?

Applebaum: So if you look around the world, if you look at what links modern dictators and stipulate that modern dictators have very different ideologies--you know, you have nationalist Russia and Communist China and theocratic Iran and whatever North Korea is and the Bolivarian socialists in Venezuela. And you ask, What is it they have in common? Why do they support one another? Which they do. Why do they help keep one another in power? Which they do. There's a whole consortium of countries keeping the Venezuelan dictator [Nicolas] Maduro in power, for example, even though they would seem to have nothing in common.

One of the answers is that they all share an interest in stealing and hiding money and in helping one another evade the sanctions that have been set up to prevent them from doing that and in perpetuating not just their own power but their own wealth. And that's a--there is now a set of systems that exist, some of which are facilitated by the Western financial world, by the offshore banking havens that we've created, and the shell-company system that we created that helps people hide money. But it's the one thing that they have all in common, and it's the one thing that they all pursue.

It's also true that when you have a declining democracy--or a mixed system, as you had in Russia, for example, in the '90s--the moment when the regime begins to really earn money is also often the moment when they really feel the need to crack down on civil liberties. Because the most effective protest movements--and Russia is the best example of this--are often the ones that organize around corruption, because people can see and feel corruption. Ordinary people, you don't need to know--you don't have to read John Stuart Mill or know the history of the American Constitution, you know, or even have much of an education. You can be living in rural Ukraine or in Somalia and you can intuitively understand that it's wrong for some people to be able to steal and keep their money, whereas other people are very poor. And so this is often the motivating and organizing idea of antiauthoritarian movements.

I mean, actually, the Ukrainian revolution of 2014--which was the moment when a lot of young Ukrainians went out on the street; they were waving EU flags; they were calling for an end of their authoritarian regime, which was at that time closely linked to Russia--that was an anti-corruption movement that was classic in this sense. So Ukrainians understood that they were poor because their leaders were rich. They understood that their leaders were tied to Russia. They imagined being part of Europe, being part of the transatlantic world as a way to have the rule of law. And to avoid that--and when they won, this was the thing that panicked Putin because it's that kind of rebellion and that kind of movement that he's most afraid of inside his own country.

And indeed, the one really successful opposition leader in Russia over the last decade was Alexei Navalny. His movement was an anti-corruption movement. His organization was called the Anti-Corruption Foundation. And he was murdered, in essence, for successfully galvanizing Russians around that theme. So this is both the thing that unifies modern dictators, and it's also the thing that often unifies their opponents.

And so the fact that the Trump administration is moving so quickly in a kleptocratic direction and beginning to eliminate, one by one, all kinds of norms, defying all kinds of laws, changing existing laws to enable theft, essentially, and to enable corruption should really alarm us because this is very often what precedes a broader crackdown on civil society. Wherever you see a regime that is rapidly accumulating money and is rapidly enriching itself, you will see some kind of resistance movement and some kind of crackdown afterwards. And that's, I suppose, why I'm so concerned about it.

Frum: In President Trump's first term, he directed money to himself in a way that had never before been seen by an American president--never remotely. Like, not in the same neighborhood. He would stay in his hotels, so the Secret Service would pay him money to protect him. He would make clear to anyone from foreign nations that if they wanted his attention, they had better stay overnight at his hotel and hold their events in his hotel. At the beginning of his presidency, when he won by surprise in 2016, a number of the Persian Gulf states, which had planned events at other hotels in early parts for Christmas 2016, hastily rebooked at the Trump Hotel to gain favor. He also moved a lot of party money--not only public money, but if you were a Republican and you wanted his endorsement, you would have an event at his hotel.

That's a lot of money. On the other hand, it's like something you'd expect from, like, a crooked governor, not someone who controls the United States. And it looks like in his second term, he thought, You know, if I ever get another chance, this time I'm going to think big. And it looks as if through his various mysterious crypto ventures, hundreds of millions of dollars, if not more, are moving from all kinds of people all over the planet to himself and to his family. And again, this is shadowy. It can't be very precise, but it looks like vastly more money than in the first term has already moved into his hands in the second.

Applebaum: It is really an extraordinary transformation. I can only attribute it, one, to greater preparation. This time, his family and some of his business contacts were prepared for him to win and had a set of plans ready to go, you know, should he become president.

Also, it's true that, as you say, in the first term, there were these small violations. There was another incident when Mike Pence went many miles out of his way to stay at a Trump Hotel in Ireland. I mean, there are all kinds of things like that that happened, and there was really no resistance. Nobody ever said, You're breaking the law. Nobody stopped him. It wasn't even really a major topic of concern among the many things that people were concerned about.

But you're right--this time around, it's very, very different. I mean, there are about four different kinds of things happening, and this is one of the reasons it's so hard to keep track of. One is violations of the emoluments clause of the Constitution. This is essentially the clause that says the U.S. president isn't supposed to benefit in any way from relationships with foreigners. Clearly, Trump benefits directly from relationships with foreigners.

You know, he was just at his golf course a few weekends ago, where a tournament was taking place that's sponsored by state-owned Saudi companies. The head of the Saudi sovereign-wealth fund, which is one of the sponsors, was actually there. So he would've met many Saudi people who are his investors, essentially, and clients who, of course, are also interested in his Middle Eastern policy and in American foreign policy. So you could argue that they were there if--maybe it's touchy to say they were trying to buy American foreign policy, but they were certainly trying to influence it. Why else? Why else would they be? Why else would they be there?

Secondly, there are conflicts of interest, and this, again, is on a scale that we have never seen before. Elon Musk has been put in charge of--with his group of DOGE, whoever they are, engineers and internet trolls, have been in charge of--taking over and managing regulatory bodies who regulate Musk's own companies. He's also got control and the power to hire and fire people at agencies that subsidize his companies.

So in other words, he can determine government policy towards his own companies. He can direct money towards his companies if he wants to. He can eliminate regulations of his companies if he wants to. And he is somebody who has been found in violation of all kinds of regulations--pollution regulations, other kinds of legal issues have plagued a lot of his companies from the beginning. And he now has been given a mechanism to escape that. And I should say, he's just the most egregious version of this. There are many people throughout this administration who have kept their private interests, who haven't recused themselves from investment issues, you know, who have nevertheless kept their jobs.

Thirdly, there are legal changes. There are laws that were on the books that the Trump Department of Justice or the Treasury Department will not enforce. There's something called the Foreign Corrupt Practices Act. This was designed to forbid U.S. entities from bribing companies abroad. That law is now not being enforced. There's also a Corporate Transparency Act, which was designed to force the owners of shell companies and anonymous properties to register their names so that when someone bought, for example, an apartment in a Trump building, we would know who the real owner was--you know, is it Joe Smith down the street, or is it a Kazak billionaire who's interested in having influence on the U.S. government? And they have now said they will not be enforcing that law either.

And then finally, there is outright corruption. So Trump has created a cryptocurrency company, World Liberty Financial, which appears to be attracting investors who have a direct interest either in escaping a regulation or, in some cases, a lawsuit or an indictment by the federal government, or who have some interest in influencing Trump or his family in some other way. And as you say, there may be hundreds of millions of dollars flowing into this project and into others. We have no clear way to keep track of it. We don't know the exact relationship between those investors and decisions made by the Treasury Department or the Justice Department. And it is, again, corruption and self-dealing on a scale that we've never seen in American history. And this really puts this administration in a completely different league.

Frum: There's nothing like it, because the presidencies that are thought of as corrupt--Harding, Ulysses Grant--what happened there was you had a typically inattentive president, or in Grant's case, a president who was a little too protective of his beloved wife's relatives and turned a blind eye to corrupt practices by people around him, and maybe the president should have known what was going on. In Grant's case, Grant was obviously no fool. He should have known what was going on. Harding was more of a fool.

But the presidents themselves, the money didn't stick to them. And people remember Teapot Dome as being associated with Harding, but Harding didn't benefit from Teapot Dome. He just was ineffective and inattentive. In the same way, Grant didn't get rich as president. His wife's family picked up some lucrative positions and made dirty tens or maybe even hundreds of thousands of dollars in the money of the day. But again, Grant was inattentive and overprotective. FDR allowed some of his children to engage in business practices that they should not have--no suggestion that any of it stuck to him. Again, inattentive and overindulgent. Those are the practices. It has never been a case of money flowing into the hands of a president as president on this kind of scale.

Now, one of the questions that will, I'm sure, be occurring to many people who watch and listen is, Isn't this illegal? And you've cited some specific laws. There's also--we discussed this a couple of weeks ago with Peter Keisler, the former acting attorney general--there are general background statutes that say you can't use public office at all, in any way that benefits yourself. You know, even if we haven't specified, This is forbidden, there's a general, Oh, and one more thing. You can't do this. But as you were saying, all of this depends on the president to enforce the law. And if the president is determined not to, and punishes those who try and removes those who try, the system in the end cannot be enforced against the wish of the president, at least not so long as he has Congress on his side.

Applebaum: Presumably, the body that would be responsible for enforcing, you know, corruption laws against the president is the Department of Justice. And the Department of Justice in this administration is fully controlled by the president. There's a very political, very partisan group of people in charge of it.

We are hearing all the time--I'm sure you've heard this, as well--about current employees of the Department of Justice resigning. Some have done it publicly; some have done it more quietly. They're, you know, looking for jobs afterwards, and they don't want to be in the newspapers. But there are many people who are resigning because the department isn't doing its job, not just in terms of enforcing the laws on the president but everyone else.

And so what we're going to have very soon is a very, very partisan group of lawyers--or pseudo-lawyers--who are supposed to be enforcing the law but who are all there serving at the pleasure of the president, not there to enforce the Constitution or the legal system. You know, it's always a tough thing. I've encountered this problem in other countries. I mean, sometimes it's called the chief prosecutor. In our system, it's called the attorney general. It's always a tough thing to say that that person is independent of the president, even though they're appointed by the president. I mean, they're meant to act independently. In theory, they should have the mentality of someone acting independently. And it's always--that's always a touchy thing to ensure.

But at least in the last, you know--in modern American history, those people have, you know, sought to attain and to portray some kind of independence. They take an oath, not to the president personally but to the legal system, to the law. They attract the best lawyers in the countries--very young, idealistic people, because those are people who want to work for the U.S. government, for the American people, not for the personal benefit, the financial benefit of the president.

I'm sure, you know, listeners can point to many exceptions and moments when, you know, the system hasn't worked. But that was the theory of it. That was the idea. You know, how do you get and ensure rule of law? You get it by having people inside the system who have some kind of independence, some sense of independence. And some of this is not ensured by some statute in the Constitution or some legal rule. It's assured by the ethos of the people who go to work for the Department of Justice or the ethos of people who become judges. You know, people don't become a judge--they don't become a federal judge--because they want to enrich the president's family. They do it because they feel some fealty to the Constitution. And that system has worked up until now, and now we will see whether this second Trump administration can break it.

I would add one other thing, which is that we know that people who were being asked for promotion and who are being up for promotion inside the Department of Justice, some of them have been asked very political questions. For example, What do you think happened on January 6? And the right answer, of course, is that, you know, The great American patriots arose up to ensure that the correctly elected president, Donald Trump, would remain in office. And people who are unable to say that--because, of course, it's not true, and so if you're saying it, you're lying--they're not going to get promoted in Trump's Department of Justice. So we're going to have a very different body of people seeking to enforce the law, and you can already see the results.

Frum: Yeah. Bad character becomes a bona fide job qualification.

You point to something here, and this is how this becomes a linking theme: When you're doing a backsliding democracy--we're not, of course; this is not a full-blown dictatorship like Maduro's Venezuela; this is a backsliding democracy like those we've seen in other parts of the world, in Central and Eastern Europe and perhaps in parts of East Asia, as well--it becomes quite dangerous to be the chief executive, because you're accumulating all this money.

There are, actually, statutes on the books that say you're not supposed to do this. And there are broken but still present parts of the bureaucracy that are theoretically supposed to enforce these laws against you. So you need, for self-preservation, one by one to shut them down. And that is, I think, the linking point between Donald Trump's repressive agenda and his corruption agenda. The corruption agenda is possibly legally dangerous, unless you break, also, all the rest of the state.

Applebaum: Yeah, no. He's going to have to break a lot of institutions. I mean, he's seeking to break the Department of Justice right now. He will have to break the FBI, which he's already partway towards doing by putting, you know, the extreme partisan Kash Patel in charge of it. He may eventually have to break the federal judicial bench. I mean, you know, the people who are the judges in our political system at the federal level are all people--I mean, including and maybe even especially the conservatives are all people--who have made the Constitution a kind of fetish. You know, these are often constitutional originalists, you know, people whose theory of the judiciary is that we should hew as closely as possible to the letter and the spirit of the law as it was written in the 18th century. So he will have to either defy all of those people or find some way of getting around them or find some way of intimidating them if he is to continue.

So you're right: This creates an enormous interest that he has--and many of the people around him have--to continue breaking and subjugating those institutions. Plus, there's a whole host of other--I mean, anybody whose job is transparency (that includes journalists; that includes investigative groups, you know, the consortia of journalists and NGOs who've been created over the years to do investigative reporting), a lot of those are going to become targets. And some already have been, you know, either targets of smear campaigns on Twitter, or maybe they will even be investigated by the administration itself. All of those things--those transparency bodies, those legal bodies, all of them--will have to be somehow pushed out of the way if this accumulation of funds is to continue.

Frum: Yeah, I mean, one of the things that Trump and his defenders often say is they feel uniquely persecuted: No president has ever been investigated as much. No president has been convicted of crimes before. No president has been impeached twice. And they don't connect any of these results, the predicates of their own action.

But what is revealing about those comments is they reveal how endangered Trump and the people around him feel. I mean, even if, in the end, the American political system cannot hold a president to account, which looks like something we discovered about the system in the Biden years. That had a president who tried to overthrow the government of the United States; there's lots of evidence he'd taken bribes, he'd stolen documents, and everybody seemed to make a kind of collective, unspoken decision, You know what? Too big. We can't deal with this. But lots of other people went--a thousand people who took part in the January 6 crime were prosecuted and were sentenced. The others are also in danger, so they become co-authors of the need to break institutions with the president, who may, in the end, get away with it because the American system can't do that to its own president.

Applebaum: That's interesting. I mean, I hadn't thought of that psychological insight, namely that they talk all the time about being prosecuted and being victims and so on, and maybe it's because they, you know--of course, they know they're guilty. They know they broke the law. They know what happened on January 6. They know how much money they're stealing. So you're right. Maybe they do feel--maybe it's a reflection, a kind of authentic reflection of how afraid they feel. And they are all people who are engaged in breaking the law and in destroying and undermining the Constitution. And they're, perhaps at some level, consciously or unconsciously afraid eventually they might pay a price for it.

I mean, this, of course--we see this also in other countries. I mean, you know, why is Netanyahu, for example, so keen to break the Israeli judicial system? It's partly because he, too, is worried about being held to account. You know, why is Viktor Orban so determined to stay in office despite the fact that his--this is the prime minister of Hungary--you know, his numbers are falling? He has a real political opponent. You know, what might persuade him to try and to, you know, block that political opponent, maybe even through illegal means? It's also, again, the fear that the very real crimes he's carried out--the money that he stole and the money that his family have benefited from taking from the Hungarian state--you know, maybe that's going to be investigated. So their anxiety and paranoia has a real basis. You're right.

Frum: And if there are free and fair midterm elections, given the very bad economic news that seems to be arriving day by day, Congress can be an investigative body, even if you can shut down the Department of Justice. So you have to worry--you just have all these points of danger, and you have to shut them down one by one, the free press being one of the most important.

Now, historically, Americans have seldom cared all that much about corruption and government. People always cite Watergate. But I think one of the things I think we've all learned from the Trump years is: If 1974, if instead of being the worst economic year since the Great Depression, the year of Watergate--if it had been a great economic year, I am no longer very confident that Richard Nixon would've been in much trouble, and that people were ready to hear bad news about Watergate because it was a terrible year economically: inflation and unemployment and oil shortages and gas lines. But 2017, 2018, 2019 were pretty prosperous years. And although the offenses that were happening over those years--not as big as now, but bigger than anything ever seen before--Americans tended to shrug as, by the way, they mostly shrugged through Teapot Dome.

Applebaum: I wonder if it's that or whether it's the extreme, you know, partisanship that we now live in that makes people literally unable to see Trump's corruption. And this is a theme you may also be interested to discuss. I have one or two friends who, during the Biden years, became very angry by what they perceived to be as Biden's corruption--nothing that was ever proven, nothing that was ever shown.

There were a lot of rumors about what Hunter Biden had done or not done. You know, as far as I can see, Hunter Biden was guilty of taking advantage of his father's name, and he got himself appointed to a couple of boards. But there is no--you know, we're not even living in the same world, you know, the world in which it's very bad that Hunter Biden was on a board of a Ukrainian or any other company because of who his surname was, and the world in which the president himself is openly taking hundreds of millions of dollars in de facto bribes from all over the world. These aren't really the same planet.

And yet, you can find people who will say, What about Hunter Biden? Or Joe Biden was very corrupt too. And that's a fallback position that people continue to find very useful. And if you live in the media bubble where you watch Fox News and your information comes from the right, then you probably haven't heard very much about the scale of corruption in the Trump administration, and you've probably heard endlessly about Hunter Biden.

And so that's the other piece of the story that's, I think, maybe even different from the 1970s. I don't think we were that divided. I don't think we were that partisan. I mean, of course, in the 1970s, the other thing that happened was that we had--you know, it was the Republicans, ultimately, who held Nixon to account, and the Republican Senate and the Republican Congress who put pressure on him to resign. And we don't have that anymore either. We're missing this really vital piece of the U.S. Constitution. We're missing--as you said a minute ago, we're missing Congress. And if there are no leaders on the right--if there are no Republican leaders who are willing to stand up to this--then maybe it's not surprising that ordinary Americans who take their steer from their political leaders don't see it either. They're not hearing anyone talk about it. They're not hearing anyone investigate it or say anything about it at all.

Frum: Well, Hunter Biden stands in a long and rather dismal American tradition of the bad relative of the serving president. And there is almost always one of these. Jimmy Carter's brother, Billy. You go through the list. George H. W. Bush had a son who traded on the family name. There's almost always a relative. I think Eisenhower is the only one where all the brothers were as exceptional as Eisenhower himself, each in his own way. Usually, there's a disgraceful relative out there. Franklin Delano Roosevelt's children--my God--they were the Hunter Bidens of their day, and they did all kinds of shady business deals.

But this maybe does create some shadow of permission for those who want to believe in Trump, because if you are minded to ignore what's going on, you can say, Well, every president has a son or brother, a nephew, who is making a dishonest living of hundreds of thousands of dollars by trading on the president's name and selling paintings to people who obviously are not interested in the quality of the art in the painting. And therefore, that practice inures you or predisposes you, as you said, if you're partisan, to say, And therefore, there's no difference between the president himself taking hundreds of millions of dollars--not hundreds of thousands--and using it in a way that that directly influences American politics in ways we can see. 

The crypto industry is going to go unregulated, in part because the crypto industry has directed so much money to Donald Trump. Or the direct benefit--apparently, as best we can tell--to Elon Musk's companies and interests have flowed from his actions in government. These are different kinds of things, but if you want to give yourself permission to cite Franklin Roosevelt's children or Joe Biden's, you can do that, but you're not telling yourself the truth. You're saying, here are two things, and we can apply words to these two quite different things and use words to make them seem similar, even though they're not.

Applebaum: Yeah. No, but it's effective. I mean, you know, I have heard people use this logic and make these arguments, and it seems to be useful in, you know, convincing people who might otherwise have some doubts about Trump and the Trump administration, who might otherwise feel a little uncomfortable about supporting something that's this obviously corrupt.

I mean, there's another mechanism that I'm also worried about, and this is something you get in authoritarian regimes, which is: When you have a political leader who so constantly and repeatedly lies himself--I mean, Trump was lying just the other day about gas prices, for example. He says they're lower than they are. And he will lie about the effect of tariffs as they come in. He lies about things that people can see and feel. I mean, Americans who buy gas know what the price of gas is, you know, so Trump saying it's something else doesn't change that.

But when the president lies like that, he creates, also, an atmosphere where people say, like, The president is lying, and who knows what's really true? I have no idea what any of this means. I'm just going to stay out of it. Like, I'm staying home. I'm not going to involve myself in this totally corrupt, dishonest world that is our political system. I'm not going to participate. I'm not going to engage. How can I have any influence in a world where--as my friend Peter Pomerantsev used this Hanna Arendt quote for his book title, you know--nothing is true and everything is possible? Anything can happen, and I don't have any control on it.

So you can see, you know, the beginnings of, really, an attempt not just to keep journalists out and people who are interested in transparency and accountability out, but also everybody out. You know, nobody's going to want to be part of this completely corrupt system where everyone is bad.

Frum: Some of this, I think, is an unintended result. And I think I'll give two examples from the weekend that I suspect even the politically engaged people who would listen to a podcast like this will recognize in themselves what I'm describing.

So over the weekend just passed, President Trump tweeted about restoring Alcatraz as a federal prison. Now, this can't happen. I mean, Alcatraz is an ancient prison. It's been a federal museum, I think, for half a century. The cells are not to modern standards. You can't do it. And it looks like what happened was a TV station that he was watching had a movie that was set in Alcatraz, and he watched the movie and thought, Alcatraz, I'm going to make that a prison again. And as the whim formed itself in his impulsive brain, he put a message on Truth Social that he wants to do this.

Should you react to that or not? And I think most of us react, I'm not going to react to--that's so obviously something that's not going to happen. That's not a real thing. It's just noise. And I'm sure that's the correct response for each of us as working individuals with finite time and finite energy. You know, you can't react to everything crazy he says, because he says more crazy things than you can have reactions to. On the other hand, it opens a process of endless devaluation of the president's words, that what the president says really doesn't matter.

So in that same weekend, President Trump posted on Truth Social a comment about how he wanted to have tariffs on movies to create an all-in-America movie industry. So that's a little less impossible than turning Alcatraz back into a federal prison. It's also pretty impossible and something that he's probably not going to do. And again, but it's something that could happen, unlike the Alcatraz example. And so should you take the energy--if you're a journalist who writes about these things, if you're a concerned citizen--to react to the movie thing, or should you let that one go?

And there's this endless pushing of just, he says so much stuff that's nonsense that you actually begin--and your more sophisticated peers will say, You're kind of a sucker. It's just something the president said. He says things all the time. You can't react to that. And then when he says, I don't know whether I'm bound to--in the same weekend--I don't know whether I'm bound to obey the Constitution or not, which is something he said, is that something we should dismiss? Is that Trump just gassing? Or is that something that is directionally significant?

So he wears down people, even who are the most committed, by saying so many things that are just ridiculous, but buried in them are little poison barbs of danger.

Applebaum: No, I mean, and he devalues the word of the president. Nobody knows whether to take him seriously or not. And you're right: And then when we come to a moment where it matters what the president says, and it matters what decision he takes, and it matters whether he believes in the Constitution or not, there will be a lot of people who have tuned out because there's so much noise.

You know, the president a couple of days ago posted a photograph of himself dressed as the pope, a kind of AI image of himself--you know, profoundly insulting to millions of Catholics around the world who are still in mourning for the late pope. And all of it contributes to this atmosphere where people just want to say, Well, I don't--this is too much. I can't stand it. I'm not going to participate, and I'm going home. 

And that is that is the quintessential authoritarian tactic, you know? Because what you want is to rule behind a shadow of secrecy. You know, you want to be able to steal the money or take the money and have no one know about it. You want to be enacting, you know, laws and rules of your own design in the dark, without courts, without judges, without attention. And you want the population to be dulled and bored and angry and cynical, and you want them all to stay home. And so we see all that. We've seen this movie before in other countries, I should say, and we're seeing it happen in the United States right now.

Frum: Well, let me wrap up by taking us in a slightly different direction to something that it's a little uncomfortable for us to discuss. When you and I talk about people who do this or people who do that, it's not just a figure of speech. We're talking about people oftentimes who we know personally, know sometimes quite well, because--I think you a little less than me, but I very much come from the conservative political tradition, very much a conservative legal tradition. I was a president of the Federalist Society on a college campus a long time ago. And many of these people are people you also have come into contact with. And we watch people we know, sometimes cynically--or at least at the start, it's cynical, and then it becomes more fanatical--you know, people we knew from the Claremont Colleges, which has somehow become a center of right-wing anti-Constitutionalism.

How do you cope with this in your--and I'm not going to ask you to use names or anything like that--but in your private life, how do you cope with people whom you once held dear going off in these bad paths?

Applebaum: So this was a topic of my previous book, Twilight of Democracy. I had this experience, actually, in multiple countries because--I don't know if you would call me conservative or Republican, but I was certainly an anti-communist, and that put me in that camp for many years. And my friends in Poland, where I lived part of the time, and in London, where I worked for many years, and in the United States also I came from that world. And I watched that world divide in many places.

And it's funny: I thought that in 2016, I'd been through that--in 2015 in Poland, 2016 in the U.S., that I'd been through that, that the divisions had resolved themselves, that the people who were really fanatical and wound up being pro-Trump or fanatically pro-Brexit in some cases, you know, that they had sort of faded out of my life. And then I discovered in this election cycle in 2024 that there were new incidents of it, and there were new friends who were put off, whether it was by transgender issues or whether it was by economic issues, who found themselves wanting to support Trump. And I, frankly, don't cope very well with it. I know some people are better at separating their political views and their private lives than I am. I know a lot of people have relatives who are on the other side of a divide, and they have to live with them because you don't desert your elderly father for something like that.

But I have found it difficult because this story comes so close to, I want to say, values that I hold but also values that I thought all of us shared, you know? So the people who I know and who I consider to be friends, I think of them as people who believe in the rule of law, who support the Constitution, who think, you know, a democratic political system is better, who are bothered by lying in politics. And, you know, it's not that we all share--we don't have to have the same views about everything, but there are these kind of basic values that we share, and I've discovered that that's not true. And I find it now difficult to deal with people who now live in this other reality.

And the thing I'm most afraid of now is that once you made the decision to vote for Trump in 2024, especially--in 2016, it was different because we didn't really know what kind of a president he was going to be. It could have been a protest. You didn't like Hillary Clinton, whatever. There were reasons why people did it. When you chose in 2024, you chose someone who had broken the law in multiple ways, and you knew it. You know, you chose someone who sought to overthrow the results of the election of 2020, and you knew it. So you were choosing someone who you knew to be lawless, who you knew had disdain for American institutions. And I think that the people who made that decision are going to have a lot of trouble backtracking, moving back on it.

I've seen lots of commentary now about, you know, Trump did this or that, you know, Are the people who voted for him going to be sorry now? And I think it's going to be a long time before they're sorry, because they made this intellectual commitment to something that was against many of the things that they stood for. They had to justify it to themselves in many different ways. We just talked about one of them--because, you know, because Biden is corrupt, whatever.

And now it's going to be very hard to turn around and say, That was wrong. You know, it's going to be--you know, they will stick to this. They will go stand by it. They will find new reasons to support Trump, precisely because it was such a bad choice, and precisely because they had to overcome their own internal doubts, and precisely because they know he broke the law, and precisely because they know he has disdain for things that they say that they value. And so I worry that it's going to be very hard to make up with them at some point in the future.

Frum: Anne, let me end with this last, more hopeful thought. Maybe what happens in the lives of countries is: You get these periodic moral crises as a sort of prod to alert us. I mean, American politics was much cleaner after Watergate than it had ever been before. Before the Second World War, America was a democracy for some people; but for many, not. I mean, there's a lot of research now about how much of the Nuremberg laws the Nazis imposed on German Jews in 1935 were based on the everyday practices in southern American states in 1934. And not only did the Nazis notice it, but Americans noticed it, too, and became ashamed. And you wonder: If there hadn't been a World War II, and if there hadn't been a Cold War, would the transition away from racial segregation in this country have been as dramatic and decisive and more or less peaceful as it was?

So maybe this is one of those--I think, doesn't Lincoln say something in the second inaugural address about how this is one of those offenses that needs to come? And maybe it's an offense that needed to come because the people who'd grown up since the Cold War had lost sight of some of the things that we experienced during the Cold War, but why democracy was precious and worth fighting for.

Applebaum: The feeling of losing things and the understanding that something is slipping away can be very dramatic. It can galvanize people to resist. That's true. And you can hear in the national conversation--I had a conversation with a niece yesterday, and I've talked to a lot of other younger people. They feel and understand that something is wrong and that something is being lost, and they are beginning now to reorient themselves to think about how they protect it or how they save it, or how they change the country in ways that make sure it doesn't happen again.

I mean, it may be that, you know, certainly as we've been discussing, there has been a long slide in this direction. You know, it wasn't just as if Trump, you know, arrived in January and suddenly began to do things that had no precedent. I mean, he had a precedent in his first term. The decline of the electoral system began, you know, much longer ago with Citizens United [ v. FEC]. You know, the role of money in politics has been increasing. You can trace--he's part of a path. But he is now creating a crisis that takes us off that slow glide and makes this into a moment that could galvanize people. And you're right. I hope it will.

Frum: Anne, there's never a conversation I have with you where I don't come away feeling I've learned something and maybe also steeled myself to try a little harder and better. So thank you. It's such a pleasure, and it's such a kind act that you would come and talk to me. Bye-bye.

Applebaum: Thank you.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks to Anne Applebaum for that fascinating and inspiring conversation. I'm so grateful to her for joining The David Frum Show. Now I'm going to put in a commercial here for The Atlantic because Anne and I are colleagues there. If you like what you see and hear on The David Frum Show, remember, you can support Anne's work and mine and the work of all Atlantic journalists when you subscribe to the Atlantic at theatlantic.com/listener. Repeat that slowly: theatlantic.com/listener.

And now some questions from viewers and listeners that I'll try my best to answer. The first question is from Soren. Soren writes: "I'm a high-school student in Seattle, and I've noticed many of my peers are deeply polarized, often echoing media talking points and struggling to engage in thoughtful political discussions, especially across party lines. How can I encourage more open, level-headed political conversations among young people who seem entrenched in tribal thinking?"

Well, Soren, I commend you for this open-minded approach and for your patience with your peers, and I salute the question you're asking. It's a difficult problem. And look--it's not like those of us who are older succeed any better at it than those of you who are younger.

I think one thing--I remember doing this when I was in high school and debating with my friends--is sometimes saying, Look--I'll tell you what: I'm going to give you one thing to read, and you can do the same for me. You give me something you want me to read; I'll give you something I'd like you to read. Let's read them both together and then talk about afterwards what we've read. And if you can limit the conversation to what's on the page--no "what about" questions, no Well, what do you also think?--just what's on the page, I think the more you channel a conversation, the more productive it can be. And at the very least, you can introduce your friends to a better quality of reading material than maybe they've been reading so far.

Here's a question from Bruno: "In the latter part of the 19th and first half of the 20th century, working classes supported political movements that bettered their lives against the so-called robber barons. Now it seems they support political movements which worsen their lives to the benefit of billionaires. Why?"

Well, congratulations, Bruno, for putting your finger on one of the most vexed questions in all of American history and political science. In the 19th century, across most of the industrial world--Germany, Great Britain, Belgium, Italy--there arose social democratic parties associated with trade unions that tried to advance a worker-focused agenda. The United States never produced such a movement, such a party. Instead, the United States produced protest movements that operated within and against both the Republican and Democratic Parties, never producing a really effective broad-based social democratic movement. So that's the historical part.

To your question about the present day, I think the problem is: In the modern world, the idea of working class is an idea that makes less and less sense. So many people claim to be working class, and it's often very hard to understand exactly what they mean, or they mean contradictory things. Very classic example: Imagine an argument over Thanksgiving dinner between one brother-in-law with a high-school diploma--is working as a car salesman, and in a good year might make $120,000 and in a bad year makes $60,000, but has not that much status in society and is a little insecure about his academic bona fides--and he argues with his brother-in-law who is an adjunct professor at a local college and who makes maybe $45,000 a year but who has a Ph.D. Which of them is working class? Well, they will argue about that all night.

I think just generally, class-based analysis doesn't really work all that well in America, because it's a country with so many differences of people's situations that people often end up transposing class as a marker of attitude and consumption patterns.

I remember, a political scientist named Charles Murray wrote a quiz years ago in which he asked the question, How thick was your bubble? And he had a set of questions, and they were all cultural. What kind of clothes did you wear? What kind of cars did you drive? That's what made you working class. And the idea was: He was very hostile to people who got a lot of their position in society from their levels of education. But if a person with a lot of education is economically precarious and works under the direction and control of others, I don't know what we are saying when we say that that person is or isn't working class.

In 2024, Donald Trump did very well among the most affluent people in society. The Republican vote still skews rich. There are a lot of people who will tell you it doesn't. But the way they get to the claim that the Republican Party is a working-class party is by using education as their metric, rather than income or rather than working under the supervision and control of others.

From Jeff: "At what point will the Trump administration start fudging or outright falsifying economic data, such as jobs reports, inflation measures, and consumer-confidence data, and other traditional information put out by the departments of labor or commerce? And how will we even know the information is bogus?"

This is a great question and an important question. A big part of the project of Elon Musk's DOGE--I don't know if I'm supposed to pronounce it "dog" or "doja"--group was to break a lot of the conveyor belts for reliable public information, not so much to create false information but just to withdraw accurate information. And we see the president himself doing his bit by making up these crazy stories about the price of gasoline, based on strange data sequences like wholesale prices, not the price of the pump.

Mercifully, there is abundant private-sector data on many economic issues that you can get some idea of whether things are right or wrong. The government produces jobs reports, but there is a lot of information on purchasing and things like that that tends to be proprietary and is sometimes expensive. But the people who care about these issues can track and will begin to sound an alert if the government information is wrong. I would worry in the immediate term not about false information but about lacking information, absent information, broken information. That's the direction the Trump administration, with Elon Musk's help, seems to be heading.

And the last question from Colin--he quotes something I said on air in an episode or two back: "I had always thought of myself as a conservative because I believe in things like a strong and robust foreign policy to oppose authoritarians abroad in free markets and personal liberties and in constitutional values that underpin our democracy." Colin asked, "Well, why do you call those things conservative?"

And I suppose I'm reflecting the world in which I came of age. But in the late 1970s, the question of market or not market, that was a lively debate. And the people who were skeptical of markets proudly identified themselves as being on the left. That was a time when there was a lot of post-Vietnam trauma over America's role in the world. And the people who were more skeptical of that role, who doubted that the United States was a force for good or, anyway, thought that good intentions would likely go awry again, they mostly--not always, but they mostly--identified themselves proudly as being on the left. And so it seemed to me that the people who are opposite those things were the people on the right.

But many of these are deep American values that at normal times are more broadly shared. Unfortunately, we live right now in what is not a normal time. And a lot of the things that I thought of when I was a young Reagan enthusiast in 1980 as belonging to the Republican Party and the conservative movement, they've surrendered those commitments and those beliefs. And it's shameful for them and sad for all the rest of us.

Thank you for listening today to The David Frum Show. We'll be back next week with more. And again, the best way to support our work if you like what we're doing is subscribe to The Atlantic. But otherwise, visit us here on YouTube or your favorite podcasting platform for more next week of The David Frum Show.

[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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Trump Finally Drops the Anti-Semitism Pretext

<span>The latest letter to Harvard makes clear that the administration's goal is to punish liberal institutions for the crime of being liberal.</span>

by Rose Horowitch




The intensely hostile letter that Education Secretary Linda McMahon sent to the leadership of Harvard yesterday has a lot going on. But the most notable thing about it is what it leaves out.

To hear McMahon tell it, Harvard is a university on the verge of ruin. (I say McMahon because her signature is at the bottom of the letter, but portions of the document are written in such a distinctive idiolect--"Why is there so much HATE?" the letter asks; it signs off with "Thank you for your attention to this matter!"--that one detects the spirit of a certain uncredited co-author.) She accuses it of admitting students who are contemptuous of America, chastises it for hiring the former blue-city mayors Bill de Blasio and Lori Lightfoot to teach leadership ("like hiring the captain of the Titanic to teach navigation"), questions the necessity of its remedial-math program ("Why is it, we ask, that Harvard has to teach simple and basic mathematics?"), and accuses its board chair, Penny Pritzker ("a Democrat operative"), of driving the university to financial ruin, among many other complaints. The upshot is that Harvard should not bother to apply for any new federal funding, because, McMahon declares, "today's letter marks the end of new grants for the University."

What you will not find in the McMahon letter is any mention of the original justification for the Trump administration's ongoing assault on elite universities: anti-Semitism. As a legal pretext for trying to financially hobble the Ivy League, anti-Semitism had some strategic merit. Many students and faculty justifiably feel that these schools failed to take harassment of Jews seriously enough during the protests that erupted after the October 7, 2023, terrorist attack on Israel by Hamas. By centering its critique on that issue, the administration was cannily appropriating for its own ends one of the progressive left's highest priorities: protecting a minority from hostile acts.

Now, however, the mask is off. Aside from one oblique reference to congressional hearings about anti-Semitism ("the great work of Congresswoman Elise Stefanik"), the letter is silent on the subject. The administration is no longer pretending that it is standing up for Jewish students. The project has been revealed for what it is: an effort to punish liberal institutions for the crime of being liberal.

The effort started with Columbia University. In early March, the administration canceled $400 million in federal funding for the university. This was framed explicitly as punishment for Columbia's failure to adequately address anti-Semitism on campus. The administration then issued a set of demands as preconditions for Columbia to get that funding back. These included giving the university president power over all disciplinary matters and placing the Middle Eastern-studies department under the control of a different university body. Columbia soon announced that it would make a list of changes that closely resembled what the administration had asked for. McMahon praised the changes and said that Columbia was on the "right track" to get its money back, though the government has still not restored the funding.

Having successfully extracted concessions from Columbia, the government moved on to Harvard. On March 31, the administration said that it was reviewing $9 billion in federal grants and contracts awarded to Harvard. As with Columbia, it argued that the university had not sufficiently combatted anti-Semitism on its campus. Harvard then began negotiations with the federal government. But on April 11, the administration sent Harvard a list of far-reaching changes that the university would have to make to continue to receive federal funding. These included screening international students for disloyalty to the United States and allowing an external body to audit faculty viewpoints to ensure diversity.

Rose Horowitch: Endowments are next

This was too much for Harvard. "Neither Harvard nor any other private university can allow itself to be taken over by the federal government," the university's lawyers wrote in a letter to administration officials. The university sued the Trump administration, arguing that the government had violated Harvard's First Amendment rights and failed to follow the procedures to revoke federal grants. The government retaliated. It immediately froze $2.2 billion in grants and $60 million in contracts to Harvard, announced that it would consider revoking Harvard's nonprofit tax-exempt status, and threatened the university's ability to enroll international students. Even as the war escalated, the putative rationale remained the same. Trump "wants them to come to the table and change things," McMahon told Fox News. "It's a civil-rights issue on campus relative to the anti-Semitism." McMahon never explained how cutting funding for biomedical research would help address anti-Semitism on campus. But the administration at least gestured in that direction.

No longer. The offenses enumerated in the McMahon letter are a disconnected grab bag of grievances. The closest thing to a legal theory for denying Harvard future grant funding is the accusation that the school has violated the Supreme Court's ruling striking down race-based affirmative action. But revoking an institution's funding under federal nondiscrimination law requires following a multistep process that takes months, Derek Black, a law professor at the University of South Carolina, told me. The government has to investigate a complaint and prove that the university will not take any steps to resolve the discrimination. Without showing that Harvard has violated nondiscrimination law--as opposed to merely asserting it, without evidence, in a rambling letter--the government can't refuse to award it grants. "They went from step one to step five or six in a week," Black said. "There's no 'We don't like you' authority in the federal Constitution or in statutory law. In fact, quite the opposite: You're precluded from that."

Harvard's leaders have, under duress, acknowledged that the institution needs to make changes. Last week, the university released reports detailing incidents of anti-Semitism and anti-Muslim bias and a pervasive sense of non-belonging among Jewish students. It has announced that it will not support affinity-group graduation celebrations and that leaders will no longer make statements on political issues that don't affect the university's core function. "We were faced with a set of demands that addressed some problems that I and others recognized as real problems," Harvard President Alan Garber told The Wall Street Journal. "But the means of addressing those problems is what was so objectionable." The fact that the university is willing to make changes strengthens its legal case challenging the cancellation of funding. Several legal experts have predicted that the university will prevail in court.

In a 2021 speech titled "The Universities Are the Enemy," then-Senate candidate J. D. Vance declared that universities, as left-wing gatekeepers of truth and knowledge, "make it impossible for conservative ideas to ultimately carry the day." The solution, Vance said, was to "honestly and aggressively attack the universities in this country." We've been seeing the aggressive part of that formula for two months. With the McMahon letter, the administration has gotten much closer to honesty.
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Gregg Popovich's Life Lessons

The San Antonio Spurs coach built a thoughtful team culture that spread far beyond his own players.

by Adam Harris




Last Halloween, not long after the kids finished trick-or-treating and got in bed, I settled on my couch to watch the San Antonio Spurs, my favorite basketball team. Five games into a new season, I was full of optimism. The team was a healthy mix of savvy veterans, young stars, and Victor Wembanyama, the most hyped NBA prospect since LeBron James. If the players found the right chemistry, perhaps this could be the year that the Spurs snapped an uncharacteristic playoff drought. And led by Gregg Popovich, a Hall of Fame coach who directed his players like a maestro conducting an orchestra, this scenario really did seem possible.

That night, the Spurs won the game, Wembanyama had an insane stat line, and everything was looking up. But a few weeks later, I got the sinking feeling that it might have been Popovich's final hurrah. In mid-November, the Spurs announced that Popovich had suffered a mild stroke that would keep him off the sidelines for the foreseeable future. As the season progressed, he continued to stay away from the team. And on Friday, Popovich--or "Pop," as he is often called--announced that he would be stepping down as head coach after nearly 29 seasons at the helm, and transitioning into a full-time role as the team's president of basketball operations. Every Spurs fan had been mentally preparing for this moment since Tim Duncan, Manu Ginobili, Tony Parker, and other defining players of the 21st century, all of whom Popovich had coached, hung up their sneakers one by one. Popovich himself is 76 years old, and Father Time is undefeated. But to realize that he was indeed mortal was heartbreaking.

In the symphony of tributes that followed the announcement, I thought of one person: David Robinson, the first superstar to play with Pop. San Antonio is a military city with one major sports team, and Robinson, the U.S. Naval Academy graduate whose playing nickname was "the Admiral," was an informal figurehead. In October 2014, I attended a conference in a hotel ballroom outside of Austin where Robinson delivered a keynote address about leadership. Naturally, his speech turned to Pop. "He's not afraid to be countercultural," Robinson said. Mainstream basketball culture was self-congratulatory, but Pop's style, Robinson suggested, was to say, "No, don't look at me."

Countercultural was exactly right, because Pop did things differently. In a league built around individual personalities, Pop created a winning team environment. He brought an internationality to the game--in terms of both the players he pursued and the style of basketball they played. Perhaps most important, he realized that although basketball is a game with winners and losers, the National Basketball Association is a business. Coaching was his job, not his life--a perspective he tried to inculcate in everyone, players and fans and sports journalists alike.


John W. McDonough / Sports Illustrated / Getty



Pop's global perspective came from his own background. He was born in Indiana to a Serbian father and a Croatian mother; for college, he attended the U.S. Air Force Academy and graduated with a bachelor's degree in Soviet studies. After his mandatory five years of service in the military, he began coaching at Pomona College in Southern California, where he became the head coach in 1979. He made himself at home, talking politics with students, popularizing something called a "Serbian taco," and playing intramurals with professors. Eventually, the Spurs came calling.

By 1996, Popovich had risen through the organization to become the head coach. The next year, a series of unfortunate injuries--primarily to Robinson--meant the team was one of the worst in the league, giving them better odds in the NBA draft lottery, where they won the No. 1 pick: Tim Duncan. A native of the Virgin Islands, Duncan became the ideal linchpin for Popovich's tenure. Pop would later explain that Duncan was something of a soulmate--the one person he would prefer to have a conversation at dinner with over anyone else. "He is the most real, consistent, true person that I have ever met," Popovich once said.

Read: San Antonio, the Spurs, and me

To complement Duncan, Popovich ignored American high-school prodigies and blue-chip college prospects and instead drafted an array of unheralded international players who were a fit for his preferred style of play: cohesive, defense-first basketball that emphasized passing. No single player was bigger than the team. Pulling from his experience overseas, Pop's teams resembled the pass-heavy, positionless style of European soccer revolutionized by the Dutch legend Johan Cruyff. Players were essentially interchangeable, whipping the ball around quickly and dizzying opposing defenses. The result was basketball in its purest form. Players would pass up a good shot at the basket if it meant their teammate could take a great shot at the basket. Watching the Spurs offense, to me, felt like watching an artist at work--every brushstroke was intentional, and the finished product a masterpiece. (During Pop's time as coach, the Spurs ultimately won five championships.)

Under Popovich, the Spurs drafted the French speedster Tony Parker and the Argentine dynamo Manu Ginobili, whose respective "teardrop" and "Euro step" techniques were quickly emulated across the American game. The team's roster often resembled a United Nations conference, with other players from Slovenia, Brazil, Australia, and Italy. More than internationalizing the game, though, Pop brought perspective. Players gushed about his infamous dinners, where he covered the tab and let the wine flow freely. He cared about his players as people, and worked to develop relationships that would outlive anyone's tenure in the NBA.

"Winning the championship is great, but it fades quickly," he once said. "The satisfaction I get from Tony Parker bringing his child into the office, or some other player who came through the program and now I hired him as a coach and he's back--that's satisfying." This style was uncommon, yet contagious. In the business of sports, it's natural to want to be the best at any cost--to be paid the most money, to get the most playing time, to win the most acclaim. But Popovich always behaved like his position was about more than just basketball.

Pop isn't leaving the organization; still, this feels like an end, one that's tugged on every emotion for me. Pop was the only head coach of my favorite basketball team for as long as I've been able to watch the sport. When I saw the news on Friday, I messaged Allen, my best friend of almost 20 years, with whom I had been texting back and forth during the game on Halloween--Pop's last as the maestro.

I offered the only words I could summon: "Damn. Pop really retired."
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We've Been Thinking About Love All Wrong

What illness taught me about true friendship

by Suleika Jaouad




When I first entered the kingdom of the sick, I wasn't interested in befriending my fellow denizens. Only 22, with a limited understanding of grave illness--or loss--I found the idea of a cancer support group for young adults wholly depressing, and I didn't want to get too comfortable with the identity of the cancer patient. Unsurprisingly, a year into treatment, I was as isolated and lonely as I'd ever been in my life.

Read: The Art of Survival

When it came to friendship, I had always prioritized quantity over quality. Attending six schools on three continents before the age of 12 meant that I was skilled at quickly forming friendships but not necessarily at sustaining them. While moving around, I maintained pen-pal correspondences with my best friend Molly in upstate New York, and my best friend Ranya in Tunisia, and my best friend Eleonore in Switzerland. But without a clear idea of when (or even if) we'd see each other again, and with all the address changes, our letters would peter out. The message I took from it was that relationships have a shelf life.

In college, I was a social butterfly, flitting from group to group, making fast but not necessarily deep friendships. Many of those friends disappeared when I got sick, and I felt hurt, angry, and betrayed. With time, I came to realize it wasn't some huge failing on their part--of course the people I played beer pong with were not at my bedside when my hair was falling out. To sustain a relationship through that kind of crisis requires stronger bonds.

Then one day, I was sitting in the hospital waiting room when a woman with a knit ski cap over her bald head and a face mask across hollowed cheeks fell into the chair next to mine. Her name was Anjali, and she was pretty and petite, with tawny skin and a beaked nose like mine. Though shorter than me and frail from months of bed rest, she exuded fierceness.

"I know who you are," she said, with a trace of an Indian accent. "You write that fucking column." What she meant was: Hello, it's nice to meet you. I simply wasn't good at reading between her lines yet.

Over time, we traded stories and learned that we had many in common--stories of immigration, of being the only kid on the first day of school who didn't speak English, of feeling like a misfit wherever we went. I learned that her parents were dead and she was estranged from her brother, who'd never returned her call about being her bone-marrow donor. I came to understand that was why she wore so much armor: She felt she had to protect herself to survive.

Anjali and I also shared the same diagnosis. We did the same chemotherapy regimens at Mount Sinai Hospital, administered by the same doctors. We both transferred to Memorial Sloan Kettering Cancer Center to undergo bone-marrow transplants around the same time. A hundred days post-transplant, we both received our biopsy results. Mine came back clean: no sign of leukemia. Hers showed that she had already relapsed, and further treatment was not an option.

By then, I was 24. I had never been a caregiver, much less accompanied someone as they neared the end. But I understood the pain of having people not show up--and here was an opportunity for me to show up. For the next few months, I brought Anjali food, went with her to doctor appointments, and brought her home with me on holidays. Then, when she got too sick and weak to live at home alone, I called an ambulance to take her to Bellevue Hospital's hospice ward.

When the ambulance arrived, Anjali looked at me and howled. She called me a traitor, said I was a terrible friend, said that she hated me. But I didn't take it personally. I knew how fear and pain could make you angry. I myself had lashed out at loved ones in ways that I hadn't known I was capable of before illness. I understood that her rage was not toward me but toward a world in which she had never fully belonged, a world from which she'd soon be gone.

I rode with her in the back of that ambulance, and for the next week, I held a round-the-clock vigil by her bedside. The day before she died, Melissa and Max, whom I'd also befriended in treatment, and another friend named MJ, who was a cancer survivor (and who may or may not have volunteered as our weed supplier in those pre-medical marijuana days), joined me there. A talented musician, MJ brought a guitar, a shruti box, and a harmonica and played a few songs, including "Love More" by Sharon Van Etten. We all sang along: "She made me love / She made me love / She made me love more." Anjali was so close to the veil that her hearing was failing. I didn't know whether she could actually hear the music or she was only seeing us experience it, but it seemed to make her happy.

I remember a nurse watching us from the hallway. Later, she told me that in all her years of working in hospice, she had never seen that before--other young people with bald heads and waifish bodies ushering a fellow patient through their final days. I understood why she was taken by the sight. To watch anyone die is scary, and it's even scarier to watch someone die from the same disease that might kill you. No one would have blamed us for avoiding it, but we were all struck by the fact that Anjali had no family. Her great fear was that she would die alone, and we wouldn't let that happen.

Being with Anjali through those days remains one of the most harrowingly beautiful and meaningful experiences of my life. I felt like I got to meet Anjali the child--the Anjali who had not yet been hurt, betrayed, or abandoned by the world. She softened; she became calm. Every time her eyelids fluttered open, she would reach for my hand. She was so skinny, and her big, dark-brown eyes seemed even bigger by contrast. Tender, open, unarmored, she seemed--paradoxically--healed.

When we think of love, we think of romance and happily-ever-after fairy tales. By telling this story, I want to invoke something different--the radical power of seeing, understanding, and showing up for another human. As Alain de Botton writes in A Therapeutic Journey, the word love "is so fatefully associated with romance and sentimentality that we overlook its critical role in helping us to keep faith with life at times of overwhelming psychological confusion and sorrow."

In the four years I spent in treatment, illness took a toll. I lost my romantic relationship, my sense of self, and my trust in the future. I lost friends--Anjali, then Melissa, then Max. I was deep in grief, and I felt an almost primal impulse to shut down, to retreat like a wounded animal. I thought, If I never get close to anyone again, I will never be hurt again.

But I had learned another lesson too. Illness had taught me how much we need one another, how we come into this world needing so much care, how we die needing so much care, how we get that from the people we love and who love us: our family--blood or chosen--our partners, our friends, our communities.

I knew I had to keep turning toward love and other people to navigate my grief and uncertainty. Loneliness is a health issue--studies show that social isolation is associated with a greater risk of cardiovascular disease, dementia, stroke, depression, anxiety, and premature death, and that being socially disconnected can have the same impact as smoking 15 cigarettes a day. As far back as 2017, the U.S. surgeon general at the time, Vivek Murthy, began calling attention to loneliness, arguing that we can live healthier, more fulfilled lives by strengthening our relationships. "Answer that phone call from a friend," he wrote in a 2023 report. "Make time to share a meal. Listen without the distraction of your phone. Perform an act of service."

Each of these proposed actions is, at its core, an act of generosity: Be fully present, listen, give of yourself to another human. Of course, this can't be done with a transactional mentality. People can sense whether you're helping them only to make them obligated to help you--and that feels terrible. What I'm talking about is connecting with another human as an end in itself. It's knowing someone simply to know them.

Anjali died on Valentine's Day. The last word she said to me was love.



This essay was adapted from The Book of Alchemy.  



* Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic. Source: AC. Nowell / L. Prang & Co. / Library of Congress; ilbusca / Getty.
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Trump's Weak Position on Trade

An incoherent American policy has allowed China to benefit from its focus and resolve.

by Michael Schuman




The United States and China are finally going to talk. This weekend, U.S. Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent will meet Chinese Vice Premier He Lifeng in Switzerland to begin negotiations over the trade war that has strangled commerce between the two powers, ever since Donald Trump assumed the presidency and imposed additional tariffs of 145 percent on Chinese imports.

Trump's negotiating position will be the weaker one. Already in recent months, U.S. policy has appeared to vacillate, its strategy and goals uncertain, while Chinese leader Xi Jinping has held fast, presented an image of strength, and kept his larger geopolitical goals in focus. China has taken the opportunity of the chaos of Trump's trade policy to draw other countries, including American allies, closer to itself.

None of this was the White House's plan. When he imposed the tariffs, Trump seems to have expected that Xi would rush to negotiate their removal. Instead, the Chinese leader matched Trump tariff for tariff and hit back at the United States--for instance, with export restrictions on rare-earth metals that the American tech industry relies on. And Xi began making his own demands. China's Commerce Ministry said in a statement last month that Washington should remove all "unilateral" tariffs on China.

Read: Why China won't give in to Trump

The longer this standoff has persisted, the more Trump has signaled that he's the one who badly needs a trade deal. "I think he's going to want to get to a deal," Trump said of Xi on April 9. The next day, he told a Cabinet meeting that he'd love a trade deal with China. "Oh, we're going to make a deal," Trump said again a few days later. There is a "very good chance" he can reach a deal with China, he said last week. In late April, Trump repeatedly asserted that the two sides were in talks, but his policy team sent mixed messages, and in some cases, failed to back him up.

The confusion has characterized much of Trump's trade strategy. His senior policy makers have variously said that the purpose of the tariffs was to bring factories back to the U.S., raise revenue for the federal government, and bargain for trade deals with targeted countries--goals that clearly conflict. Trump declared April 2, when he announced his worldwide tariff plan, a "Liberation Day" that would free the country from unjust foreign trade practices. A week later, he suspended most of those tariffs and started negotiating them away in trade pacts.

Just days ahead of talks with China, Trump's goals remain unclear. Bessent, in an interview after the meeting was announced, said that the immediate purpose was "de-escalation"--implying the postponement, reduction, or removal of the tariffs Trump has just imposed. He went on to say that forcing manufacturing back to the U.S., beyond a few strategic sectors, was not the administration's intent after all. "In terms of mass production, then they can have at it," he said of China.

Beijing's far more consistent position has been that China will not bow to American pressure, and that Washington must act to resolve the crisis it started. China has also signaled its willingness to walk away from the talks before they begin: China's Commerce Ministry on Wednesday stated that if Washington "tries to use talks as a pretext to continue coercion and extortion, China will absolutely refuse and will not sacrifice its principles."

Xi's resolve is rooted in a well-defined economic program of state-led technological and industrial development--priorities he has pursued for more than a decade and is unlikely to alter for Trump. Politicians and business leaders around the world have criticized Xi's use of state subsidies to promote Chinese industry, but to no avail. Instead, Xi will probably seek some small agreements--such as a deal related to TikTok, in which Trump has already expressed an interest--while protecting his core economic policies. He may even press Trump for concessions, such as the removal of U.S. export controls on chip technology.

In the meantime, Trump continues to overestimate his leverage. "I own the store, and I set prices, and I'll say, 'If you want to shop here, this is what you have to pay,'" Trump said about negotiating with China. "They can go someplace else, but there aren't too many places they can go."

In fact, there are. Xi has been working to reduce his country's reliance on the American market for more than a decade. As a result, America's importance to Chinese trade has been consistently declining. In 2018, China shipped more than 19 percent of its exports to the United States; last year, that number was less than 15 percent. At the same time, China's total trade with the 10-member Association of Southeast Asian Nations has surged by nearly 60 percent since 2019, to almost $1 trillion last year. And Xi has been fostering new bonds of trade, investment, and finance with emerging economies through his global infrastructure program, the Belt and Road Initiative, which he launched in 2013.

Trump is the one who has come under heavy economic pressure amid the trade stalemate. Executives from Walmart and other major retailers warned the president in mid-April of rising prices and product shortages if his tariffs stayed in place. With the U.S. economy contracting in the first quarter, recession fears rising, and the stock market sinking, the administration has already been forced to backtrack: Last month, it exempted mobile phones, computers, and other electronics from most tariffs, and then reduced the impact on automakers by excluding them from some tariffs.

To be sure, the trade war has created some economic problems for Xi as well. Data released last week indicated a sharp drop in export orders for Chinese manufacturers. But while Trump is buffeted by the movements of stock and bond markets, the concerns of big-business backers, dissenting voices within his own White House, and public opinion, Xi governs unchallenged and is largely insulated from such hour-to-hour pressures.

Derek Thompson: The disturbing rise of MAGA Maoism

The Chinese leader has even managed to turn the trade war to his political advantage. Xi's government has portrayed itself as a resolute defender of the Chinese nation and mocked its opponent. CCTV, a state television network, dubbed Trump the "10,000-Tariff Grandpa," and an affiliated social-media account asserted last week that "the U.S. is clearly the more anxious party at this stage." The hashtag #TrumpChickeningOut has been trending on Chinese social media, and online commentators have nicknamed the U.S. president "Comrade Nation Builder"--as in, the man building up China.

Xi has given every indication that his ambitions extend well beyond doing business with the United States--to rolling back American global power and asserting leadership of the developing world. While Bessent awaits the meeting with his Chinese counterpart over tariffs, Xi is in Moscow with Russian President Vladimir Putin. And throughout the standoff with the United States, the Chinese leader has sought to rally other countries, including Vietnam but also the European Union, to Beijing's side against "unilateral and bullying actions," as he put it to Spanish Prime Minister Pedro Sanchez in April.

The appeal of this campaign undoubtedly has limits, as many countries have serious concerns about Chinese trade practices. But Trump's tariffs have given Xi an opportunity to portray himself as the more responsible and reliable statesman. The U.S. president, meanwhile, has evinced no consistent vision or commitment comparable to Xi's. And he is coming into talks at a disadvantage as a result.
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How Spying Helped Erode American Trust

Espionage has always been with us, but its rapid growth over the past century raises questions about who we are.

by James Santel




In 1973, William Colby, then the director of central intelligence, had a statue of the Revolutionary War spy Nathan Hale placed on the grounds of the CIA's headquarters in Virginia. Hale struck many as an odd choice of icon; after all, he had been captured and executed by the British. One of Colby's successors, William Casey, grumbled that Hale "fouled up the only mission he was ever given." Casey left Hale alone, but compensated by commissioning what he considered a more appropriate statue in the lobby--a likeness of William Donovan, nicknamed "Wild Bill," the man often credited as the father of the CIA.

Casey wasn't wrong about Hale's incompetence. Hale hadn't bothered to use an alias, and he divulged his assignment to a British officer. Whether or not he actually uttered his famous last words about having only one life to give for his country, it appears that he was an idealist, if not an outright innocent. "He was simply too forthright and trusting to be a good spy," concludes Jeffrey P. Rogg in his forthcoming book, The Spy and the State, one of two new histories of American intelligence. This is an interesting assessment because of what Rogg declares just a few pages earlier: that the business of intelligence "is inherently 'un-American,'" a practice ill-suited to a "country that values honesty, transparency, and forthrightness." A tantalizing inference can be drawn: If Hale had been a worse American, he might have been a better spy.

The question of whether espionage is compatible with American ideals is an old one. At the founding, the prevailing answer was no. Spying was an appurtenance of monarchy, and therefore incompatible with republican government. In 1797, James Monroe, recently recalled from his position as the minister to France, accused Secretary of State Timothy Pickering of using spies in a bitter letter: "The practice is of great antiquity, and is now in use in the despotic Governments of Europe," he conceded, "but I hoped never to see it transplanted to this side of the Atlantic."

One founding American who did not share his age's discomfort with espionage was George Washington. Rogg casts him as the nation's first great spymaster, and he is joined in this assessment by Mark M. Lowenthal, the author of Vigilance Is Not Enough. The mission that cost Hale his life was Washington's idea, and he authorized at least three kidnapping plots during the war. As the commander of the Continental Army, he was a sophisticated consumer of intelligence, cultivating a wide range of sources. Lowenthal, a former high-ranking CIA official, approvingly quotes the postwar protest of a British officer: "Washington did not really outfight the British, he simply outspied us!"

Read: How the CIA hoodwinked Hollywood

Washington left his most significant intelligence legacy as the nation's first president. At his prodding, the first Congress created the Contingency Fund for the Conduct of Foreign Affairs, a presidential bank account for paying spies. Congress controlled the amount that went into the fund but otherwise had no say in how it was used. This arrangement was arguably sound as a matter of both policy and constitutional law. Endless public debate is no way to authorize time-sensitive covert activities, and the most natural way to read the Constitution on the subject (which it says nothing about) is by analogy to the president's powers as commander in chief and head of state.

But in establishing the Contingency Fund, Congress surrendered not just its right to control intelligence operations but any right to know about them altogether. The president was required to tell lawmakers how much he'd spent, but not where the money had gone. The abdication was considerable, and the potential for abuse was great.

The decision to involve the United States in espionage aroused little public opposition, both in Washington's day and for decades to come. Americans still considered spying on adversaries unsavory, but their government simply wasn't doing that much of it. In the 19th and early 20th centuries, it was largely an ad hoc business conducted by diplomats, military officers, and adventurers. The Army and Navy developed intelligence divisions after the Civil War, but these were marginal outfits that amassed little power or bureaucratic respect. Especially in peacetime, the United States had no permanent, centralized system for collecting intelligence. Accordingly, few Americans saw in the president's covert powers a threat to law or liberty.

The pattern that defined this period--an uptick in spying during war, and then its ebbing in peacetime--poses a problem for Rogg and Lowenthal, whose accounts of the years between the Revolution and World War II are overstuffed with desultory detail. The reader who perseveres through hundreds of pages of bureaucratic infighting and military history in the hopes of fresh insight into later, more familiar chapters of American intelligence will be disappointed. There are suggestive episodes along the way--for instance, the Army's use of waterboarding during a brutal campaign in the Philippines at the turn of the 20th century, or the 1798 passage of the Alien Enemies Act, which President Donald Trump has recently dusted off in cruel fashion--but the inescapable conclusion is that little of what came before the start of the Cold War informed what came after.

Growing out of Wild Bill Donovan's wartime Office of Strategic Services, the CIA was established in 1947 as part of the National Security Act, the law that also birthed the Department of Defense, the National Security Council, and the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Under the act, the CIA's primary responsibility was coordinating intelligence gathering across the government. But the statute also directed the agency "to perform such other functions and duties related to intelligence affecting the national security as the National Security Council may from time to time direct." This was a fatefully broad legislative grant. The CIA's first general counsel concluded that Congress did not mean by these words to authorize covert action--a view shared by Walter Bedell Smith, the agency's second director, who worried that "the operational tail will wag the intelligence dog."

Read: How fake spies ruin real intelligence

Yet for President Harry Truman, the need to counter Soviet aggression outweighed any niceties about legislative intent. In late 1947, he authorized the CIA to intervene in Italy's parliamentary elections, where the Communist Party was poised for a strong performance. The agency spent heavily in support of candidates from the centrist Christian Democratic Party, which won a clear majority at the polls in April 1948. For Truman and his successors, it was proof of concept: Covert operations seemed to offer a relatively cheap way to confront the Soviets without risking a wider war. President Dwight Eisenhower expanded the CIA's brief from influencing elections to toppling governments, leading to regime changes in Iran in 1953 and Guatemala in 1954. More chillingly, in 1960, he approved (whether expressly or tacitly is still disputed) the assassination of Patrice Lumumba, the charismatic leader of the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Although the plot fizzled out, Lumumba was soon killed in the aftermath of a CIA-backed coup, and the Kennedy administration followed Eisenhower's example with its futile campaign against Fidel Castro.

Rogg and Lowenthal acknowledge that the CIA's forays into regime change and assassination damaged the American government's reputation abroad and its standing at home. Yet their evaluations of CIA excesses are oddly muted, as if botched attempts to murder foreign leaders were just another form of intelligence failure. In fact, the Cold War coups and assassinations were not merely missteps. They were abuses, with shattering consequences still being felt today. For history that treats these shady events with the appropriate degree of outrage, one must look to such recent works as Stuart Reid's The Lumumba Plot and Hugh Wilford's The CIA: An Imperial History.

In the mid-1970s, thanks to an inquisitive press and a newly assertive Congress, the public began to learn about the CIA's more outlandish undertakings: not just coups and killings but also mind-control experiments (the notorious MKUltra program) and the surveillance of American citizens. One result was reform; the president, for instance, is now required by law to inform Congress before launching a covert operation. Another consequence was a growing culture of suspicion. Revelations of a seemingly lawless intelligence state awakened Americans' long-standing wariness of spies, which, in the aftermath of Vietnam and Watergate, acquired a cynical, paranoid aspect, evident in films such as Three Days of the Condor that depict the agency as a sinister shadow government.

Another name for shadow government is "deep state." At first blush, President Trump's conspiratorial view of intelligence appears not so different from that held by many other Baby Boomers; witness his obsession with the assassination of John F. Kennedy. But in raising the specter of unchecked spy agencies, Trump doesn't see a threat to the nation. He sees a threat to himself. He has been a relentless antagonist of the intelligence community since 2016, when it concluded that Russia meddled in that year's presidential election to aid his campaign. Newly emboldened in his second term, Trump appears determined to bend the spy agencies to his will, filling his administration's key intelligence jobs with the likes of Tulsi Gabbard and Kash Patel, unqualified outsiders chosen for their willingness to parrot his false claims of witch hunts and rigged elections.

Read: Inside the fiasco at the National Security Council

In saner times, under sounder leadership, changes to the intelligence community would perhaps be welcome. The CIA never fully regained the trust it lost in the 1970s; what progress it made was largely undone during the War on Terror, when its use of torture, rendition, and drone strikes of questionable legality--alongside the National Security Agency's mass-surveillance program--again underscored the danger that an unaccountable intelligence apparatus poses to the nation's constitutional order. These transgressions should have led Congress to consider fundamental reforms to America's spy agencies, including a long-overdue mandate that they forgo covert action and focus on the essential work of foreign-intelligence gathering and analysis. But no overhaul is forthcoming, leaving the CIA and its peers vulnerable to Trump's demagoguery, and Americans vulnerable to the whims of a surveillance state. Now, like much of the rest of the federal government, the intelligence community finds itself subject to thoughtless demolition. In April, the president fired the head of the NSA after the conspiracist Laura Loomer accused him of disloyalty; in early May, the administration announced plans to cut more than a thousand jobs at the CIA and other spy agencies. The timing could hardly be worse. As the United States enters a new era of great-power competition, it urgently needs information about its adversaries abroad. But for at least the next few years, America's spy agencies will have their hands full with the rogue government at home.
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How Much Would You Pay for That Doll?

How tariffs may challenge the way you shop

by Hanna Rosin




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

When President Donald Trump mused that "maybe the children will have two dolls instead of 30 dolls, you know?" it wasn't a deeply developed critique of late capitalism, or a sly nod to Weberian asceticism. Still, for those of us who'd been hoarding items in a Temu shopping cart, it did raise some important philosophical questions: Is a car vacuum necessary? How many baseball hats can you stack? How many dolls is too many? Once again, Trump reached into our guilty, greedy, modern hearts and dug out the nostalgia for a simpler time when we were content with less. But also, once again, he skipped over the dirty details.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk with a doll manufacturer and a policy analyst about tariffs and Americans' relationship with choice. Elenor Mak, the founder of Jilly Bing, talks about her dream of giving Asian American kids the choice of having a doll that looks like them, and how the new tariffs might kill it. Martha Gimbel of the Budget Lab at Yale discusses who would actually be hurt by the tariffs, and the choices they take away--and what you could actually do if you wanted to shift American consumer behavior.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: Last week, at a Cabinet meeting, while answering a question about tariffs, President Donald Trump mentioned dolls.

President Donald Trump: Maybe the children will have two dolls instead of 30 dolls, you know? And maybe the two dolls will cost a couple of bucks more than they would normally.


[Music]

Rosin: Now, this wasn't any deep social commentary, just an offhand statement. But it did get me thinking about how kids today--including my own--do have a million dolls versus, say, when I was a kid.

Rosin: Do you remember your first doll?
 Elenor Mak: Oh, of course. My first doll was Ada. I took Ada with me everywhere: to the park, to dim sum. I tried to bring her to school. But I also remember she was beautiful in a way that I felt I never could be.


Rosin: This is Elenor Mak.

Mak: She had these beautiful blond curls. She had big blue eyes. She had that porcelain skin. And even then--I think I was somewhere [around] 5 or 6 years old--I remember thinking, I wish I looked like Ada.


Rosin: When Elenor was a kid, like when I was a kid, what she didn't have was that much choice. But even after Elenor grew up and had her own kids, the options were still pretty meh. There were basically blond dolls, some brunettes, and some that Elenor describes as "vaguely Asian."

Mak: You're not really sure what they're supposed to be. And the only reason I knew some of these dolls were intended to be Asian was because they had a name like Ling, or they were holding panda bears or had a really bad haircut and--
 Rosin: (Laughs.)
 Mak: --you know, like that bowl cut my mom did give me. But as an Asian American mother, I don't relate to any of that.


Rosin: So when Elenor had her daughter, she did not want her to have the bowl-cut model. She wanted a doll that her child could actually relate to. So Elenor did the thing that most people do not do--

Mak: Oh, of course.


Rosin: She started a company to make her own dolls. It's called Jilly Bing, partly named after her daughter, Jillian.

Mak: Jillian is now 5, Jilly Jillian.


Rosin: She wanted to create them in the U.S., but she couldn't find a doll manufacturer here who could do it.

Mak: Every lead led to the same thing, which is: They've closed. They no longer create dolls.


Rosin: So Elenor looked outside the U.S. and found a factory in China that she developed a close relationship with.

Mak: Doll manufacturing is a heavily manual process. The rooting of every doll's hair is done manually.
 Rosin: Wow.
 Mak: They would weigh the hair to make sure there's consistency. And someone would free-form, like, sew it, putting it through the sewing machine until the doll's head was fully rooted. There is tremendous precision required. Someone is manually placing these tiny little dolls' head[s], right?
 So my doll is 14 inches. So the head, I'm guessing it's two to three inches. So someone is manually putting this onto the assembly line, which then they stamp the eyes and the blush. And even if it's just, like, one-one-hundredth off, that doll suddenly, like--I have some Jilly dolls that look like Party Jilly because her eyeliner is like--
 Rosin: (Laughs.)
 Mak: I saved those. I saved those--a special edition. But the eyeliner's just a little bit off, and suddenly it's like, Okay. This is not the adorable, you know, wholesome--
 Rosin: Jilly was out late last night.
 Mak: I call her the Party Jilly.


[Music] 

Rosin: Things were going okay for Elenor. She got some good press in places like CBS--

Anchor: Elenor Mak, good morning.


Rosin: --and the Today show.

Reporter: How many dolls in this house right now?
 Mak: Three hundred or 400. We started out with close to 2,000.


Rosin: But then came the tariffs.

Anchor: Just in the last few moments, the BBC has confirmed that U.S. tariffs against China add up to 145 percent--
 Mak: My husband texted me. I remember him saying, Have you seen the tariffs? And I was like, What are you talking about? My head spun.
 Anchor: --that is including the existing 20 percent tariffs that were already imposed on the country at the beginning of the year.
 Mak: Our doll retails for $68, so that is considered a premium doll already. To think that I would charge $150-plus for this doll--it was like putting a nail to the coffin of our business.


[Music]

Rosin: This is Radio Atlantic. I'm Hanna Rosin.

Tariffs are no longer an abstraction. They are showing up in shopping carts--supermarket and virtual. And they are forcing a lot of Americans to reckon with a way of living we've taken for granted--products get made cheaply somewhere else, giving us an abundance of choice over here.

We'll talk more later about how tariffs have the potential to change American culture, but first: the Jilly Bing emergency--what tariffs look like from the side of the American producer who is determined to give us more choice.

Before the most restrictive tariffs on China went into place last month, Elenor Mak was already in emergency mode. A factory she'd developed a good relationship with announced they had plans to close--totally unrelated to the impending trade war. So like every good entrepreneur, Elenor hustled.

Mak: And that whole process nearly broke us--just really kind of rushing inventory in and starting work with a new factory--and I thought that was gonna be the worst of it.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Mak: So when the tariff announcement came, it was almost like, Wow. It just felt debilitating.

Rosin:  And when you heard about the tariffs, did you immediately go into action? Like, call the staff, sit back of the envelope, figure it all out? Did you call people? How did you move through that process?

Mak: Yeah. I think there was a part of--you know, speaking to a lot of founders who are also in consumer-products sourcing from China, Vietnam--I think a lot of us just said, This can't be. This won't pass. This is a political move. This won't actually go through. So I think it was disbelief. But there was also a need to start actioning, right? Calling our factory, calling the freight forwarders, trying to understand what the impact was.

And I would say it was just chaos. No one really knew, right? There was speculation: This is what it could look like, or, If you get it in by this date. But [at] the end of the day, there was this risk that by the time our imports came in, we would be hit with this 145 percent price increase.

Rosin: So the decision--I understand. So the decision is even about putting in orders because you don't know what's going to happen at the back end. It's about the uncertainty because you just can't predict the entire process. You can't predict it from beginning to end, so you could be stuck with this inventory that you then have to pay so much more for.

Mak: Absolutely. So for me, you know, now that you're--I'm walking down memory lane: We were about to sign a purchase order, right? So April--and then that way we would get the goods in by sort of August, September, right before the holidays, to have it arrive into our warehouse. But once we sign that purchase order, that becomes binding. And then, you know, once it arrives in the port, whatever the prices are, I am responsible for that. So for me, the decision was to not issue that purchase order.

Rosin: I see. Okay. So it's April; you've got a decision to make. So I see why you had to do this really quickly. Numbers are going through your head, like, How much more is this gonna cost? Everything that you mentioned. But on the other side of it is your company, this thing that you've built that's very personal. So how did you weigh all that?

Mak: I think it was pure exhaustion. It was a feeling of, Oh my gosh, how many more of these boulders coming downhill can this small business [take]? Right? It's largely me who was full-time on the business, and I think just from a mental capacity, I was burned-out.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Mak: And to think about, you know, signing that PO, waiting for my shipment to come in, and holding my breath until it arrived at the port to figure out what the price could look like, it was just, I think, more than I could bear. And I was devastated, right? Because I think for us, you know, it was always about giving more families choices. I think one thing I wanted to share is: This doll is meant to be Asian American. And our doll has brought joy to a lot of kids and adults, and it was devastating to think this could end if I'm forced out of business.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Mak: But for me, in the short term, we have inventory, we have the silver lining, and I can ride this out for some time. But that inventory also will not last forever.

Rosin:  You know what? I don't know that I have a good sense of--maybe this is just how entrepreneurs are. I don't know that I have a good sense of whether you--do you think you'll weather this? I can't tell. Like, how realistic a hope is that?

Mak: I can only weather this if the policies change in the next year. And so as an entrepreneur, I think, I'm hopeful. I'm optimistic. But I'm also practical when I look at my numbers, when I see my inventory, you know, the trends. So yeah, maybe that's why you're not--it's like a part of me is optimistic things will sort itself out before my sort of self-imposed deadline of when we would need to place a PO comes out.

Rosin: So before the last doll is out of your house or wherever you keep the dolls, things have to shift politically.

Mak: Yes, because with the current tariffs, there's just--I cannot survive.

[Music]

Rosin: That was Elenor Mak, founder of the doll company Jilly Bing.

After the break, the other side of the equation: Us, the consumers--our coffee, our toasters, our cars, our assumption that all things are available to us instantly. That's in a moment.

[Break]

Gimbel: My name is Martha Gimbel. I'm the executive director of the Budget Lab at Yale, which is a nonpartisan think tank that analyzes the impacts of federal economic policies.

Rosin: So Martha, I know the Budget Lab has been busy tallying up how Trump's tariffs are going to change the prices of all kinds of goods for Americans. I myself am thinking about the long term, like how our consumer culture around cheap products might change. But first I want to talk about some specifics.

We just talked to an independent doll manufacturer, so want to use that industry as an example. Say it's my kid's birthday coming up, and I want to buy them a doll. What is the landscape I'm looking at?

Gimbel: It's not ideal, I think is the technical term, you know? We just don't produce that many toys in the United States anymore. And, you know, I think people sometimes get a little bit itchy about that, and they think, Oh, we should be making things in the good old USA. But that makes things much more expensive, and it also means that if you're making toys, you can't do other types of jobs, which may be more highly compensated.

Rosin: Right. And just to dig in, let's say you have to buy a toy in three months-- like, are we talking twice as much? Like, do you have any projections? Since I know this is what you guys do. Like, how much more expensive would I expect it to be?

Gimbel: So it depends a little bit on where specifically the toy is made, how much the producer of the toy was able to get inventory into the country ahead of time, how much they feel they can try to pass the price onto their consumers, etcetera. Just as an example, we think that in the short run, rubber and plastic products overall--so obviously, a lot of dolls are made out of plastic--will increase their prices by about 22 percent.

But obviously, given the tariffs on China, if something's entirely made in China, it will likely increase by much, much more.

Rosin: Yeah, so for weeks now, we've been warned that we should expect prices of certain goods mostly made in other countries to go up, like rice, toasters, coffee, I mean, plastic goods, like you just said. Can you project overall how much a household budget of an average American family is likely to go up?

Gimbel: Yeah, so we find that we think that, you know, on average, households will pay about $5,000 more a year.

Rosin: Wait--$5,000? That's actually a lot.

Gimbel: It's a lot of money. You know, most people can't easily absorb that in their household budgets, right? If you say to people, all of a sudden, To consume what you consumed last year, that's gonna cost you $5,000 more, that makes people a little bit itchy, understandably.

One thing I should say is that as a share of income, it is a higher percent increase for households at the bottom. And that is because poor households tend to spend more of their income on goods, right? If you are a lower-income household, you are spending much more as a share of your income on shoes for your kids, food, things like that. Whereas higher-income households may be buying vacations, which are not tariffed.

Rosin: Right. Are there some surprises that Americans might have in store? Like, things that you found are likely to go up way more than we expect? Things that I maybe don't even associate with China or know are made in China?

Gimbel: To some extent, a lot of this is quote-unquote "obvious," right? We are expecting the big hit to be on clothing, for example. I think a lot of people realize that their clothes are not made in the United States. I think the thing that is going to be harder for people is: Even things that are made in the United States may buy inputs from abroad, right? So just because you've made the effort to find something that is produced in the United States doesn't mean that they're not getting cotton, silk, wood--whatever it is--from outside the United States.

Rosin: So when you look at the landscape, are you thinking very few things are exempt from this? Like, most things are gonna be more expensive?

Gimbel: I mean, services, technically--

Rosin: Yes?

Gimbel: --should be exempt from tariffs. Although, we did just see the president announce that they're going to be tariffing movies. I'm not entirely sure how that would work. But, you know, in general, I think there are very few parts of the goods-producing economy that we are expecting not to be hit.

And I think one thing that's important to keep in mind, right, is: Say that you are, by some miracle, a domestic producer who is totally insulated from this, right? You buy your fabric from a nice fabric producer down the road who gets everything in the United States, etcetera. Why would you not raise your prices, right? So all of your competitors have to raise their prices by, let's say, 10 percent in the face of tariffs. You can raise your prices by 8 percent, still get a lot of market share, and get the benefit of those higher prices. And so we do also expect even domestic producers to raise the prices.

Rosin: Oh, okay. That I hadn't thought of. So everything--all prices get raised. I mean, that just makes economic sense. Like, you're just increasing your profits.

Gimbel: Yeah, why not? I mean, in the face of tariffs, it really is one of those no-place-to-run, no-place-to-hide kind of thing[s] for the consumer.

Rosin: I want to talk about the problems President Trump says he's trying to solve with tariffs, because he talks about how short-term pain is worth it for the long-term gain, and that we'll see factories reopening in America. What do you make of this conversation we've been having for decades now about manufacturing shifting overseas?

Gimbel: You know, I think that there is a lot of nostalgia for manufacturing.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Gimbel: I think one of the things that I find really bizarre about this entire conversation is that the United States is this incredibly rich country. And yes, to be clear: There were, you know, jobs lost in response to the "China Shock," in response to automation. But even so, if you can think about which country in the world has one of the strongest economies, most vibrant economies, where you can succeed, it's the United States. Other countries want to be us. They are trying to make their economies more like our economy. Why are we trying to be like other countries?

Rosin: I see. So you are seeing it as a positive evolution away from manufacturing, so it's hard to understand what the nostalgia for manufacturing is.

Gimbel: Yeah. I mean, in 1902, we all used to work in farms, right? And you know, yes, there are people still in the United States who work in farms today. A lot of their work looks very different than it did in 1902. And those jobs were really, really hard, and we've evolved to a version of the United States where we get to buy goods produced cheaply by other people who do really, you know, physically painful work, and we get to provide services and be paid--in the realm of the world--a pretty high wage for that. That seems like a really good deal to me.

Rosin: Interesting. Do you think that that's a perspective from an expert looking on high and doesn't take into account people's feelings about service work or people's connection to factories or, you know, all these kinds of things that Trump talks about? The things that people are missing? Because it sounds so easy when you say it.

Gimbel: I mean, I want to be very clear: Economists are not always great about people's emotions. And so I do not want to deny that. It is also the case, right, that there are people who used to work in manufacturing who have lost those jobs [and] have found it relatively hard to adjust to the new economy. And I do not want to dismiss the pain that those people have experienced, and it's been very acute pain for those specific people. For our overall economy, though, the shift to services has been really, really positive.

And so I think there's a couple of things that kind of all get jumbled together here. Some is the specific, acute pain that the people who were not winners from the shift to a services economy have felt. And the other is a desire for what is seen as, like, a more old-fashioned version of America, and people are using manufacturing as some kind of proxy for that.

I don't want to come across as if I'm like, There are no problems here. You know, the hollowing out of the middle class has been a real issue. But I think it's really important not to accept the premise that the problem is that manufacturing moved to China.

Rosin: Right. I see. The problem is way more complicated than that. And from someone like you who looks at the big picture of the economy, it feels like an evolution, and it's a little confusing why we would want to undo it.

Gimbel: Yeah, I mean, there are things that you can do to fix the economy, make it more equal, make people feel like they have more opportunities, etcetera. Putting giant tariffs on China in an attempt to bring back jobs that are legitimately hard and relatively low-paid jobs to the United States is not going to end the way I think a lot of people want it to.

Rosin: Okay. Here's another big question: Americans are, in fact, used to cheap prices and infinite options. Is that fair to say?

Gimbel: Yeah. I mean, we love cheap prices, and we love being able to just pop over to the store and pick whatever doll out we want for our kids.

Rosin: Oh, it's funny you should mention dolls. So Trump did make the statement about dolls: Kids could have two instead of 30. And I am not pretending that Trump was making some kind of well-developed policy statement, but it is a diagnosis that people on all sides of the political spectrum have also made over the years.

So what do you think about that sentiment in the context of this tariff-heavy moment?

Gimbel: I mean, look--we can have a cultural conversation about: Do we have too much stuff? That is different than the economic conversation of, like, Should the government be putting strictures in place such that it makes it hard for people to buy the stuff that they want? 

I think one of the things that's been sort of confusing to people is that the Trump administration has started to say some of these things that sound a little bit, you know, for lack of better phrasing, central plannery, which is not something people have traditionally associated with government in the United States, much less the Republican Party. And so it'll be interesting to see how the American public responds to that.

You know, I think on the "Do we all have too much stuff?" thing, I think, again, it is easy to be nostalgic for, you know, quote-unquote "a simpler time." And my version of the story is that, you know, I had an Easter-egg hunt for my daughter and, you know, other small children a few weeks ago, and my mother and I were out there in the morning scattering plastic eggs. If any small children are listening to this, the Easter Egg Bunny was scattering the eggs.

Rosin: (Laughs.)

Gimbel: And my mother said, you know, When I was a child, we didn't have this. My mother dyed literal eggs and hid them in the backyard, and then we hunted for eggs, and we hoped we found all of them, because otherwise it smelled terrible.

Rosin: Yeah.

Gimbel: And, you know, I think there's just a lot of things like that that we just don't think about, like: Do the children need plastic eggs? No, they'll be fine. They'll survive. Is it kind of nice? Yeah, it is.

Rosin: That's an excellent example. I totally see what you're saying by "central plannery." I got that concept immediately. It's, like, shifting culture from the pulpit, as it were.

But why not go back to dyeing eggs? Like, don't you need to be forced into artificial scarcity? Like, is there a universe in which higher tariffs do have a potential to shift consumer habits and maybe help out this addiction to cheap? Because we all know that the addiction to cheap encourages bad labor practices and pollution all over the world. So it is a big problem that's hard to shift.

Gimbel: You know, if there's something that you think is bad, you can tax it, right? So, you know, this is one thing that economists are in favor of but almost no one else likes, is a carbon tax where you put taxes on the amount of carbon that it takes to produce something, because there are externalities to that.

The thing about tariffs, right, is they're just, like, a blunt, inefficient tool. So maybe there are things that are--just to stick with the carbon example--you know, very high-carbon intensive that are being produced that we're happening to hit with tariffs. But we're also hitting bananas. Why are we tariffing bananas? We can't grow bananas in the United States, certainly not at scale. Why are we tariffing coffee? None of this makes any sense.

Rosin: I see. So it's just too crude an instrument.

Gimbel: Yeah, we're just--we're hitting everything, rather than trying to think about: What is the behavior that we are actually trying to do here? Are there things we are trying to disincentivize? Is there revenue we're trying to raise? Is this the most efficient way to raise revenue? And we're just saying: Everybody's tariffed. We don't like it when we buy things from other people. And that's where we are.

Rosin: Right. Right. So there isn't any intentionality. If you wanted to shift consumer culture, improve the environment, you would be doing it in an entirely different and more targeted way.

Gimbel: Yes. I mean, I will say: I'm a little itchy on, you know, using taxes or, you know, economic incentives to shift culture. I think that's a broader conversation.

But there are places where, you know, there is behavior that has spillover effects--like carbon--to society and the economy. And we do think about taxing those kinds of things, but we are taxing that specifically, rather than just a broad, everything's-gonna-hurt-now approach.

Rosin: Right. Like, the very obvious example is: higher gas prices, less driving, like what they do in Europe. Can you see any scenario where this all unfolds in the way Trump imagines, which is short-term pain for long-term gain?

Gimbel: No.

Rosin: No scenario in which, like, the American manufacturing--more things are manufactured in the U.S.? You know, people figure out where the--how to make an American doll factory? Like, none of that seems realistic to you?

Gimbel: No, it doesn't. And you know, first of all, you have to think about trade-offs here. So sure, if you do the tariffs, it is likely that some manufacturing jobs come back to the United States. That is absolutely the case. You are almost certainly going to lose a ton of construction jobs--just as an example, just in that one sector--because construction relies on a lot of inputs from abroad, and if those become much, much more expensive, they're not gonna build as much, and people are going to lose jobs.

And so you have this focus on this one specific, relatively small part of the economy, and you're gonna ding the rest of the economy for that one small sector. And even within that sector, right, there are gonna be some manufacturers--as we were discussing before--who are going to suffer because they rely on inputs from abroad. And so what you're going to do is have a very, very expensive way of creating relatively few jobs in small industries, but everyone else loses.

Rosin: Who do you think is gonna be hurt the most in the next year or two?

Gimbel: You know, as we were discussing earlier, you know, as a share of income, this is gonna hit lower-income people harder. But the real answer is: everyone. This is going to hurt everyone. Everyone's going to be paying more money at the grocery store. They're going to be paying more money for children's clothes. Jobs are going to be lost. There will be impacts for the stock market. There are no wins here. This is not good. And I think because it seems so insane, people want to say or find some something that will be better because of this. And that's just very, very, very unlikely.

Rosin: Well, Martha, I really don't relish ending an interview on no silver lining and no wins for anyone, but I think that's just the reality. So thank you for delivering us this medicine. I appreciate it.

Gimbel: Anytime.

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Kevin Townsend and Jinae West. It was 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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The Art of the Price Hike

Trump's tariff plan has pushed America's businesses into a nightmarish experiment.

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.


Maxwell Cohen knew the tariffs were coming. President Donald Trump had openly threatened a trade war on the campaign trail, and Cohen, an entrepreneur, heeded his words. His company, Peelaways, sells disposable and waterproof fitted bed sheets made in China that are popular with at-home and family caregivers. There's only so much price elasticity for disposable goods, so he prepared to absorb what he estimated would be roughly 15 to 30 percent tariffs, setting aside money to bring in more inventory before prices skyrocketed. It would hurt, but it would be doable. He thought he had the numbers mostly worked out. But when man plans, Trump laughs.

The latest figure for the administration's tariffs on China sits at 145 percent. Prices are expected to keep climbing for some goods; last week, Trump closed the de minimis loophole for China and Hong Kong, which had exempted them from paying tariffs on shipments of goods worth $800 or less, and wide-ranging tariffs are still set to go into effect for many countries. For any business that can't swallow an unanticipated and possibly huge price increase on imports, the first step is deciding if it will pass the cost to the consumer. If the answer is yes--as it often is--the next decision is how, or whether, to let the customers know.

Tariff transparency recently made headlines on the domestic front of Trump's trade war. After Punchbowl News reported that Amazon was considering adding a line showing the cost of tariffs for each product on its site, White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt held a public shaming of the company from her briefing-room podium, calling the move "a hostile and political act." CNN reported that a "pissed" Trump called Jeff Bezos, Amazon's founder. The company's representatives soon denied ever approving the idea, adding that it was never a consideration for Amazon's main site but rather for its spin-off store, Haul.

Although big, name-brand American companies are most likely to incur the administration's wrath over displaying tariff surcharges, other businesses have tough choices to make on how to go about raising prices. The result is a choose-your-own-adventure exercise in managing public perception. Screenshots of the checkout page of the online clothing company Triangl went viral for the astronomical "duties" surcharge. Temu, a Chinese e-commerce giant, added import charges to certain products on its site. Luxury brands aren't immune, either: Hermes announced price increases for American buyers to offset the tariffs, and Prada plans to raise prices by an undetermined amount later in the summer. Meanwhile, some business leaders aren't mincing words. Jolie Skin Co, an American shower-filter brand, told The Information that a "Trump liberation tariff" line will be added to checkout pages. "Technically WE are not raising our prices," the company's CEO and founder, Ryan Babenzien, wrote on LinkedIn. "We think transparency is the way to go here and I am giving Trump full credit for his decision."

Transparency is a high-wire act. Tariffs is such a politically loaded word that some companies hesitate to invoke it, out of fear of alienating their customer base--or inciting the administration's ire. But pointing a finger at tariffs can also help shift blame. Increasing prices without any clear explanation risks appearing opportunistic, Mike Michalowicz, a small-business expert, told me. All it takes is for some businesses to get caught profiteering before "the customer becomes suspect of not just them but of everybody."

The gaming industry is a prime example. Nintendo has a large manufacturing presence in China, and last month, it announced that the Switch 2 console would launch at the original price, but some of the accessories will cost more than previously expected. The company's representatives attributed the update to "changes in market conditions." If that phrase sounds familiar, it's almost word for word the explanation Microsoft offered after announcing Xbox price hikes last week, which will run as high as $100 more for some models in America. The absence of the T-word is a glaring omission. Such muddy messaging may help insulate companies from the administration's spite, but it invites backlash from customers who are quick to blame the good old-fashioned motive of corporate greed.

If some companies fear appearing opportunistic, others are trying to cash in while they still can. Marketing 101 teaches you to distinguish your company from your competitors, and Business 101 says to move inventory before the economy goes kaput. What better way to do both than to slash prices when everybody else is raising them? "Pre-tariff" sales are cropping up at furniture companies, fashion retailers, and carmakers. Their underlying message: Get it before you can't afford it.

Ford's latest campaign, "From America. For America," is trying to strike an optimistic tone. As Audi pauses car imports to the United States, and automakers hem and haw over price changes, Ford has been running an ad since last month touting employee-priced vehicles and their company's deep roots in American industry. It's a strategic ploy--already, Ford has reported double-digit sales increases (although an analysis from CarEdge found that some of Ford's more popular vehicles had better deals in March, before employee pricing went into effect). Other carmakers that manufacture models in America, including Mercedes and BMW, are promising to temporarily eat the cost of tariffs for some vehicles to keep prices from rising. But an expiration date for this generosity could be imminent: Last week, Ford's CEO went on CNN and couldn't say if prices would increase in the summertime.

With so much left uncertain in Trump's trade war, some small businesses are down to the wire. Many of them don't have the cash to stockpile inventory or the storage space to keep it. The owners of the American vegan-cheese company Rebel Cheese have roughly a month to decide what to do. Much of their cheese relies on fair-trade cashews imported from Vietnam, which faces the threat of 46 percent tariffs, and their inventory is dwindling. The company already went through a round of layoffs a few weeks ago; at this point, adding at least a 10 percent price increase seems inevitable, Fred Zwar, one of the co-founders, told me. They are considering breaking down the numbers for customers when they announce the change, but the sharp fluctuations of Trump's tariffs make the timing tricky: "We can't do a price raise today and then say, Hey, they raised it another 90 percent. We need to do another price raise tomorrow," Zwar said.

All of this feels like deja vu for Peelaways. Cohen dealt with Trump's seesawing tariffs during his first term, which also coincided with COVID-19's economic downturn. He laid off all six of his workers and restructured his business in order to stay afloat, leaving him with two C-suite executives overseas. This time around, he's running a leaner operation and slowly raising prices $1 a week until he hits a 15 percent increase. His plan is to test different newsletters to measure his customer base's feedback: One will include the standard fare (caregiver tips, customer reviews), and the other will acknowledge the tariffs' effects on pricing. But even having gone through this before, Cohen can't be sure he'll make it out again. "We're all just holding our breath," he said, waiting for "whatever the next tweet brings."

Related:
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	The Federal Reserve held interest rates steady. Federal Reserve Chair Jerome Powell said that the tariffs in place could generate stagflation and more unemployment.
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The Real Motive Behind the Real ID-Deadline Charade

By Juliette Kayyem

Today's deadline was largely artificial: According to the fine print of the regulations governing Real ID's implementation, Homeland Security has until the end of 2027 to phase in the program in full. So the administration took today's deadline to assure Americans that they could still fly, while it focused on another priority: immigration enforcement, rather than safety provision.
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The Catharsis in Re-Creating One of the Worst Days of Your Life

Making the film <em>Warfare</em> was an exercise in exposure therapy for the veterans whose memories it reconstructs.

by Shirley Li




This article includes spoilers for the film Warfare.

Since 2012, Ray Mendoza has been building a hefty Hollywood resume: performing stunts, choreographing gunfights, and teaching movie stars how to act like soldiers in films such as Act of Valor and Lone Survivor. He also helped design the battle sequences in last year's Civil War, the writer-director Alex Garland's speculative thriller imagining America as an endless combat zone.

These projects have been a particularly good fit for him. Mendoza is a former Navy SEAL; two decades ago, during the Iraq War, he was part of a platoon scouting a residential area in Ramadi. One day in November 2006, al-Qaeda forces injured two of his teammates and then exploded an IED while American soldiers attempted to extract the pair. Trapped in a single building, the group waited for a new convoy of rescue tanks that wouldn't arrive for hours.

The events are depicted in the film Warfare, now streaming, which Mendoza wrote and directed with Garland. Over the course of a brisk 95 minutes, the viewer watches as the platoon goes from carrying out a typical surveillance exercise to trying to evacuate without harming anyone else. (The skirmish was part of the Battle of Ramadi, an eight-month conflict that left more than 1,000 soldiers, insurgents, and civilians dead.) Yet, for all the combat Warfare depicts, the film doesn't resemble most military movies. Members of the platoon--played by an ensemble of rising stars, including Will Poulter, Charles Melton, and Reservation Dogs' D'Pharaoh Woon-A-Tai as Mendoza--exchange little dialogue, rarely trading first names let alone backstories. Up until the al-Qaeda forces discover their hideout, the action is contained to mundane activities: confirming operations, tracking other platoons' movements. There are no extraneous set pieces to keep the audience's attention, no rousing speeches from world leaders, no context provided about why Ramadi was important to American interests during the Iraq War.

The result is a war movie that's mostly a war movie in name only--which is how Mendoza told me he wanted it. In real life, one of the wounded SEALs, Elliott Miller (played by Shogun's Cosmo Jarvis), never recovered his memory after getting caught in the IED blast. Miller's inability to recall the day's events inspired Mendoza to reconstruct them meticulously. When Mendoza and Garland began developing Warfare, they interviewed as many members of the platoon as they could, corroborating details until they had a version of the experience that they hoped would feel authentic to the people involved. The film makes clear that, to the co-directors, war is a hell made of never-ending protocols, of compartmentalized emotions, of intense bonds built among people taught to move as one indistinguishable unit. As Mendoza put it to me, "I just wanted to do an accurate representation of what combat was." And, he added, "I wanted to re-create it because my friend doesn't remember it."



After the IED explodes, Elliott isn't the only one horrifically injured. Sam (played by Joseph Quinn) wakes to find himself on fire, his legs mangled. For what feels like hours on end to the viewer, Sam howls in pain as his teammates drag him to safety. Warfare is largely devoid of the hallmarks of a Hollywood film--there's no musical score, for instance--and Sam's cries highlight the film's naturalism; they are screams that the movie suggests were as nerve-shredding for Sam's teammates to hear in real life as they are for audience members to hear at home.

But Joe Hildebrand, the SEAL on whom Sam is based, told me that he was unaffected by Quinn's performance when he watched it during a visit to the set. "Everybody kept asking me, 'You okay?'" he recalled. "I said, 'I'm fine.' I know the outcome. I know how it's gonna turn out."

Hildebrand found the set itself, which was built on a former World War II airfield turned film studio outside London, more visceral. Warfare's crew had meticulously reconstructed the house in which the SEALs hid; looking around, Hildebrand explained, brought back "little memories"--a conversation he had here, the way a teammate stood there. Together with the real Elliott, who had also stopped by the set, Hildebrand described experiencing a surprising mix of emotions as they exited the house. "The feeling of going out that gate again, into the street--the last time we did, it did not turn out well at all," he said. "It was an odd feeling, but it was a glorious feeling at the same time, because you knew nothing was going to happen on the other side."

Read: A film that throws out the war-movie playbook

As such, despite its intensity, Warfare offers some semblance of satisfaction--and not just for the SEALs whose memories have been rendered on-screen. Many movies, Mendoza said, have contributed to perpetuating distressing stereotypes about veterans--that they're all suffering from PTSD, too tortured and traumatized to function. He wanted Warfare to push back against generalizations by keeping the audience at an emotional remove. The movie's portrayal of the front lines stays focused on the action. "Is it disturbing? Yeah," Mendoza told me of the film's observational nature. "But it's truthful."

For Hildebrand, being able to revisit the incident and talk with Mendoza about it was therapeutic. After everyone returned home, he told me, their platoon "kind of just coexisted. Everybody was still friends, but we didn't have parties and get-togethers and even just time to sit down and talk and get those stories out." Hildebrand said that Warfare enabled him to corroborate his memories with the other men who were there. (He made it clear that he couldn't speak for everyone; some of the SEALs couldn't be reached, and the names of 14 of the 20 men involved have been changed in the film to protect their identity.) For Mendoza, the process of talking about the incident with other members of the platoon, and with Garland, meant having someone "explaining it back to you probably even in a better way than you described it to them in the first place. And then you feel heard, you feel understood. You're like, Okay, finally I think I'm able to let this go."

Still, Mendoza said, "Just because the movie's done doesn't mean we're healed." Every blunder seems to have lingered in their minds: In one scene, Lieutenant Macdonald (Michael Gandolfini) accidentally injects morphine into his own hand while trying to ease Elliott's pain. In another, Erik (Poulter), a captain who had largely ensured that everyone remained calm, suddenly chokes while instructing the platoon on what to do. Some men even kick Sam's legs as they pass by him, a misguided display of bravado that fails to raise spirits and only injures him further.

Read: A civil-war movie with no one worth cheering

Warfare opens with a scene set the night before the incident; in it, the platoon members hype themselves up by watching the notoriously racy music video for Eric Prydz's "Call on Me," swaying together as one big, sweaty, testosterone-fueled mass. The movie ends on a shot of the silent Ramadi street after the gunfire has faded. In between, the film, like Civil War, never delves into the politics of the conflict; it neither commends nor condemns the fighting. It just leaves the audience with the sense that the hours the group spent trapped irrevocably changed them.

For Mendoza, the explosion that incapacitated his teammates "rewired" his brain; he told me he's been dreaming about what happened for 20 years. Some of his dreams echo reality. Others, including one in which Elliott gets back up after the explosion and is completely unharmed, are so fantastical and disorienting that Mendoza wishes he won't ever wake up. Working on the film has helped him dissipate some of that confusion. "I don't know what's real and what's not real sometimes," he said. But making Warfare "helped organize those memories and cancel out which ones weren't real," he told me. "It just kind of keeps these memories in line."
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        We're All Living in a Carl Hiaasen Novel
        Amy Weiss-Meyer

        Nothing about Carl Hiaasen's outward appearance suggests eccentricity. I've seen him described as having the air of "an amiable dentist" or "a pleasant jeweler" or "a patrician country lawyer." He is soft-spoken, courteous, and plainly dressed. The mischief is mostly detectable in his eyes, which he'll widen to express disbelief or judgment, or cast sideways to invite a companion to join him on his wavelength, raising his brows for effect.Every so often, he'll say something that serves as a remin...

      

      
        The Actual Math Behind DOGE's Cuts
        Jessica Riedl

        In November, when Donald Trump first announced his plan to place Elon Musk in charge of a new Department of Government Efficiency, the idea was widely written off as a joke. Then Trump took office, and DOGE began its very real stampede through the government. As an effort to meaningfully reduce federal spending, however, DOGE remains wholly unserious.Musk initially promised that he would eliminate $2 trillion of the $7 trillion federal budget, before scaling back his ambitions to $1 trillion, and...

      

      
        Trump's Inevitable Betrayal of His Supporters
        Yair Rosenberg

        On Sunday, Donald Trump went on TV and told Americans that their children should make do with less. "They don't need to have 30 dolls; they can have three," the president said on Meet the Press. "They don't need to have 250 pencils; they can have five." Critics were quick to point out the irony of America's avatar of excess telling others to tighten their belt. But the problem with Trump's remark goes beyond the optics. It's that his argument for austerity contradicts his campaign commitments--and...

      

      
        America Needs More Judges Like Judge Myers
        Richard L. Hasen

        Updated at 5:40 p.m. ET on May 7, 2025When judges act as partisan hacks, it is important to condemn their conduct. Last month, four Republican justices on the North Carolina Supreme Court blessed the antidemocratic attempt by the fellow Republican judge Jefferson Griffin to subvert the outcome of the November 2024 election for a seat on that same court by throwing out ballots of some North Carolina voters who had followed all the rules. But just as important is lauding the Republican judges who s...

      

      
        The Godfather of the Woke Right
        Jonathan Chait

        Of the innumerable insults directed at Donald Trump and his supporters, the one that seems to get under their skin the most is "woke right." The epithet describes the Trump movement's tendency to counter left-wing illiberalism with a mirror-image replica. "The woke right," my colleague Thomas Chatterton Williams explained earlier this year, "places identity grievance, ethnic consciousness, and tribal striving at the center of its behavior and thought." Right-wing wokeness appropriates techniques ...

      

      
        How the Most Remote Community in America Gets Its Mail
        Sarah Yager

        Photographs by Elliot RossJust after 8 o'clock one spring morning, 2,000 feet below the rim of the Grand Canyon, Nate Chamberlain, wearing chaps and cowboy boots, emerged from the post office in Supai, Arizona, with the last of the morning mail. He tucked a Priority Mail envelope into a plastic U.S. Postal Service crate lashed to one of the six mules waiting outside. Then he climbed into the saddle on the lead mule, gave a kick of his spurs, and set off down the dirt road leading out of the villa...

      

      
        Trump Finally Drops the Anti-Semitism Pretext
        Rose Horowitch

        The intensely hostile letter that Education Secretary Linda McMahon sent to the leadership of Harvard yesterday has a lot going on. But the most notable thing about it is what it leaves out.To hear McMahon tell it, Harvard is a university on the verge of ruin. (I say McMahon because her signature is at the bottom of the letter, but portions of the document are written in such a distinctive idiolect--"Why is there so much HATE?" the letter asks; it signs off with "Thank you for your attention to th...

      

      
        Trump's Kennedy Center Debut:<em> Les Mis</em> and Six-Figure Checks
        Michael Scherer

        President Donald Trump's promised cultural renaissance will begin with misery--specifically, Les Miserables.Trump plans to attend a performance of the musical at the Kennedy Center next month and host a private fundraising reception beforehand, marking the first performance he will attend at the center as president and his first effort to raise funds for the institution he now runs, two people familiar with the fundraiser told us.In his first term, Trump rejected Washington, D.C.'s most celebrated...

      

      
        The Missing Branch
        Yuval Levin

        Everyone who follows American politics is going to spend a lot of time thinking about presidential and judicial power over the next few years. But to really understand the coming clashes between the president and the courts, and the constitutional environment in which they're taking place, we have to pay attention to what isn't happening in our system of government almost as much as to what is.Congress is not doing its job, and the vacuum that its dereliction has created is encouraging presidenti...

      

      
        Airport Detentions Have Travelers 'Freaked Out'
        Nick Miroff

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.Jeff Joseph, a 53-year-old immigration attorney in Colorado, has recently started taking precautions while traveling abroad that, at another time, he would have considered a little paranoid. He leaves his phone at home. Instead, he carries a "burner''--a device scrubbed of his contact list and communications--in case U.S. Customs and Border Protection officers send him to secondary inspection or seize his ele...

      

      
        The 'Significant Risk' That Republicans Tank the Economy
        Russell Berman

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.One of President Donald Trump's greatest political strengths has suddenly become a weakness. He won a second term in large part because voters believed he could boost the economy. Instead, Trump has shrunk it, and his tariffs have sent both the stock market and consumer confidence tumbling.Republicans in Congress could soon make things much worse. GOP leaders are struggling to reconcile deep divisions as they...

      

      
        The Pro-Family Policy This Nation Actually Needs
        Faith Hill

        American households don't look like they used to. They've been changing for decades, in part because fewer people have been having kids--but also because different people have been having kids. More unmarried couples have been starting families. More single people have been parenting on their own. Some are even raising children with their friends. According to a report from Pew Research Center, in 1970, 67 percent of Americans aged 25 to 49 lived with a spouse and at least one child; by 2023, that...

      

      
        Is Anthony Weiner Ready to Go Another Round?
        Josh Tyrangiel

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.The last time we saw him, we saw all of him.Our subject is Anthony Weiner, whose surname was a burden long before it became a curse--so fused with his disgrace that you can't say it without triggering an avalanche of cringe. Weiner, who was caught texting pictures of his penis, first denied it, then admitted it, then resigned from Congress, then ran for mayor of New York City, at which point he sexted again un...

      

      
        Inside Mike Waltz's White House Exit
        Shane Harris

        After Michael Waltz, the national security adviser, inadvertently included The Atlantic's editor in chief in a group chat about military attack plans on the Signal messaging app, he found himself on very thin ice with his boss.But President Donald Trump and his advisers were loath to take a political hit by firing Waltz, especially within the first 100 days of the new administration. The 100-day mark passed yesterday. Today, the administration's 101st day, Trump acted against his national securit...

      

      
        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...
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We're All Living in a Carl Hiaasen Novel

In the mangroves with Florida's poet of excess and grift

by Amy Weiss-Meyer




Nothing about Carl Hiaasen's outward appearance suggests eccentricity. I've seen him described as having the air of "an amiable dentist" or "a pleasant jeweler" or "a patrician country lawyer." He is soft-spoken, courteous, and plainly dressed. The mischief is mostly detectable in his eyes, which he'll widen to express disbelief or judgment, or cast sideways to invite a companion to join him on his wavelength, raising his brows for effect.

Every so often, he'll say something that serves as a reminder of why his name has become synonymous with Florida Weird. We were eating turkey sandwiches at his kitchen table one afternoon earlier this year when Hiaasen told me about Rocky I and Rocky II, the pet raccoons he kept in the 1970s. Raccoons, he told me, resist discipline. "You can't address them as you would a dog," he said, "because they take it personally."

Things reached a breaking point with Rocky I when the raccoon climbed a bookshelf and tried to pry from the wall the first bonefish Hiaasen had ever caught, which his father had gotten mounted for him. "I had been at war with the raccoon for a while," Hiaasen said, as though everyone knows what that's like. "He was fucking with me." Eventually, after chasing the animal through his tiny apartment, Hiaasen found Rocky "pissing all over the keys of my typewriter and looking me right in the eye."

To say that something is straight out of a Carl Hiaasen novel is by now only a slightly less cliched way of saying that truth, especially in Florida, is stranger than fiction. At 72, Hiaasen has dozens of books to his name, virtually all set in the state. They have sold some 14 million copies in the United States and been translated into 33 languages. Hoot, a novel for children, has been wildly popular for two decades. The novels for adults form a genre unto themselves: part crime thriller, part satire, part unvarnished social commentary. His latest, Fever Beach, is just out from Knopf. A series based on Hiaasen's novel Bad Monkey, starring Vince Vaughn, began streaming last year on Apple TV+, and another, based on Skinny Dip, is in the works at Max.

Hiaasen's books are animated in equal measure by righteous anger and a penchant for the absurd. He has spent decades trying to explain to his non-Floridian readers that reality provides much of the inspiration for his fiction. From 1976 to 2021, he covered crooked developers, corrupt politicians, and South Florida's "cavalcade of crime" (as he once put it, sounding like a 1930s newsreel) for the Miami Herald, first as a reporter and then as a columnist. The job provided near-infinite grist for his imagination. Today, he drives around in a midsize white Cadillac SUV--the state car--with a bumper sticker that says WTF: WELCOME TO FLORIDA.

From the July/August 2020 issue: Lauren Groff on the dark soul of the Sunshine State

His work can't help but call to mind the "Florida Man" meme popularized a decade ago by an eponymous Twitter account. (A recent, real-world headline: "Florida Man Saves Neighbor From Jaws of 11-Foot Gator by Hitting It With His Car.") But in recent years, the Florida story has gotten harder to distinguish from the national story.

"When you're writing satire, you're looking for targets," Hiaasen told an interviewer in 2016. "But you're looking for targets that you can actually improve on in satire."

A sense of cosmic justice, shot through with dark humor, pervades Hiaasen's books: Many of the bad guys end up suffering at the hands of nature itself.

Hiaasen's humor remains sharp and outlandish, but some of the darker currents of contemporary American life--the guns, the anger, the conspiracy theories--have become painfully personal. In 2018, his younger brother, Rob, was murdered in the mass shooting at the Capital Gazette newspaper in Annapolis, Maryland, where he was an editor and a columnist. Hiaasen still finds it difficult to talk about his brother's death.

The only way he knows how to process it all, he says, is to keep working. Nearly every day, he makes the short drive to the office he rents on the second floor of a generic-looking commercial plaza, puts on a pair of industrial-grade earmuffs, and writes. "The concept of retirement--I can't even imagine," he told me. What would he do with all the material?

Hiaasen lives in a section of Atlantic-facing Florida known as the Treasure Coast. It got its name in the 1960s, after scavengers identified the offshore wreckage of 18th-century Spanish ships and began to turn up gold and silver coins and jewelry. Their finds, worth millions of dollars, sparked a treasure-hunting craze. The name endured, and soon a new treasure hunt--for waterfront property--began. It never ended. Driving around one morning, Hiaasen took me to see a cluster of tall condo buildings walling off the ocean from view. He quickly turned around to get us back to a less densely populated stretch of beach. "It's just so fuh--" he began, before cutting himself off. "Ugly."


The novelist Carl Hiaasen near his home in Vero Beach, Florida (Irina Rozovsky for The Atlantic)



Hiaasen spends much of his free time fly-fishing for bonefish and tarpon, and many of the most memorable scenes in his fiction take place in nature. His protagonists are typically people who love the outdoors and its creatures, and are willing to go to great lengths to prevent the pillage of the environment by ruthless developers who have succumbed to what he calls, in one book, "the South Florida real-estate disease." His best-known recurring character is a wild-haired, one-eyed man named Skink, who lives off the grid in the Everglades and eats roadkill for dinner; for fun, he shoots out the tires of tourists' cars.

Skink has an unlikely backstory: He is, in fact, an ex-governor of Florida--a man so principled, so incorruptible, that he was driven to exile in the wilderness after making himself the archenemy of "the people with the money and the power," who "viewed him as a dangerous pain in the ass." Only a few trusted allies know his whereabouts or his true identity. When someone in the novel Double Whammy asks Skink who he is, really, he tells her, "I'm the guy who had a chance to save this place, only I blew it." The earnestness would be too much if Skink weren't such a lovable weirdo, more often at work devising plots to foil greedy speculators and invasive vacationers--burning down a theme park, for instance--than lamenting his own futility.

Hiaasen's books are not whodunits, exactly. Usually it becomes clear within 100 pages or so who's guilty of what, and why. The question becomes what they'll do next, and whether they'll get away with it. A sense of cosmic justice, shot through with dark humor, pervades these novels: Many of the bad guys end up suffering at the hands of nature itself, especially when they have tried to subdue it. In Skin Tight, a great barracuda bites off an antagonist's hand. In Native Tongue, a loathsome theme-park security guard drowns after being raped by a sexually frustrated captive dolphin. In 2020's Squeeze Me, invasive Burmese pythons keep turning up near the Palm Beach club owned by an (unnamed) American president; one of his supporters becomes a meal.

Hiaasen's skill as a writer lies less in the virtuosity of his sentence-level prose than in the exuberant strangeness of his plots and the inner lives of the people who inhabit them. This is a world of murderers for hire, sleazy lobbyists, incompetent lawyers, sketchy doctors, and thieving ex-husbands. Yet even the most detestable characters are more complicated than they appear at first glance: Hiaasen aims to create, as he once put it, villains whom "people don't want to shoot right away."

From the May 2000 issue: The unlikely father of Miami crime fiction

Nor are Hiaasen's good guys always the ones you'd expect. The hero of Strip Tease is a very beautiful, very smart stripper. (Women, in Hiaasen's novels, tend to be both very beautiful and very smart.) The character Twilly Spree, who first appears in Sick Puppy and plays a major role in Fever Beach, has a hot temper, a rap sheet, and a multimillion-dollar inheritance from his "land-raping grandfather," which he uses to bankroll environmental lawsuits. He has been banned for life from the city of Bonita Springs, having once sunk a corrupt city councilman's party barge, but shows little remorse. "That slimeball loved his stupid boat," he says of the incident. "So, yeah, I do enjoy ruining a bad guy's day."

Growing up near the Everglades, Hiaasen would collect and sell poisonous snakes with his friends for $2 a foot (the rate for nonpoisonous snakes was lower).

Hiaasen stopped writing his column in 2021, but with characters like Twilly and Skink--people who do things he says he's fantasized about but would never dare attempt--his fiction remains an arena where he can play out his karmic Florida daydreams. "Some mornings I sit in the traffic and I think the best thing that could happen would be for a Force 12 hurricane to blow through here and make us start all over again," he told a British newspaper in 1990. In a sly joke for anyone with a memory for storm names, the dedication page of his 1995 novel, Stormy Weather, reads simply: "For Donna, Camille, Hugo and Andrew."

As a child in the 1950s, in Plantation, Florida--then a tiny Fort Lauderdale suburb at the edge of the Everglades, now a city of nearly 100,000--Hiaasen would collect and sell poisonous snakes with his friends for $2 a foot (the rate for nonpoisonous snakes was lower). His boyhood menagerie also included a monkey, an opossum, and what he was told was a baby alligator, which he adopted when neighbors moved. The animal, technically a caiman, eventually escaped. Hiaasen told me he saw it again (he thinks) a couple of years later, when he was out fishing and looking for turtles in a nearby canal.

He speaks about this childhood proximity to nature with a kind of nostalgic reverence. The destruction of that nature, seemingly overnight, to make way for shopping malls and highways felt personal. "It was so painful and infuriating to see," he said. "It wasn't that long ago that we were just hanging out, riding around in these pastures and going through these woods and creeks, and they just all got bulldozed." A prank he played with some friends, pulling up survey stakes from a nearby construction site, later became the basis for Hoot, which is about a group of kids trying to protect an owl habitat from encroachment by a pancake house.

But development was also the reason Hiaasen was born a Floridian. His paternal grandfather, also named Carl Hiaasen, moved from North Dakota to Florida in 1922 and helped found one of the first law firms in Broward County; his father became a lawyer too. Both represented developers, which was, Hiaasen says, what all lawyers in Florida did in those days.

At Plantation High School, Hiaasen started a satirical newsletter called More Trash. In college, he transferred from Emory to the University of Florida to study journalism, and wrote columns for The Florida Alligator--mostly about politics, but with a sense of humor. He had watched Johnny Carson on The Tonight Show every night as a kid and mailed jokes to the show (he didn't hear back). As Watergate and the Vietnam War filled the news, Hiaasen found late-night comedy to be a salve. "You always felt better: Okay, somebody else gets how stupid this thing is," he told me. "It was just a relief."

From the May 2023 issue: How did America's weirdest, most freedom-obsessed state fall for an authoritarian governor?

He graduated right before Richard Nixon resigned, and soon began working as a reporter in Cocoa, Florida. Hiaasen had married his high-school girlfriend, Connie, and become a father at 18. His college experience had not been a typical one, but "I never felt like I missed anything," he told me. He was always shy, and he liked the stability of being a husband and father. In 1976, Hiaasen took a job at the Herald, and he and his family moved back to Plantation.

He was already writing fiction. At Emory, he'd met a recent medical-school graduate, Neil Shulman, who had creative aspirations. Hiaasen began working as Shulman's ghostwriter; they collaborated on two comic novels (one of which was later turned into the movie Doc Hollywood ). A few years after starting at the Herald, Hiaasen joined the paper's investigative team, writing articles with headlines such as "Developments Scar the Land, Foul the Sea." He worked closely at the paper with William Montalbano, with whom he co-wrote three crime novels in the early 1980s. Soon he decided to write a novel of his own.

Tourist Season was published in 1986. Its most memorable character is Skip Wiley, a Miami newspaper columnist who becomes so furious about "the shameless, witless boosterism that made Florida grow" that he starts a terrorist cell aimed at discouraging tourism and migration from the north. ("This is not murder," Wiley says at one point, after he has kidnapped a retiree and is threatening to feed her to an endangered North American crocodile. "It's social Darwinism.") Hiaasen himself had just become a columnist. He didn't kidnap anyone, but his skeptical, adversarial posture made enemies: the mayor, the Cuban community, civic boosters. A Miami city commissioner once introduced a resolution condemning him by name.

The column became a thrice-weekly platform for Hiaasen's opinions, albeit a mostly local one. His books--he went on to publish a novel every couple of years--gave him a national audience. He began appearing on talk shows to entertain viewers with tales of Florida's real-life "freak festival." "I get more complaints from people about Carl Hiaasen's work than anything else," the president of the Greater Miami Chamber of Commerce told the St. Petersburg Times in 1989. "I choose not to read his material."


Hiaasen in 1991, taking time off from his newspaper column (Acey Harper / Getty)



Some reviewers complained that the genre blending was confusing, the plots too far-fetched. "If one critique dogs the author, it's that he writes essentially the same book over and over again, upping the absurdity quotient each time out," a Boston Globe writer observed in 2000. But readers kept buying the books. The Chicago Sun-Times described Hiaasen in the late '90s as having gone "from cult favorite to best seller to brand name."

He also acquired a legion of hard-to-pigeonhole fans, among them Toni Morrison, Salman Rushdie, Tom Wolfe, Bill Clinton, and George H. W. Bush. More important to Hiaasen were the musicians he befriended after they read his fiction, including Warren Zevon and Jimmy Buffett. In 1995, Buffett paid tribute to Hiaasen's work in a song called "The Ballad of Skip Wiley."

The more famous Hiaasen got, the more people liked to ask him when he was going to finally flee Florida. But he has never seriously considered living anywhere else. The sense of loss he feels for the Florida he once knew seems to be matched by a morbidly curious compulsion to witness the state's continued degeneration, and a stubborn refusal to give up the fight. "There's a circus element that's hard not to watch living here," he said. "It would be kind of a bummer not to see it unravel."

The joke about Vero Beach is that it's where grandparents go to visit their grandparents. In the manicured neighborhood where Hiaasen has lived since 2005, the midsize SUVs are always gleaming, the hedges neatly trimmed. Walking around, I saw gray-haired men driving golf carts through unpaved lanes and passed a retirement-age woman wearing a white baseball cap embroidered in gold thread with a "47" and an American flag. At the public-beach entrance, two men scanned the sand with metal detectors, looking for treasure.

None of these people seemed like Hiaasen's people, exactly. He prefers being in a fishing boat to sitting on the beach, and though he lives down the street from an oceanfront country club, he no longer golfs. (One character in Fever Beach refers to golf as "the white man's burden.") He generally casts himself as a sort of winking misanthrope, which has made for an effective public persona, and isn't far from reality. "Mark my words," the legendary New York columnist Jimmy Breslin once said after meeting a young Hiaasen. "He has killed people."

Hiaasen is, at the very least, a cynical introvert. "There's a glut of assholes on the loose," he wrote in his 2018 book Assume the Worst: The Graduation Speech You'll Never Hear. "The ability to sidestep and outwit these random jerks is a necessary skill."

What is it like to live with him? "Writers are impossible," he told me. "My experience has been--" he laughed, and started again. "The feedback I've gotten is that they can be hard." He and Connie divorced in 1996. In 2018, he separated from his second wife, Fenia; she and their son eventually moved to Montana. It was a lonely period. When Hiaasen was living in the Keys after his first marriage broke up, he'd started breeding albino rat snakes. This time, he had his two dogs, and his work.

He was at his office on June 28, 2018, when he got the call from his sister. A man had entered the Capital Gazette newsroom--where their brother, Rob, worked--and opened fire. No one could reach Rob, and Hiaasen had a bad feeling. He drove home to watch TV, and eventually got confirmation: Rob had been among the five people killed. He was 59. (Prosecutors later said the gunman, Jarrod W. Ramos, was seeking revenge for a 2011 article the newspaper had published about his guilty plea in a harassment case.)

Talking about the shooting, Hiaasen seemed torn between a brother's anguish and a journalist's critical remove. "There's a cumulative amount of slaughter that we apparently have become so accustomed to. It's so routine," he told me. "You could hardly be totally surprised by it, given everything else that's happened." That same year, teenagers from Parkland, Florida, had boarded buses to Tallahassee and Washington, D.C., to share their grief and rage over the murder of their classmates at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School; Hiaasen had written about the students in his column. "You write about it and you write about it, and, of course, then Rob gets killed," he said.

As we talked about Rob, Hiaasen got quieter. He stared up to his left at the ceiling, then down to his right at the floor. At times he almost mumbled. "You always think about what the last seconds would have been like, when the guy comes in, blasting away," Hiaasen said. "The way your mind works, you can't help but imagine those things."

After Rob was murdered, Hiaasen started seeing a therapist who specialized in grief. He didn't go to the trial, or to the sentencing, where the killer received five life terms without parole, plus additional prison time. "I didn't think it would be good for anybody for me to be sitting there," Hiaasen said. Though he's read plenty of accounts of victims' families feeling a sense of peace in the aftermath of a verdict like this one, he hasn't experienced any such feelings himself: "That guy could suffer a horrible, gruesome death, and I wouldn't shed a tear. But it wouldn't dull any of the pain." After a couple of months away from the newspaper, his byline returned to the Herald with a column about the shooting. "Each of us struggles with overwhelming loss in our own way," it said, "so I wrote a column, which, after an eternity in this business, is all I know how to do." Most of all, Hiaasen wanted to convey his respect for Rob as a writer and an editor.

Read: For the love of the local newspaper

It was during that terrible summer of 2018 that he met the woman who would become his third wife. Katie was a recent Florida transplant, then 29, who was also divorced and worked in health-care IT. The two struck up a conversation at a restaurant and became friends. Hiaasen (who was 65 at the time) insists that he wasn't looking for a younger woman; certainly, he told me, Katie wasn't looking for an older man, let alone hoping to remarry. They started dating a year or so later, and got married at the courthouse in Key West in 2020, on a day when the weather was bad for fishing.

That same year, Hiaasen published Squeeze Me--the book about pythons slithering around Palm Beach. He dedicated it to Rob's memory. When I asked him if Rob's death had made him more sensitive to violence, or more wary of employing it in his novels, Hiaasen said it probably had. Then he smiled and added quickly, "Don't get me wrong. I want dreadful things to happen to the bad guys in my books."

After Squeeze Me, people started leaving angry comments on Hiaasen's Amazon page. "I'd like a REFUND!" one reviewer wrote, citing disappointment with "page after page of vitriolic and vituperative character assassination of DJT." "Fiction should be escape, not an in your face political hit-job," another person wrote. They felt betrayed--why did this author they used to turn to for a good laugh insist on mocking Donald Trump?

Hiaasen found this response amusing, but it also confused him. "All I could think was, Had they not read anything I'd ever written before? How in the world could you be shocked?" His work, he said, has always been political.

True, but in less polarized times, his work was political in less polarizing ways. Being anti-corruption, for instance, is a position that has traditionally been shared by a bipartisan majority, and Hiaasen has vilified politicians, real and imagined, of both parties.

But at a certain point between the election of 2000, when the recount saga put Florida in the national spotlight, and the 2023 revelation that Trump was storing classified documents in a bathroom at Mar-a-Lago, something changed. You could no longer write satire about Florida's dark side the way Hiaasen always has without writing, in some way, about national politics. And when the butt of the joke is the MAGA movement itself, some readers will inevitably take it as an affront.

Fever Beach will not redeem Hiaasen with these readers. In the first chapter, we meet Dale Figgo, a former Proud Boy who was kicked out of the group after January 6, when he accidentally smeared feces on a statue of a Confederate general whom he mistook for Ulysses S. Grant. Shunned by the mainstream white-supremacist community, Figgo has started his own group, "Strokers for Liberty." (The Proud Boys' restrictions on masturbation--laid out, for real, in a handbook that became evidence in one of the January 6 trials--are a running joke in Fever Beach.)




Because this is a Hiaasen novel, where dreadful things happen to dreadful people, Figgo's attempts to run a militia prove disastrous. His clever and clear-eyed tenant and housemate, Viva Morales, is constantly thwarting his schemes. She throws away the trigger of his AR-15. She refuses to tell him how to spell Fauci for his flyers. Eventually, she teams up with Twilly Spree--he of the inherited millions, short fuse, and habit of sponsoring environmental lawsuits--to infiltrate and take down the "confederacy of bumblefucks."

Hiaasen's hope for his fiction, as he told me more than once, has always been that it will make people laugh for the right reasons. He wants his readers to have the same comforting experience that he did watching Johnny Carson all those years ago: You're not crazy. The world is.

Those who think the way Hiaasen does will no doubt get some relief from seeing Dale Figgo have skin from his scrotum grafted onto his nose (long story) and, later, get tied up in a Pride flag. The Key West drag queens in this book turn out to be better with their fists than the pathetic Strokers. But who has the last laugh? At times, Fever Beach risks reading like liberal-Boomer fan fiction--a pleasing fantasy, but perhaps too quick to validate its audience's worldview or, worse, to offer false reassurance that a majority of bad actors are, as Viva suspects Figgo of being, "too dumb to be dangerous." In real life, most would-be Proud Boys don't have cunning, progressive housemates who will throw away their gun parts. Some of them even have security clearances.

"Futile gestures that feel good at the time. That's my weakness," Twilly says near the end of the book. When I asked Hiaasen about this line, he told me that he can relate to Twilly's sentiment. But then he brought up Edward Abbey's 1975 book, The Monkey Wrench Gang--a novel about a group of radical environmental activists who sabotage what they see as efforts to encroach on the land of the American Southwest; it became a touchstone for Hiaasen, as it is for Twilly. Just because a gesture is likely to be futile, Hiaasen seemed to be saying, doesn't mean it isn't worth making.

This, ultimately, may be the reason so many readers keep coming back to Hiaasen. The humorist Samantha Irby, a Hiaasen superfan, told me she admires a man who, at a point in his career when he could easily coast on tales of "husbands and wives trying to kill each other," has instead chosen to write explicitly political satire. "I know how to find NPR if I really want to bum myself out," Irby said. "Reality with a side of escapism is a blessing for our fragile minds at this time."

Two days after Trump took office in January, a man in a red hoodie, a black MAGA hat, and large sunglasses stepped off a plane in Miami. Enrique Tarrio, the former leader of the Proud Boys, was newly released from federal prison after having been granted clemency by the president, and was now heading home. A few onlookers cheered, and he made his way out of the terminal to a waiting black SUV.

The next night, Hiaasen was seated in the choir room of a Vero Beach church, riffing with his friend and longtime Herald colleague Dave Barry about Tarrio's freedom and other recent news. Barry, who is also famous for his Florida-specific humor, was in town to headline a benefit at the church for a local literary foundation. Hiaasen was set to introduce him to the 600-person audience.

As the old friends talked, I learned about the reptile egg that Hiaasen had given Barry for his 50th birthday, in 1997. They'd named the egg Earl; Barry was pretty sure it had had a snake inside, but his wife hadn't wanted to wait to find out. He'd been forced, he said, to get rid of the egg before it hatched.

Hiaasen had just gotten back from a short trip to the Caribbean. He and Katie had left the country, he said, because he simply couldn't bear to watch the inauguration from Florida. They'd done the same thing a few months earlier for Election Day. Hiaasen described his behavior as "cowardly."

Did being away help take his mind off things, at least? I asked him. "I thought it would," he said. "But there's no hiding." The news alerts still came through on his phone. Yet after decades of covering Florida and its politics, Hiaasen told me, "you sort of condition yourself not to be apoplectic." You keep watching the circus, and you keep writing about it. Plus, he said, "I do have a certain amount of faith in karma."

Karma came up again when we discussed the people-eating pythons in Squeeze Me : No, real-life invasive pythons have never eaten any human beings. They have eaten large animals, though, and as the climate warms, they are bound to move north. So the novel's plot, Hiaasen insisted, is not outside the realm of possibility. He smiled. "Trust in nature," he said.



This article appears in the June 2025 print edition with the headline "We're All Living in a Carl Hiaasen Novel."
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The Actual Math Behind DOGE's Cuts

If you thought Elon Musk was really trying to cut costs, you weren't in on the joke.

by Jessica Riedl




In November, when Donald Trump first announced his plan to place Elon Musk in charge of a new Department of Government Efficiency, the idea was widely written off as a joke. Then Trump took office, and DOGE began its very real stampede through the government. As an effort to meaningfully reduce federal spending, however, DOGE remains wholly unserious.

Musk initially promised that he would eliminate $2 trillion of the $7 trillion federal budget, before scaling back his ambitions to $1 trillion, and then $150 billion. Even that revised target is highly improbable.

Precisely measuring the budgetary effects of the Musk experiment remains difficult, but we can begin by looking at the claims made by DOGE itself. In late February, its website claimed to have achieved $55 billion in annual-spending reductions. However, its "wall of receipts" detailed only $16.5 billion of this total. Half of that figure came from a typo claiming $8 billion in savings from terminating an $8 million contract. As The New York Times has reported, that was far from the only accounting error. Once such mistakes as false contract cancellations, triple counts of the same reform, and the inclusion of contracts that expired decades ago were fixed, verified budget savings stood at just $2 billion.

Brian Klaas: DOGE is courting catastrophic risk

The DOGE website now claims $165 billion in savings. However, it still details only a fraction of the supposed cuts, and earlier accounting errors have given way to new ones. A common sleight of hand is canceling a "blanket purchase agreement"--in which the recipient had been given the equivalent of a credit limit to incur necessary costs on a project--and then claiming savings of the full credit limit rather than the (in many cases substantially lower) amount that was actually spent. Even assuming that the website's stated savings have become twice as accurate as they were in February, annual savings would reach perhaps $15 billion, or 0.2 percent of federal spending.

Fortunately, more reliable sources than DOGE's self-reported figures exist. The best is the Treasury Department's monthly accounting of spending by agency and program. Any true DOGE spending reductions should show up in these budget totals, as should the results of other White House initiatives, including cuts to public-health spending and the ongoing efforts to eliminate USAID and the Department of Education.

These spending data do not flatter the Musk project. Total federal outlays in February and March were $86 billion (or 7 percent) higher than the levels from the same months a year ago, when adjusted for timing shifts. This spending growth--approximately $500 billion at an annualized rate--continues to be driven by the three-quarters of federal spending allocated to Social Security, Medicare, Medicaid, defense, veterans' benefits, and interest costs. These massive expenses have been untouched by DOGE's focus on small but controversial targets such as DEI contracts and Politico subscriptions.

We can see this by looking at Treasury's breakdowns of monthly spending by agency. Short-term program spending can fluctuate greatly, and sustained trends might not be fully apparent for several months, but the early data are nonetheless revealing. Perhaps the highest-profile cuts under the Trump administration so far have been to public-health spending and foreign aid. And yet, even here, the numbers are rounding errors in the context of the federal budget. Public-health spending, previously about $8.2 billion monthly, fell to $7.1 billion in March, led by cuts to the National Institutes of Health and the Health Resources and Services Administration, the latter of which funds state and local health grants to serve underprivileged families.

Monthly spending on targeted foreign-assistance programs has fallen from $2.4 billion to $1.4 billion. This includes spending on "Global Health and Child Survival" programs--which includes highly effective funding to combat HIV, malaria, tuberculosis, and other illnesses in less developed countries--falling in half to $400 million a month. Payments to "International Organizations and Conferences," such as the United Nations, have fallen to zero. And monthly USAID spending has fluctuated wildly but overall declined by one-third in the first quarter of 2025.

These cuts have already been highly disruptive to beneficiaries, contractors, and employees, and they threaten immense long-term harm. And yet, their total monthly savings have totaled just $2.1 billion. At the Department of Education, another shutdown target, spending has remained steady aside from the early termination of post-pandemic funding that was already scheduled to phase out over the next year.

Cost reductions from laying off federal employees have been too small to show up in the data. This is not surprising, because even laying off one quarter of the 2.3 million federal civilian employees would shave off just 1 percent of federal spending. To be fair to DOGE, more savings will materialize in October, when the salaries of the 75,000 federal employees who took a buyout come off the books. That should save Washington $10 billion a year, or 0.1 percent of federal spending--except even that is an overestimate, because Washington will surely end up hiring contractors to perform at least some of the work previously handled by those civil servants, and many contractors cost more than employees.

Stephen Macekura: The government waste DOGE should be cutting

Moving forward, identifying politically acceptable savings will become harder. Trump and Musk have already hit their easiest targets that do not directly burden most MAGA voters, such as government employees, foreigners, academics, and recipients of contracts with some kind of DEI component. More recent moves to slash Social Security customer-service and veterans'-health personnel have faced a backlash from affected Republican voters. Congress has shown little interest in passing legislation to ratify the executive branch's cuts, meaning many of them will likely be reversed in court. This year's appropriations bills--which require seven Senate Democratic votes to break a filibuster--will probably continue to finance and mandate the existence of the Department of Education, USAID, and traditional public-health spending.

That, by the way, is the good news for DOGE. The bad news is that the project seems quite likely to expand long-term budget deficits. Slashing IRS enforcement will embolden tax evasion and reduce revenues by hundreds of billions of dollars over the decade. Laying off Department of Education employees who ensure collection of student-loan repayments will increase the deficit. Illegally terminated federal employees are already being reinstated with full back pay, leaving the government with little to show for its trouble besides mounting legal fees.

Even if DOGE somehow manages to end up in the black, any modest savings it achieves will be completely overwhelmed by the GOP's push to expand the 2017 tax cut at a cost of roughly $500 billion annually. Claims that Washington can no longer afford to spend 0.1 percent of its budget providing lifesaving HIV treatments to 20 million impoverished Africans cannot be taken seriously when the administration and Congress are preparing to cut taxes and expand other spending by trillions of dollars.

None of this is to say that DOGE has failed. Musk might not have followed through on his unfocused and evolving promises to eliminate payment errors, balance the entire budget, and implement regulatory reform. But he has successfully given the White House cover to purge and intimidate the civil service, helped Congress justify exorbitant tax cuts, rewarded MAGA voters with revenge against their perceived enemies, and granted himself the ability to access sensitive government data and possibly ensure his companies' continued government contracts. Sure, annual budget deficits remain on track to double over the next decade. But if you thought DOGE was really about cutting costs, you were never in on the joke.
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Trump's Inevitable Betrayal of His Supporters

Trump never meant to keep his promises. His voters are starting to notice.

by Yair Rosenberg




On Sunday, Donald Trump went on TV and told Americans that their children should make do with less. "They don't need to have 30 dolls; they can have three," the president said on Meet the Press. "They don't need to have 250 pencils; they can have five." Critics were quick to point out the irony of America's avatar of excess telling others to tighten their belt. But the problem with Trump's remark goes beyond the optics. It's that his argument for austerity contradicts his campaign commitments--and exposes the limits of his transactional approach to politics.

Throughout his 2024 run, the president promised Americans a return to the prosperity of his pre-COVID first term. "Starting on day one, we will end inflation and make America affordable again, to bring down the prices of all goods," he told a Montana rally in August. "They'll come down, and they'll come down fast," he declared days later in North Carolina. But at the same time, Trump also promised to impose steep tariffs on consumer goods--dubbing tariff one of "the most beautiful words I've ever heard"--even though the levies would effectively serve as a tax on everyday Americans.

These two pledges could not be reconciled, and once elected, Trump was forced to choose between them. The results have disillusioned many of those who voted for him. Trump's approval on the economy has plunged since he announced his "Liberation Day." A former strength has become a weakness. "If you look at his economic net approval rating in his first term, it was consistently above water," the CNN analyst Harry Enten noted last month. "It was one of his best issues, and now it's one of his worst issues."

Trump does not face this problem on just the economy. On issue after issue, whether domestic policy or foreign affairs, the president made incompatible assurances to rival camps on the campaign trail--to business bigwigs and working-class factory hands, anti-war isolationists and anti-Iran hawks. Now that Trump is in office, the bill for these guarantees is coming due, and he is making decisions that will inevitably alienate one of his constituencies. Some of the supporters who are not getting what they were promised are beginning to feel ripped off, putting the coalition that propelled Trump to his narrow popular-vote victory in jeopardy.

Read: Trump doesn't believe in anything. That's why he wins.

Take the tariffs and the tech titans. Amazon CEO Jeff Bezos has done much to ingratiate himself with Trump. He donated $1 million to the president's inauguration fund and attended the event in person. He overhauled The Washington Post ostensibly to appeal more to conservatives and reportedly paid $40 million to license and distribute a streaming documentary about the first lady, Melania Trump. None of that insulated Amazon's business when Trump's tariffs arrived. Faced with rising prices on many of its products, the company toyed with displaying a surcharge on some items affected by Trump's policy, but folded when the White House objected.

Bezos may have tiptoed toward dissent, but Elon Musk has been much less restrained. As head of the Department of Government Efficiency, the entrepreneur previously worked seamlessly alongside Trump. But last month, he publicly unloaded on Peter Navarro, the architect of the president's tariff plan, calling him a "moron" and "dumber than a sack of rocks" after Navarro defended imposing Trump's penalties on Tesla, Musk's electric-car company. On X, Musk also posted a functionally anti-tariff video, in which the economist Milton Friedman explains how international trade makes producing a single pencil possible.

Other pro-Trump sectors have experienced similar whiplash. In 2024, oil and gas interests gave an estimated $75 million to elect Trump. In his stump speech as a candidate, Trump promised to end what he called "the Biden-Harris war on American energy," and led crowds in chants of "Drill, baby, drill." But the tariffs Trump has imposed as president have crippled the industry by hiking costs of components while cratering the price of oil amid an anticipated economic downturn.

In other words, by pursuing populist protectionism over free trade, Trump has already betrayed some of his most powerful backers. Few will be sympathetic to the travails of the CEOs, but their workers and customers are also footing the bill for Trump's economic self-sabotage, and many of them voted for Trump believing he would lower prices, not raise them. Given that Trump regained the White House with the smallest electoral margin since Nixon in 1968, these are supporters he and his party can ill afford to lose.

Trump is trapped in the same web of his own making when it comes to international affairs. On the campaign trail, the president promised "a stop to the endless wars and a return to peace in the Middle East," attracting disaffected Arab and Muslim voters in swing states such as Michigan. But he also told pro-Israel voters that "you have a big protector in me," accused Kamala Harris of "pandering" to Hamas supporters, and pledged, in the words of the Republican party platform, to "DEPORT PRO-HAMAS RADICALS AND MAKE OUR COLLEGE CAMPUSES SAFE AND PATRIOTIC AGAIN."

Much as he was compelled to choose between tariffs and trade, Trump has had to choose between these two diametrically opposed positions since entering office. He helped broker a token cease-fire in Gaza, but then allowed it to expire, all while removing Joe Biden's sanctions on violent Israeli settlers and restrictions on arms shipments to Israel. The president also proposed emptying Gaza of Palestinians and turning the land into an American-run resort, and began revoking the visas and green cards of pro-Palestinian foreign nationals.

Unsurprisingly, many of Trump's Gaza war voters have noticed that they've been stiffed. Days before the November election, Trump visited Dearborn, Michigan, where he vowed to establish "peace in the Middle East." He was greeted there by Faye Nemer, the head of the Middle East and North African American Chamber of Commerce and an unapologetic supporter. She has since labeled his Middle East positions "extremely concerning to the community," and she's not alone. "Obviously we're completely opposed to the idea of the transfer of Palestinians from anywhere in Historic Palestine," Bishara Bahbah, the chairman of Arab Americans for Trump, told the Associated Press in February, in response to the president's Gaz-a-Lago proposal. The group has now rebranded itself as "Arab Americans for Peace."

Even as Trump has lost pro-Palestinian and dovish voters, he has been stoking concern among more hawkish ones. Over the past month, the president has moved toward a new nuclear deal with Iran that is reportedly similar to the one brokered by Barack Obama, which Trump discarded in 2018. The president and his team have sent contradictory signals about their intentions on Iran, but the reality is that whichever way Trump goes on the subject--whether for war or peace--he will upset a key constituency. Some circles cannot be squared.

These disappointments were entirely predictable. Because Trump lacks many core convictions, voters from entirely opposite backgrounds convinced themselves that he would act in their interest as president--and he was happy to indulge their fantasies in exchange for their support by teasing tantalizing prizes to people across divides. But Trump's transactionalism has limits, because even presidents who have few beliefs still need to act, and those actions have consequences for the world and for the politician's coalition.

Today, some 100 days into his second term, Trump's approval rating stands at a historic low, imperiling his party's chances in the midterms, as more and more of the president's backers realize that his impossible promises were never meant to be kept.
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America Needs More Judges Like Judge Myers

He did the right thing in North Carolina's Supreme Court fight, and he deserves praise.

by Richard L. Hasen




Updated at 5:40 p.m. ET on May 7, 2025

When judges act as partisan hacks, it is important to condemn their conduct. Last month, four Republican justices on the North Carolina Supreme Court blessed the antidemocratic attempt by the fellow Republican judge Jefferson Griffin to subvert the outcome of the November 2024 election for a seat on that same court by throwing out ballots of some North Carolina voters who had followed all the rules. But just as important is lauding the Republican judges who stand up against election subversion, including the Trump-appointed federal district-court judge Richard E. Myers, who ruled earlier this week that Griffin's gambit violated the U.S. Constitution. Today, just two days after that decision, Griffin conceded defeat to Justice Allison Riggs. If the United States is going to resist attacks on free and fair elections, principled judges on the right remain indispensable.

Conservative and liberal judges regularly divide on many issues related to elections and democracy, such as the constitutionality of various provisions of the Voting Rights Act, partisan gerrymandering, and the permissibility of regulating campaign money. As I recently explained in The Yale Law Journal, there is no realistic hope that federal courts, including the United States Supreme Court, now dominated by Republican appointees, are going to expand voting rights. But even so, a mostly bipartisan judicial consensus has long existed to protect the basic elements of free and fair elections: that elections should be conducted in accordance with the rules set forth before the election, that all eligible voters should be able to cast a vote that will be fairly counted, and that the winners of elections will be able to take office.

Americans saw this consensus on display in the aftermath of the 2020 presidential election, when Donald Trump and his allies filed more than 60 lawsuits seeking to overturn Joe Biden's victory over Trump based upon factually unsupported claims of election irregularities and dubious legal theories. In a decision that rejected Trump's legal efforts in Pennsylvania, the prominent conservative (and Trump-appointed) federal appeals-court judge Stephanos Bibas wrote: "Free, fair elections are the lifeblood of our democracy. Charges of unfairness are serious. But calling an election unfair does not make it so. Charges require specific allegations and then proof. We have neither here."

From the October 2022 issue: John Roberts's long game

A similar thing happened in Wisconsin, where the conservative state-supreme-court Justice Brian Hagedorn joined with his liberal colleagues to reject a Trump claim to throw out ballots that voters had cast in that state using drop boxes during the pandemic, something that was allowed by the rules as set by election officials before voting began. If Trump had a problem with using drop boxes, Justice Hagedorn reasoned, Trump had to challenge this before the election rather than sit tight until after the election with the risk of disenfranchising voters.

Judge Myers's ruling this week in the North Carolina case follows in this tradition of conservative judges standing up for the rule of law and against election subversion. As Mark Joseph Stern notes at Slate, "Myers is a dyed-in-the-wool conservative--not just a Federalist Society stalwart and Trump appointee, but also a longtime member of gun clubs, including the NRA, and the evangelical Christian Legal Society."

Yet Judge Myers did not side with Griffin, a fellow conservative, in his attempt to overturn the election results. Griffin argued for throwing out ballots from certain Democratic-leaning counties for military and overseas voters who did not provide photo identification while voting, something that state law did not require. He tried to get some other ballots thrown out as well, all from voters who followed the rules as set forth and implemented by state election officials for years. The state court of appeals had allowed Griffin to challenge up to 60,000 ballots, and the North Carolina Supreme Court narrowed that universe but still allowed some of Griffin's challenges to go forward. This ruling came over the dissent of two state justices, including Republican Justice Richard Dietz, who said the ruling had disproved his belief that "our state courts surely would embrace the universally accepted principle that courts cannot change election outcomes by retroactively rewriting the law."

When the case landed in federal court, Judge Myers at first said that the state could start the process of figuring out which ballots to throw out but not yet certify the winner of the election. At the time, I criticized that order because it could have sown confusion about who really won the election, and a Fourth Circuit panel including a leading conservative judge Paul Niemeyer on that court agreed, reversing Myers on that point late last month.

When he later turned to the merits this week, Judge Myers held that the remedy sought by Griffin and blessed by the state courts violated both the due-process rights of voters, by changing the rules retroactively, and equal-protection rights, by treating similarly situated voters differently. As Judge Myers wrote: "You establish the rules before the game. You don't change them after the game is done." He added, quoting some earlier cases, that this case "concerns an attempt to change the rules of the game after it had been played. The court cannot countenance that strategy, which implicates the very integrity of the election and offends the law's basic interest in finality. Permitting parties to upend the set rule of an election after the election has taken place can only produce confusion and turmoil (which) threatens to undermine public confidence in the federal courts, state agencies, and the elections themselves."

That Griffin conceded after Judge Myers's incontrovertible opinion is good--it's more than Donald Trump ever did in 2020 or since. But it should not have come to this. Griffin should never have attempted election subversion, and the North Carolina courts never should have blessed his attempt. This kind of retroactive effort to rejigger the rules with judicial blessing may yet open a new front in the voting wars. But if principled judges like Judge Myers on the right, and their colleagues on the left, continue to stand up for the rule of law, America can still survive the ongoing attacks on its democracy.
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The Godfather of the Woke Right

A 2011 book by Pat Buchanan shows the deep roots of today's right-wing illiberalism.

by Jonathan Chait




Of the innumerable insults directed at Donald Trump and his supporters, the one that seems to get under their skin the most is "woke right." The epithet describes the Trump movement's tendency to counter left-wing illiberalism with a mirror-image replica. "The woke right," my colleague Thomas Chatterton Williams explained earlier this year, "places identity grievance, ethnic consciousness, and tribal striving at the center of its behavior and thought." Right-wing wokeness appropriates techniques of the illiberal left-wing variety--language policing, historical revisionism, expansive claims of ethnic oppression--but deploys them in the service of the MAGA coalition, above all white Christian males, rather than racial and sexual minorities.

Some embittered critics of wokeness have depicted this movement as an in-kind backlash, a "meet the new boss, same as the old boss" response to a decade of illiberalism. In fact, the woke right predates the woke left. I happened to find a textual source, perfectly preserved in time.

In 2011, Pat Buchanan published Suicide of a Superpower: Will America Survive to 2025? (Checking in from the year 2025, I can report that the answer is a tentative yes.) Revisiting the book today is illuminating for two reasons. One is that Buchanan, as many analysts have noted, invented Trump's shtick. The right-wing populist ran two unsuccessful campaigns for the Republican nomination, followed by another as an independent candidate, on proto-Trumpian themes of protectionism, isolationism, and nativism--themes that are elaborated at length in Suicide of a Superpower. (Buchanan announced his retirement from political commentary last year.)

Thomas Chatterton Williams: How the woke right replaced the woke left

The other is that Buchanan's manifesto precedes the emergence of the pejorative left-wing sense of wokeness, which began in about 2014. And so it shows very clearly that the woke right, while drawing strength from the backlash to wokeism, does not require the woke left's existence as a rationale.

If you're looking for identity grievance, ethnic consciousness, and tribal striving, Buchanan has 400 pages of it. His core argument is that white people should band together to hold off the rising tide of nonwhite people who threaten to outnumber them and use their voting power to redistribute resources downward. This belief inspires both Buchanan's model of international relations and domestic politics. Globally, Buchanan argues for a rapprochement with Russia, which he praises for having "implored the white nations to unite."

Domestically, he castigates George W. Bush-era Republicans for "pandering to liberal minorities," whom he sees as incapable of social or economic equality with the white majority. Buchanan urges the party to use nativist themes and other conservative messages to draw in more white voters, a strategy Trump later employed.

In some ways, Suicide of a Superpower strikes notes similar to those found in generations of conservative screeds: fretting about the pace of social change, expressing affection for the good old days--"in 1952, a Coke cost a nickel as did a candy bar," Buchanan recalls nostalgically--and worrying that the country might not survive. But the specific elements of Buchanan's complaints reveal the nearly unrecognizable context in which he was writing, which preceded a decade and a half of dizzying cultural change.

"Woke" ideas about race and gender emerged at the end of the Obama era, partly in opposition to Barack Obama's relatively staid liberal values. In 2011, when Buchanan was writing, the concepts that would come to be referred to as wokeism were still confined to the fringes of academia and left-wing activism, and they were so politically marginal that Suicide of a Superpower does not reference them.

Instead, Buchanan denounces Obama-era liberalism, with its emphasis on social equality and individual rights. He rails against gay marriage, along with "individualistic hedonism," the "Playboy philosophy," and "MTV morality." Tellingly, he does not even pretend to cast himself as a defender of free speech. To the contrary, he expresses indignation that liberals are permitted to insult traditional values, including Christianity, while conservative critiques of Islam and homosexuality are deemed taboo. Buchanan cites a 2009 episode of Curb Your Enthusiasm, in which Larry David accidentally urinates on a painting of Jesus, setting off a wacky chain of events where a Catholic woman mistakes the urine for tears, as an example of intolerably offensive content. Without putting it quite this way, Buchanan implies that hate speech (against groups he identifies with) is not free speech.

"Another hallmark of wokeness," writes Williams, "is an overriding impulse to contest and revise the historical record in service of contemporary debates." That, too, describes Suicide of a Superpower. Buchanan pours derision on the Obama-era historiography that depicted American history as an imperfect, stop-start march toward a more perfect union that would finally live up to its founding ideals.

The left dissented from Obama's optimistic analysis, seeing American history as a long and bloody reprise of racism and exploitation with no clearly defined trajectory. Buchanan adopts a similar analysis, except that he presents the qualities derided by the left as necessary, even praiseworthy. America is "the product of ethnonationalism," he asserts without judgment. "No American war was fought for egalitarian ends, postwar propaganda notwithstanding." Likewise, "no one would suggest the Indian wars were about equality. They were about racism and subjugation." Lincoln, he reminds the reader, was a white supremacist. As a descriptive account, Buchanan's history hardly differs from what you'd encounter in a text such as the 1619 Project or Howard Zinn's A People's History of the United States, only with the moral valence of the events flipped.

Jonathan Chait: A loophole that would swallow the Constitution

Buchanan's interest in world events runs far deeper than Trump's. It is difficult to imagine the sitting president ever having developed strong opinions on such subjects as, say, Austria's cession of South Tyrol to Italy in 1918. (Buchanan remains angry about it.) And yet the general thrust of Buchanan's belief system is strikingly familiar. He insists that all nations care only for their self-interest; international cooperation is a facade; America's allies are parasites; and the one country with whom we should be seeking closer ties is Russia.

His domestic worldview is similarly Trumpian. The threat Buchanan discerns is not censorship or radical anti-Americanism. It is the notion that America is or can be a place in which anybody who isn't straight, white, and Christian has an equal claim to citizenship. He does not pose as a defender of liberalism or equality but as a proud champion of hierarchy.

Trump promised to restore free speech and "forge a society that is color-blind and merit-based." Instead, he has attacked free speech, pressured Harvard to create quotas for MAGA fans, and built the most non-meritocratic administration since the invention of the civil service, if not before. Some Trump supporters may find themselves surprised at this right-wing version of wokeness. But in the precursors to Trumpism, it was there all along.
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How the Most Remote Community in America Gets Its Mail

Transporting letters and packages to the village of Supai requires a feat of logistics, horsemanship, and carefully placed hooves.

by Sarah Yager


Nate Chamberlain begins the journey down from the southern rim of the Grand Canyon.



Just after 8 o'clock one spring morning, 2,000 feet below the rim of the Grand Canyon, Nate Chamberlain, wearing chaps and cowboy boots, emerged from the post office in Supai, Arizona, with the last of the morning mail. He tucked a Priority Mail envelope into a plastic U.S. Postal Service crate lashed to one of the six mules waiting outside. Then he climbed into the saddle on the lead mule, gave a kick of his spurs, and set off down the dirt road leading out of the village.

It was the beginning of what may be the country's most unusual USPS route--the very last to deliver mail by mule. The mule train would travel eight miles along a creek lined with cottonwoods, through a narrow gorge, and up a switchbacking trail carved into the cliffside to reach a hitching post at the top of the canyon, where a sign reads US MAIL DELIVERY ZONE. There, Chamberlain would drop off the outgoing mail with a driver--who would take it another 68 miles to the next post office, in the town of Peach Springs--and pick up the incoming mail to deliver back to the village.



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



Supai, the only village on the reservation of the Havasupai Tribe, is one of the most remote communities in the country. It is accessible only by foot, and by helicopter when the weather allows. The mule train, which makes the 16-mile, six-hour loop up and down the canyon five days a week, is perhaps the most extreme manifestation of the USPS mandate to "render postal services to all communities." Mail delivery in Supai involves a feat of logistics, horsemanship, and carefully placed hooves. It is slow and drudging work--starting at 3 a.m., when Chamberlain rises to feed the pack string, and continuing to sundown as fences are fixed and horseshoes are replaced--that belies an era of instant delivery, optimized everything, and "government efficiency." It also offers a glimpse into what the Postal Service can mean for rural America, at a moment when the agency's future is uncertain.







Top: Nate Chamberlain and his mules descend 2,000 feet to reach Supai. Bottom: In addition to letters and packages, the mules have delivered lab work, and even mini fridges for Supai's tourist lodge. (Elliot Ross for The Atlantic)



For centuries, the Havasupai Tribe ranged across the southern rim of the Grand Canyon, hunting and foraging along the plateau in the fall and winter, and descending into the canyon in the spring and summer to grow corn, beans, melons, and sunflowers along Havasu Creek. But that changed as America pushed westward. In 1882, President Chester A. Arthur signed an executive order restricting the tribe to 518 acres at the bottom of the canyon.

Just over a decade later, the federal government established a school in the village--aimed, like others of the era, at assimilating Native children. With it grew demand for better connection to the outside world. Rufus Bauer, the first teacher sent to Supai, wrote in an 1896 report to the commissioner of Indian Affairs that getting the mail required the Havasupai to make "a horseback ride of 60 miles over a stony, grassless desert, where there is not one drop of water for man or horse." He added, perhaps unnecessarily, "They do not exactly enjoy the trip."

Philip F. Rubio: Save the Postal Service

The Supai post office was established later the same year. At the time, rural postal delivery was expanding across the country. The postal system is older than the Declaration of Independence; it was founded in 1775 to allow consistent communication across the colonies--uniting America even before there was a federal government. As the nation grew, Congress gave the organization a monopoly over letter delivery as a way of ensuring affordable access to mail for all Americans--not just those who lived along profitable urban routes.

Over time, Supai would come to depend on the post office. With the loss of the tribe's hunting grounds and much of its farmland, the traditional Havasupai way of life started to disappear, and pretty much everything the village needed--groceries, household goods, medicine--arrived there on the back of a USPS mule.

"That old saying, you ever look that up?" Charlie Chamberlain asked me when we met at a cafe near the post office in Peach Springs. "I used to know it by heart, the old saying, that we deliver mail in all kinds of weather." He pulled out his phone to search for it: Neither snow nor rain nor heat nor gloom of night stays these couriers from the swift completion of their appointed rounds. "That's not a false statement, for what we do."

Chamberlain moved to Supai with his wife, a member of the Havasupai Tribe, back in 1973. Her uncle had delivered the mail there for many years, and offered to train Chamberlain.

From the January 1875 issue: The American post-office

The route involves risks not listed in the unofficial USPS motto. In the winter, ice can accumulate on the narrow switchbacks, which drop 1,000 feet in the first two miles. Temperatures in the summertime can exceed 110 degrees. Mules (and horses, which are sometimes used in the pack string) can get spooked by blowing debris and the occasional rattlesnake. During monsoon season, rainwater rushing down the canyon walls can turn the desert floor into a surging river within minutes.

Mail delivery in Supai involves a feat of logistics, horsemanship, and carefully placed hooves.

Chamberlain recalled once taking shelter with 11 of his animals at a high point above the trail as floodwater rose below them. He could hear boulders crashing against one another in the water. When he rode back up the trail the next day, the marks left by the water were higher than his head, even on horseback. Staying out of trouble means learning to watch the sky, he told me--and beyond that, having "a real strong faith in God."

Chamberlain still holds a contract with USPS for delivery to Supai but no longer rides the route himself; after 25 years on the trail, he and his wife, who was ill, left Supai to be closer to a hospital. He now employs Nate--his nephew--and other locals to handle the deliveries.

Read: Why we all have a stake in the U.S. Postal Service

Nate Chamberlain told me he has broken bones and taken spills that have required hundreds of stitches. Last summer, he had to spend the night under a rock overhang with his mules after a severe flash flood raised the creek some seven feet in 15 minutes, washing out the trail. In the worst scenarios, animals have died. (Charlie and the packers who work for him rotate their animals on a regular schedule to prevent them from getting worn down.)

Supai is home to about 200 people, according to the latest census, though some estimates range much higher. (The Havasupai tribal council, which tracks tribal enrollment, declined to participate in this story.) For residents of the small village, the mule train helps set the rhythm of daily life. Lynanne and Scott Palmer told me that when they moved to Supai, in the late 1970s, the arrival of the mail in the afternoons was a social event: Residents would gather outside the post office as their letters and packages were unloaded, along with food and other supplies to restock the small village store.

This has changed somewhat over the years, as the tourism industry has grown. Tens of thousands of visitors now pass through Supai each year to see the waterfalls that cascade down Havasu Creek to the confluence with the Colorado River. Helicopters run several days a week during the high season, carrying tourists from the canyon rim to the village. The helicopters also bring in some supplies, and carry residents out of the canyon to go on weekend shopping trips in the cities of Kingman and Flagstaff, hours from the rim.

But the helicopter schedule is seasonal, and weather-dependent: High winds can easily blow the aircraft against the sandstone cliffs. Mules are still the most reliable form of transport--bringing with them, as Charlie described it, "everything that you can put a stamp on." Besides letters and packages for community members (including lots of Amazon orders), the USPS mule train transports medicine and lab work for the village clinic. Supai doesn't have a traditional bank, so the post office supports an informal financial system, bringing in cash for the tribe's use and letting residents send and receive money orders. The tourism industry, now the main source of income for the tribe, also relies on the mule train: Nate told me that the supplies for the lodge where tourists stay--linens, even mini fridges--come through the mail.

Even now in Supai, as Lynanne Palmer put it, "Life runs around the post office."


Tens of thousands of tourists pass through Supai each year to visit the canyon's waterfalls. (Elliot Ross for The Atlantic)



In late March, while the mules continued their work in Supai, demonstrators gathered in 150 cities across the United States to speak out against an anticipated "hostile takeover" of the Postal Service.

President Donald Trump has, in recent months, mused about a major reorganization of USPS, which he describes as a "tremendous loser for this country." He has said he is considering merging the independent agency with the Commerce Department. Trump suggested that such a move would help the Postal Service--which has been losing billions of dollars a year, amid declining mail volume and rising operating costs--turn around its fortunes. But many see the proposal as a prelude to privatization, an idea Trump floated during his first term and raised again just before taking office a second time.

Read: What happens if Trump comes for the mail?

Experts believe that even partially outsourcing delivery to companies such as Amazon and FedEx would disproportionately affect rural America, where longer distances and fewer consumers mean that many postal routes operate at a loss. Brian Renfroe, the president of the National Association of Letter Carriers, told me that without the USPS's universal-service obligation, consumers in rural areas could expect higher prices or even to lose service altogether. "I can assure you a private delivery company is not going to have any interest in delivering mail by mules," he said.

The reason the mule train has persisted for more than a century, Charlie Chamberlain told me, is that it's the most cost-effective way to deliver the mail to Supai. "We can do it cheaper than they can in a helicopter," he said. "When it's time to bid on a new contract, I can outbid them." As a contractor, he doesn't collect benefits. "I never have taken a vacation in all the years I've done this," Chamberlain said. "There's no such thing." The route may seem like the opposite of government efficiency. But that's true only if you don't accept the premise that the post office should be for everyone.

The Postal Service reflects the nation's founding vision: to create a country both expansive and united. Supai has seen the worst of that vision. But the mules, unbothered by politics as they trod up and down the canyon, still carry with them a reminder of what America promised to be.



This article appears in the June 2025 print edition with the headline "Mail by Mule."
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Trump Finally Drops the Anti-Semitism Pretext

<span>The latest letter to Harvard makes clear that the administration's goal is to punish liberal institutions for the crime of being liberal.</span>

by Rose Horowitch




The intensely hostile letter that Education Secretary Linda McMahon sent to the leadership of Harvard yesterday has a lot going on. But the most notable thing about it is what it leaves out.

To hear McMahon tell it, Harvard is a university on the verge of ruin. (I say McMahon because her signature is at the bottom of the letter, but portions of the document are written in such a distinctive idiolect--"Why is there so much HATE?" the letter asks; it signs off with "Thank you for your attention to this matter!"--that one detects the spirit of a certain uncredited co-author.) She accuses it of admitting students who are contemptuous of America, chastises it for hiring the former blue-city mayors Bill de Blasio and Lori Lightfoot to teach leadership ("like hiring the captain of the Titanic to teach navigation"), questions the necessity of its remedial-math program ("Why is it, we ask, that Harvard has to teach simple and basic mathematics?"), and accuses its board chair, Penny Pritzker ("a Democrat operative"), of driving the university to financial ruin, among many other complaints. The upshot is that Harvard should not bother to apply for any new federal funding, because, McMahon declares, "today's letter marks the end of new grants for the University."

What you will not find in the McMahon letter is any mention of the original justification for the Trump administration's ongoing assault on elite universities: anti-Semitism. As a legal pretext for trying to financially hobble the Ivy League, anti-Semitism had some strategic merit. Many students and faculty justifiably feel that these schools failed to take harassment of Jews seriously enough during the protests that erupted after the October 7, 2023, terrorist attack on Israel by Hamas. By centering its critique on that issue, the administration was cannily appropriating for its own ends one of the progressive left's highest priorities: protecting a minority from hostile acts.

Now, however, the mask is off. Aside from one oblique reference to congressional hearings about anti-Semitism ("the great work of Congresswoman Elise Stefanik"), the letter is silent on the subject. The administration is no longer pretending that it is standing up for Jewish students. The project has been revealed for what it is: an effort to punish liberal institutions for the crime of being liberal.

The effort started with Columbia University. In early March, the administration canceled $400 million in federal funding for the university. This was framed explicitly as punishment for Columbia's failure to adequately address anti-Semitism on campus. The administration then issued a set of demands as preconditions for Columbia to get that funding back. These included giving the university president power over all disciplinary matters and placing the Middle Eastern-studies department under the control of a different university body. Columbia soon announced that it would make a list of changes that closely resembled what the administration had asked for. McMahon praised the changes and said that Columbia was on the "right track" to get its money back, though the government has still not restored the funding.

Having successfully extracted concessions from Columbia, the government moved on to Harvard. On March 31, the administration said that it was reviewing $9 billion in federal grants and contracts awarded to Harvard. As with Columbia, it argued that the university had not sufficiently combatted anti-Semitism on its campus. Harvard then began negotiations with the federal government. But on April 11, the administration sent Harvard a list of far-reaching changes that the university would have to make to continue to receive federal funding. These included screening international students for disloyalty to the United States and allowing an external body to audit faculty viewpoints to ensure diversity.

Rose Horowitch: Endowments are next

This was too much for Harvard. "Neither Harvard nor any other private university can allow itself to be taken over by the federal government," the university's lawyers wrote in a letter to administration officials. The university sued the Trump administration, arguing that the government had violated Harvard's First Amendment rights and failed to follow the procedures to revoke federal grants. The government retaliated. It immediately froze $2.2 billion in grants and $60 million in contracts to Harvard, announced that it would consider revoking Harvard's nonprofit tax-exempt status, and threatened the university's ability to enroll international students. Even as the war escalated, the putative rationale remained the same. Trump "wants them to come to the table and change things," McMahon told Fox News. "It's a civil-rights issue on campus relative to the anti-Semitism." McMahon never explained how cutting funding for biomedical research would help address anti-Semitism on campus. But the administration at least gestured in that direction.

No longer. The offenses enumerated in the McMahon letter are a disconnected grab bag of grievances. The closest thing to a legal theory for denying Harvard future grant funding is the accusation that the school has violated the Supreme Court's ruling striking down race-based affirmative action. But revoking an institution's funding under federal nondiscrimination law requires following a multistep process that takes months, Derek Black, a law professor at the University of South Carolina, told me. The government has to investigate a complaint and prove that the university will not take any steps to resolve the discrimination. Without showing that Harvard has violated nondiscrimination law--as opposed to merely asserting it, without evidence, in a rambling letter--the government can't refuse to award it grants. "They went from step one to step five or six in a week," Black said. "There's no 'We don't like you' authority in the federal Constitution or in statutory law. In fact, quite the opposite: You're precluded from that."

Harvard's leaders have, under duress, acknowledged that the institution needs to make changes. Last week, the university released reports detailing incidents of anti-Semitism and anti-Muslim bias and a pervasive sense of non-belonging among Jewish students. It has announced that it will not support affinity-group graduation celebrations and that leaders will no longer make statements on political issues that don't affect the university's core function. "We were faced with a set of demands that addressed some problems that I and others recognized as real problems," Harvard President Alan Garber told The Wall Street Journal. "But the means of addressing those problems is what was so objectionable." The fact that the university is willing to make changes strengthens its legal case challenging the cancellation of funding. Several legal experts have predicted that the university will prevail in court.

In a 2021 speech titled "The Universities Are the Enemy," then-Senate candidate J. D. Vance declared that universities, as left-wing gatekeepers of truth and knowledge, "make it impossible for conservative ideas to ultimately carry the day." The solution, Vance said, was to "honestly and aggressively attack the universities in this country." We've been seeing the aggressive part of that formula for two months. With the McMahon letter, the administration has gotten much closer to honesty.
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Trump's Kennedy Center Debut:<em> Les Mis</em> and Six-Figure Checks

The president will attend a fundraiser and a performance of <em>Les Miserables</em> at an institution he hopes to remake in his image.

by Ashley Parker, Michael Scherer




President Donald Trump's promised cultural renaissance will begin with misery--specifically, Les Miserables.

Trump plans to attend a performance of the musical at the Kennedy Center next month and host a private fundraising reception beforehand, marking the first performance he will attend at the center as president and his first effort to raise funds for the institution he now runs, two people familiar with the fundraiser told us.

In his first term, Trump rejected Washington, D.C.'s most celebrated cultural institution, after artists protested his administration and threatened to boycott Kennedy Center-related events at the White House. But after returning to office this year, Trump took over the Kennedy Center, replacing board members and making himself chair--prompting questions about whether the donations that sustain the institution would dry up. Now Trump, a prolific political fundraiser, is raising money for the center, which, like much of the rest of the city's institutions, he hopes to remake in his image.

A letter sent to Kennedy Center board members announcing the June 11 pre-show fundraiser, which we obtained, urges each member to contribute $100,000. Weeks after taking office, Trump dismissed the Biden appointees on the board, replacing them with a group of his own supporters and staff, including White House Chief of Staff Susie Wiles, Second Lady Usha Vance, Deputy Chief of Staff Dan Scavino, and Allison Lutnick, the wife of Commerce Secretary Howard Lutnick.

A separate draft invitation for other donors, which we also obtained, lists two levels of sponsorship for the event: a gold level for $2 million and a silver level for $100,000. Donors at both levels are offered a photo opportunity with Trump and admission to a VIP reception. The invite notes that Trump "is not directly soliciting donations" and will appear only as a "special guest and friend" of the center.

Read: The Kennedy Center performers who didn't cancel

The Kennedy Center declined to comment on the fundraiser. "President Trump cares deeply about American arts and culture, which is why he is revitalizing historic institutions like the Kennedy Center to their former greatness," the White House spokesperson Anna Kelly said in a statement.

As part of the effort to raise money for the Kennedy Center, Trump allies have held private discussions about possibly asking that any settlement Trump reaches with CBS News include money earmarked for the Kennedy Center, one of the people familiar with the June fundraiser told us. Trump has sued CBS News for $20 billion, claiming that 60 Minutes selectively edited an interview this past fall with then-Vice President Kamala Harris, Trump's 2024 opponent. Paramount, CBS's parent company, declined to comment.

The first three months of Trump's tenure overseeing the institution have been rocky. And it remains unclear just how Trump's vision for a MAGA-inflected "Golden Age of Arts and Culture"--as he put it on TruthSocial when he announced his takeover--will fare. Several artists--including Lin-Manuel Miranda and Issa Rae--have canceled scheduled performances for the upcoming 2025-26 season since Trump announced his takeover.

In March, Miranda, whose award-winning Hamilton was expected to appear at the Kennedy Center as part of its 250th-anniversary celebration of the Declaration of Independence, declared in a joint New York Times interview with Jeffrey Seller, the show's lead producer, that the "latest action by Trump means it's not the Kennedy Center as we knew it."

"The Kennedy Center was not created in this spirit, and we're not going to be a part of it while it is the Trump Kennedy Center," Miranda said. "We're just not going to be part of it."

The Kennedy Center under Trump's purview has also begun canceling some shows, including the Gay Men's Chorus of Washington, DC's performance with the National Symphony Orchestra, which was slated to be part of the center's Pride celebration.

In late March, the Kennedy Center proceeded as planned with its Mark Twain Prize for American Humor ceremony, honoring the comedian Conan O'Brien, who prompted applause when he used his speech, in part, to thank the Kennedy Center's outgoing president and board chair by name. Trump's takeover of the venue was a regular punch line throughout the event. The late-night host Stephen Colbert joked that the ousted Syrian strongman Bashar al-Assad and the cartoon villain Skeletor had also recently joined the board. The comedian Sarah Silverman told O'Brien from the stage, "I miss the days when you were America's only orange asshole."

Earlier in March, Vice President J. D. Vance and his wife, Usha, were booed as they took their seats for a performance by the National Symphony Orchestra. Several days later, Trump made his first visit to the center for a board meeting, touring the space and declaring it to be "in tremendous disrepair."

"As is a lot of the rest of our country, most of it because of bad management," Trump said at the time.

Weeks later, Yasmin Williams, a guitarist who has performed at the Kennedy Center, emailed Richard Grenell, the interim president installed by Trump, with concerns about performance cancellations. Grenell responded by saying that the performers who had canceled bookings did so because "they couldn't be in the presence of republicans," according to screen grabs of the exchange that she posted online.

"Your people also booed and harassed the vice president who simply wanted to enjoy music with his wife for a night. Who is the intolerant one?" Grenell wrote back.

Ryan Miller: Why I played the Kennedy Center

The Kennedy Center typically receives annual federal appropriations of about $45 million, though it is not clear if that funding will continue in future Trump-signed budgets. The Office of Management and Budget, in a discretionary-spending proposal last week, called for entirely cutting funding for both the National Endowment for the Arts and the National Endowment for the Humanities, but it did not mention the separate funding streams for the Kennedy Center.

Philanthropic donations have long formed a major part of the Kennedy Center's operating budget, and have been a point of concern among some supporters of the institution since Trump took over. In 2023, the center reported taking in about $85 million in contributions, grants, and other support beyond ticket and other sales.

In many ways, seeing Les Miserables is a fitting start for Trump's official Kennedy Center debut. He has long been a fan of the musical's soundtrack, which he has featured at his political rallies dating back to 2016. In February, the U.S. Army Choir performed Les Miserables' "Do You Hear the People Sing?" at the 2025 White House Governors Ball.

At the time, the song selection prompted a range of reactions on social media, as people debated whether the song--a protest anthem against tyranny--was chosen as an ironic troll of the new president or a genuine celebration of his return to power.
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The Missing Branch

In an era of intense constitutional combat, Congress is nowhere to be found.

by Yuval Levin




Everyone who follows American politics is going to spend a lot of time thinking about presidential and judicial power over the next few years. But to really understand the coming clashes between the president and the courts, and the constitutional environment in which they're taking place, we have to pay attention to what isn't happening in our system of government almost as much as to what is.

Congress is not doing its job, and the vacuum that its dereliction has created is encouraging presidential and judicial overreach. Congress's weakness is our deepest constitutional problem, because it is not a function of one man's whims and won't pass with one administration's term. It is an institutional dynamic that has disordered our politics for a generation. It results from choices that members of Congress have made, and only those members can improve the situation. It is hard to imagine any meaningful constitutional renewal in America unless they do.

A weak Congress is not the norm in the American system, and a Congress this weak would surely have surprised the authors of the Constitution. They were far more concerned about excessive congressional strength, worrying it might muscle out the executive and the judiciary. "In republican government, the legislative authority necessarily predominates," James Madison wrote. Looking around at the 13 state governments in the late 18th century, he observed that "the legislative department is everywhere extending the sphere of its activity, and drawing all power into its impetuous vortex."

Yuval Levin: What is wrong with Congress (and how to fix it)

The growth of American government and the complexity of modern life gradually empowered our presidents and the tangle of administrative agencies that surrounds them. But that did not mean that Congress had to fade into the background. Into the late 20th century, the national legislature aggressively asserted itself, extending its oversight powers over a growing administrative state and battling presidents for preeminence. When the courts got drawn into constitutional battles, they tended to revolve around personal rights and the reach of the Fourteenth Amendment, while struggles over the structural Constitution and the separation of powers were generally wars between Congress and the president. Even in the late 1980s, scholars of our system could warn of an imperial Congress and a fettered presidency. And in 1995, Republicans under Newt Gingrich were determined to use their new congressional majorities to keep the president constrained.

The reasons for the subsequent decline in Congress's stature and assertiveness are complex, but some of the very measures Gingrich took to consolidate power on Capitol Hill contributed to the trends we are witnessing now. Gingrich advanced an almost-parliamentary model of the House of Representatives. He empowered the speaker and majority leader at the expense of the policy-focused committees, and set in motion a process that robbed most members of the opportunity for meaningful legislative work. His moves dramatically accelerated what was by then a 20-year trend toward the centralization of authority in the hands of congressional leaders. House leaders of both parties have pushed further in that direction in this century, and the Senate has largely followed suit. These efforts were intended to make Congress more effective, but in practice, they rendered most legislators almost irrelevant.

As a result, many ambitious members of Congress have concluded that their path to prominence must run not through policy expertise and bargaining in committees but through political performance art on social media and punditry on cable news. Our broader political culture has pushed in the same direction, encouraging performative partisanship. And the narrowing of congressional majorities has put a premium on party loyalty, further empowering leaders, and leaving many members wary of the cross-partisan bargaining that is the essence of legislative work.

Because it has become less capable of functioning as a venue for legislative negotiation, a centralized, party-disciplined Congress has naturally come to understand itself as ancillary to the presidency. These days, when Congress is in the hands of the president's party (as it has been at the beginning of every new presidency since Bill Clinton's three decades ago), it tends to recede into the background, sometimes working to pass the president's agenda but mostly serving as a venue for commentary on his performance. When it is not in the hands of the president's party, Congress becomes a focal point for opposition, but still not for legislation.

In his first 100 days, Donald Trump signed only five bills into law--fewer than any other modern president. In a period rife with constitutional conflict in Washington, the first branch has done essentially nothing.

This willful passivity renders the rest of what happens in our government largely symbolic. The president can't actually advance much durable, substantive policy change in the absence of congressional action. The ostentatious parades of executive orders that now mark the beginning of every new presidency are just attempts to cover up that frustrating reality. As Republican deficit hawks have learned in recent months, DOGE can only talk about spending cuts: If Congress doesn't act, the budget doesn't change.

The same is true of regulatory reform. President Trump is testing the boundaries of his power to rein in the independent agencies that Republicans have complained about for years, but it is far from clear if much of what he is doing will endure. Congress could achieve such change well within the boundaries of its undisputed powers. It just hasn't moved to do it. The judiciary has been trying to press this point for years. The Supreme Court's administrative-law decisions over the past half decade have all sought to create space for Congress to reassert itself against regulatory agencies. But all the Court can do is create opportunities for such reassertion; it can't make Congress act.

Read: Why isn't Congress doing anything?

The policy terrain of the Trump era is also rife with opportunities for legislative action, if only Congress would seize them. Trump has made tariffs an organizing principle of his economic policies, for instance, and in ways that many congressional Republicans disapprove of. Tariff policy plainly belongs to Congress--the Constitution could not be clearer about that. Legislators have delegated broad emergency powers to the president to set tariff rates, but could withdraw that delegation, or refashion it as they choose, anytime they want. If members are unhappy about Trump's tariffs (as large majorities in both houses appear to be), they can do something about them, but Republican leaders have chosen not to. House Republicans even changed the rules of their chamber so that they couldn't vote on a repeal of Trump's tariff authorities--robbing themselves of power rather than using it.

Some of the president's advisers are eager to push Congress even further aside in the coming years and insist on the executive's power to "impound" federal money--that is, to decline to spend funds appropriated by Congress that the president would rather not spend. This is an affront to the legislature's most fundamental power. The administration is basically challenging Congress to a duel that the legislative branch cannot decline without surrendering its honor.

But surrendering its honor, and its power and ambition, is precisely what Congress has been doing for two decades. As long as Congress won't do its job, the other branches will keep overreaching--making it harder for them to do their proper jobs as well, and leaving the country's most significant challenges unresolved.

Our Constitution created a republican form of government, and Madison was right to insist that, in such a government, the legislative power necessarily predominates. As long as Congress declines to at least try to predominate, though, our system will not work as intended.

And Congress has only itself to blame. It has grown weak because its weakness is what its members want. There is no shortage of ideas for how to fix what now ails the institution. But all of them share one flaw: They will succeed only if legislators choose to pursue them. Congress cannot regain its strength until its members want it to.

So for all that we will rightly worry about presidential power in the next few years, we cannot break out of our constitutional bind without looking down Pennsylvania Avenue to the Capitol. Anyone contemplating where to seek change or how to direct reformist energies should take notice of a counterintuitive yet inescapable fact: Addressing the overreach of the judicial or executive branches requires first changing what members of Congress want.
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Airport Detentions Have Travelers 'Freaked Out'

Fears of being detained are in overdrive, even if the Trump administration insists that they're overblown.

by Nick Miroff




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


Jeff Joseph, a 53-year-old immigration attorney in Colorado, has recently started taking precautions while traveling abroad that, at another time, he would have considered a little paranoid. He leaves his phone at home. Instead, he carries a "burner''--a device scrubbed of his contact list and communications--in case U.S. Customs and Border Protection officers send him to secondary inspection or seize his electronics when he returns home. Joseph told me his knowledge of immigration law has left him with less confidence, not more, about the risks of crossing U.S. borders during the second Trump administration.

"Among immigration lawyers who are well versed in this, and who know what happens in secondary, there's a level of anxiety and panic that we've never seen before," said Joseph, the president-elect of the American Immigration Lawyers Association. "Myself included."

The anxiety is not limited to immigration lawyers. Ahead of summer travel season, online message boards have been humming with vacation worries and crowd-sourced advice. Users are telling one another to delete social-media accounts on their devices, turn off facial-recognition features to make it harder for officers to gain access, and pack photocopies of their personal documents, such as birth and marriage certificates.

Donald Trump, on his first day in office, ordered CBP and other federal agencies to intensify their screening of foreigners and immigrants. He has also promised to undertake the largest deportation program in American history, even if it means violating the constitutional right to due process, while directing the cancellation of visas for campus protesters. Since his return to power, accounts of travelers' ordeals have routinely made the news.

In March, a German-born New Hampshire resident arriving at Boston's Logan Airport was arrested and jailed, and now faces deportation, over a years-old marijuana charge. A Canadian woman detained at a Southern California border crossing spent nearly two weeks in a grim Immigration and Customs Enforcement lockup. A green-card holder from Ireland who has lived in the United States for 40 years was taken into custody last month at San Francisco International Airport because of drug convictions that had been expunged from her record, her family says. She is still in ICE custody and faces deportation.

Read: Foreign tourists are taking Trump at his word

Trump-administration officials insist that law-abiding travelers have nothing to fear and that news coverage of these incidents is overblown and incomplete. CBP says that its searches of electronic devices have not significantly increased. Officers do not detain travelers randomly, it says, and instead question or arrest people based on "derogatory" information that may be too sensitive to disclose publicly.

Nevertheless, the fears are real and, travel consultants and immigration lawyers told me, pervasive. They say their clients--foreign citizens residing abroad, green-card holders living in the United States, and even some U.S. citizens--are worried that their interaction with the blue-uniformed CBP officers stationed at airports and border crossings will end badly.

David Fishman, a travel consultant in Michigan, says he tells anxious planners to consider booking a domestic trip instead of going abroad, if only for peace of mind: "There's a lot of places to go in the country. You can go up to Alaska; you can go over to Hawaii; you can go down to Saint Thomas and Puerto Rico." None of those destinations requires travelers to stand in judgment before a CBP officer.

The arrivals hall of an international airport is one of the few places that Americans are likely to have a personal encounter with an armed representative of the United States government. It's a stressful setting to begin with. Lines can be slow, and travelers are tired and eager to get home. Officers can take your passport and hold it hostage. The process was already fraught before the Trump administration made it feel like a charged political experience.

CBP officials say they have not issued specific new guidance to officers. But one of Trump's January 20 executive orders directed agencies across the federal government to "identify all resources that may be used to ensure that all aliens seeking admission to the United States, or who are already in the United States, are vetted and screened to the maximum degree possible."

Immigration attorneys also note Trump has curbed CBP officers' ability to allow the entry of migrants or visitors using an authority known as "parole." So travelers who do not qualify for admission to the United States are more likely to be handed over to ICE for detention and deportation. Although U.S. citizens cannot be denied entry to the United States, all other categories of noncitizens--even, in some cases, legal permanent residents with green cards--are at risk of being denied entry or deemed inadmissible by a CBP officer.

Under U.S. law, CBP has broad authority to confiscate and conduct warrantless searches on the devices of any traveler, regardless of citizenship. In an emailed statement from CBP, a spokesperson, Hilton Beckham, said that claims that CBP is searching more electronic media are false and that the device checks are necessary.

"These searches are conducted to detect digital contraband, terrorism-related content, and information relevant to visitor admissibility, all of which play a critical role in national security," Beckham said. "Allegations that political beliefs trigger inspections or removals are baseless and irresponsible."

CBP declined to provide statistics on the number of travelers it has referred to secondary inspection since January 20, nor how those figures compare with previous years. Trump's Department of Homeland Security has been scrutinizing the social-media accounts of students and others for content that could be anti-Semitic, creating another rationale for officers to seek access to travelers' devices.

"There is no room in the United States for the rest of the world's terrorist sympathizers, and we are under no obligation to admit them or let them stay here," a DHS spokesperson, Tricia McLaughlin, said in a statement.

The administration's zeal for immigration enforcement and determination to crack down on pro-Palestinian protests arising from the war in Gaza have spawned worries that are more typical of authoritarian societies, where governments use border crossings as opportunities to intimidate and punish dissent. What if the CBP officer doesn't like the traveler's surname or tattoos? Or asks for their phone and finds a meme in their photos championing the wrong political cause? The concerns may not be fully warranted, but they exist.

Caitlin Flanagan: Americans don't do this

"There is anxiety," John Rose, the chief risk and security officer for the business-travel consulting firm Altour, told me. "People are nervous because of the way they look, or their names."

Rose advises business travelers from small institutions up to Fortune 100 companies. They have so many questions that he's been hosting group sessions to try to provide answers. "Some flat-out say, 'I'm not okay traveling,'" Rose said. "You never want to see that."

Rose said he's seen no evidence that CBP is conducting more searches, or screening travelers more rigorously. Airline data compiled by his company don't show a significant increase in rebookings for connecting flights, he said, which would be one sign that more travelers are being detained for lengthy questioning.

Rose tells clients who are not U.S. citizens to be especially careful about what might be on their mobile devices, and to be prepared to answer questions about their immigration record or criminal offenses in their past.

Harlan York, an immigration attorney in New Jersey, told me that travelers are "freaked out" but that the travel precautions he recommends have not changed, especially for noncitizens who may have something unsavory in their record. York said that there's always been a risk that CBP might use the information to question them or deny them entry, and that just because it hasn't happened in the past doesn't mean it won't in the future.

"If you speed every day on the highway and a cop finally pulls you over," he told me, "you can't say to the cop, 'You never pulled me over before, and I've been speeding for years.'"

Bachir Atallah, a 41-year-old real-estate attorney who lives in Massachusetts, was returning on April 13 with his wife from a trip to Canada for Palm Sunday when CPB officers at a Vermont border crossing sent him for additional questioning. Atallah, a naturalized U.S. citizen who is a native of Lebanon, said he was handcuffed and treated roughly, then separated from his wife. His blood pressure spiked, and when paramedics arrived, they urged him to go to the hospital. He said he refused because he didn't want to leave his wife in custody as officers questioned her and searched her phone.

The couple waited nearly five hours, Atallah said. Officers finally released them at nearly 11 p.m. but did not explain the reason for the detention. Atallah said he plans to sue the government, if only to try to clear his name.

"I keep asking myself: Why did they treat me this way?" Atallah told me. "That's no way to treat an American citizen. That's no way to treat a human."

Some recent cases may have received more attention because the Trump administration's broader immigration crackdown has put far more scrutiny on the kinds of arrests and deportations the government has always done. CBP's detention of two backpackers from Germany who landed in Hawaii generated significant news coverage, for example, but CBP officers routinely scrutinize the travel plans of people who don't have hotel bookings or reservations--a sign that they may be coming to work in the United States unlawfully.

The backpackers, who were sent to a detention center overnight and deported to Germany, denied that they'd planned to work and said their stop in the United States was meant to be part of an around-the-world odyssey.

Their case and others have generated negative press coverage in Europe, where travelers' anxieties about mistreatment by U.S. authorities appear to be dragging down tourism. The number of overseas visitors arriving to the United States fell nearly 12 percent in March from the same month a year earlier, according to travel data from the U.S. Commerce Department.

U.S. airlines have not reported a downturn in outbound international bookings, despite the weakening U.S. dollar, according to Adam Sacks, the president of Tourism Economics, which provides data and consulting for the travel industry. Sacks told me that the industry is bracing for a slump, however, because consumer-confidence surveys have taken a negative turn and Trump's tariffs are expected to drive up costs as they ripple through the wider economy.

Read: Don't look at stock markets. Look at the ports. 

Industry consultants told me that the tourism and hospitality industry has been urging administration officials to do more to reassure travelers ahead of the 2026 World Cup, which will be hosted by the United States, Canada, and Mexico, as well as the 2028 Summer Olympics in Los Angeles.

Sacks said there has been some speculation among analysts that there could be a silver lining to the drop in international visitors "if U.S. residents decide to stay closer to home."

Joseph, the Colorado immigration attorney, has wondered if his decision to travel with a burner phone may be unnecessary. During his presentation at a recent conference in Mexico, he asked an audience of fellow attorneys how many others had left their devices back in the United States. There were about 100 people in the room, Joseph told me, and at least 10 others raised their hands.

"While that may seem like a small number," he said, "it is not something about which immigration lawyers have ever had to be concerned."
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The 'Significant Risk' That Republicans Tank the Economy

How the GOP's indecision in Congress could crash the markets

by Russell Berman




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


One of President Donald Trump's greatest political strengths has suddenly become a weakness. He won a second term in large part because voters believed he could boost the economy. Instead, Trump has shrunk it, and his tariffs have sent both the stock market and consumer confidence tumbling.

Republicans in Congress could soon make things much worse. GOP leaders are struggling to reconcile deep divisions as they try to pass Trump's "one big, beautiful bill," which encompasses the bulk of his domestic agenda. The plan revolves around his 2017 tax cuts; Republicans want to permanently extend them before they expire at the end of the year, but they can't agree on how to cover the more than $5 trillion price tag--or whether to cover it at all. The likeliest outcome, analysts say, is a bill that adds trillions to federal deficits, which could cause an already shaky economy to collapse.

The GOP stands virtually no chance of stabilizing the nation's finances, the Republican economist Douglas Holtz-Eakin told me. The only question, he said, is "how much worse will it be when they're done?"

For years, fiscal hawks have warned that America's ever-increasing debt (now more than $36 trillion) will provoke a crisis: Markets will crater and interest rates will spike. Even as both parties have run up the nation's tab, these doomsday predictions haven't come true, leading to an unspoken bipartisan understanding that growing the deficit would never really wreck the economy. But Trump's proposals could shatter that assumption.

Read: Congressional Republicans might set off the debt bomb

"It's a significant risk," Mark Zandi, the chief economist at Moody's Analytics, told me. Enacting Trump's agenda would probably be a "corrosive event" rather than an immediate disaster, he said, but "there is a reasonable probability that we go over the cliff." Trump's aggressive tariffs already prompted a steep sell-off in the bond markets, which analysts monitor for signs that global investors are losing confidence in the U.S. economy. If Republicans explode the debt, Zandi said, "you could see bond investors lose it."

In addition to making his first-term tax cuts permanent, Trump wants Congress to eliminate a suite of taxes--on tips, overtime pay, and Social Security benefits--while adding hundreds of billions in new spending to secure the southern border and bolster the military. As the fiscal analyst Jessica Reidl observed last month in The Atlantic, the GOP's budget resolution would, if enacted, add more to federal deficits than the four costliest bills signed by Trump (during his first term) and former President Joe Biden combined.

A more fiscally responsible approach would offset Trump's tax cuts with spending reductions and revenue increases elsewhere. Both House Speaker Mike Johnson and Senate Majority Leader John Thune have said Republicans want to cut as much as $1.5 trillion in spending over the next decade. But most analysts doubt they'll be able to trim nearly that much. Tax hikes are anathema to most Republicans, and a push by conservatives for deep spending cuts has met resistance from moderate and electorally vulnerable GOP lawmakers.

Meanwhile, Republicans are loath to cut any of the main drivers of debt: Medicare, Social Security, and defense spending. (In fact, they are planning to increase the Pentagon's budget.) The most expensive program they're targeting is Medicaid, but a sizable group of lawmakers in the House and Senate fears that cutting health-care benefits for the poor will lead to voter backlash--a concern the White House reportedly shares.

Even if Republicans manage to slash $1.5 trillion, they would cover only a fraction of the price of extending the Trump tax cuts. The party claims that lower taxes will generate more revenue through economic growth, and the president says his tariffs can make up the rest of the cost. But analysts are, once again, doubtful. Holtz-Eakin, who advised the late Senator John McCain and now heads the center-right think tank American Action Forum, told me the tariffs won't generate anywhere close to enough money. "The administration is completely incoherent on this stuff," Holtz-Eakin said. "The numbers don't add up."

If the past is a guide, the GOP will pay for no more than a small slice of the tax cuts. The party didn't offset the ones it enacted under President George W. Bush, for example, or the ones passed during Trump's first term. In the Senate, Republicans are unwilling even to acknowledge the cost of the cuts; through dubious accounting, they adopted a budget that hides the fact that an extension would increase the deficit at all.

By trying to jam so much of Trump's agenda into a single bill, Republicans risk failing to pass anything. They can afford only a few defections in either chamber, given that Democrats are unanimously opposed to his proposals. In a sign of the party's divisions, GOP leaders postponed a trio of hearings scheduled for this week about the proposal. If the plan collapses, taxes will automatically go up for nearly all Americans next year, which Holtz-Eakin described as the worst-case scenario. If the economy isn't already in a recession by that point, the resulting tax hike could trigger one. "Failure is not an option," he told me. "They have to avoid the sunset."

To prevent this outcome, Republicans have some decisions to make. Here are five of the biggest.

1) Medicaid

The most substantial source of potential spending cuts for the GOP is also the most politically fraught. Republicans are considering two major changes to Medicaid: instituting work requirements for some recipients, and scaling back the expansion that Democrats enacted in 2010 through the Affordable Care Act. The party's budget instructs the House committee that oversees federal health insurance to find $880 billion in cuts, much of which would likely come from Medicaid. But at least a dozen Republicans have vowed to oppose slashing benefits, which would disproportionately affect red states. Trump is also skeptical of going after Medicaid, Politico reported, and Democrats have already begun attacking Republicans over the plans.

2) Biden's climate plan

In theory, one of the easiest moves available to Republicans is to repeal spending that none of them voted for in the first place. In 2022, Democrats enacted hundreds of billions of dollars in clean-energy tax credits under Biden's Inflation Reduction Act. No Republican supported the bill, but some are now fighting to protect the funding, because much of it went to their districts. "Those are probably the low-hanging fruit," Holtz-Eakin said of scrapping the tax credits. But, he added: "some people can't even harvest low-hanging fruit."

3) Debt limit

Congress needs to increase the nation's debt limit--likely by this summer--to avoid a first-ever default. GOP leaders want to include the measure in Trump's big, beautiful bill, but many House conservatives have never voted to lift the ceiling and are reluctant to start now. Failure to do so, however, could spook the markets and force Republicans to turn to Democrats for help--an unattractive option because Democrats would likely seek policy concessions in exchange for their votes.

Read: A win--and a warning--for Trump's agenda

4) Soak the rich?

Perhaps the most surprising idea for how to raise revenue has come from Steve Bannon. The first-term Trump strategist has pushed Republicans to hike taxes on the wealthy in order to pay for new tax cuts for working-class Americans. But that proposal faces fierce opposition from conservatives. (The anti-tax activist Grover Norquist told me it would be "incredibly destructive" and "foolish.") Trump has suggested that it's unlikely to happen.

5) SALT

In 2017, Republicans offset some of the Trump tax cuts by capping the amount of state and local taxes that people could deduct from their federal bill. Limiting this deduction--known as SALT--disproportionately affected high-tax blue states such as New York and California, and Republicans who represent those areas are demanding relief. Lawmakers including Representative Mike Lawler of New York have said they will oppose any tax bill that does not lift the SALT cap. But raising the ceiling would add hundreds of billions to the cost of a bill that Republicans aren't even close to being able to foot.
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The Pro-Family Policy This Nation Actually Needs

If the Trump administration wants more babies, it needs to embrace a different kind of parent.

by Faith Hill




American households don't look like they used to. They've been changing for decades, in part because fewer people have been having kids--but also because different people have been having kids. More unmarried couples have been starting families. More single people have been parenting on their own. Some are even raising children with their friends. According to a report from Pew Research Center, in 1970, 67 percent of Americans aged 25 to 49 lived with a spouse and at least one child; by 2023, that number had plummeted to 37 percent. That's a profound shift: Most adults in this age group, over the course of roughly 50 years, went from being married with children to not. What some refer to as the "traditional" family is no longer a majority.

Pronatalists across the political spectrum argue that the first trend, dropping birth rates, poses an urgent, existential threat: Fewer children born could eventually mean fewer working people to support the economy, pay taxes, and care for the elderly. Some of these pronatalists have the ear of Donald Trump, who, according to The New York Times, is weighing policies intended to nudge people toward childbirth. Vice President J. D. Vance and DOGE chief Elon Musk are both enthusiastic pronatalists. But the administration also wants to promote marriage--most likely a certain kind of marriage. Project 2025, a set of policy suggestions that have been called a road map for Trump's second term, is very clear about who should be encouraged to have children. "Married men and women," it decrees, "are the ideal, natural family structure."

A pronatalist policy that defines family so narrowly--acknowledging only a type of household that most Americans don't fit into--wouldn't just be a moral mistake; it would also be a strategic one. The United States is full of people yearning for children but who are struggling to find a partner, or to pay for IVF, or to afford caring for kids beyond those they already have.

Not everyone agrees that more babies are necessary to sustain a society: Some argue that governments can find other ways to invest in the economy, fund social services, and support older adults. But if raising fertility rates is the goal, Trump's team should be embracing the many kinds of families that already exist--and lowering barriers for all the people hoping to start new ones.



Not every pronatalist is the same. Some advocate for using technology--AI-assisted in vitro fertilization, genetic engineering, artificial wombs--to "optimize" humanity and stave off what they see as a potentially apocalyptic demographic collapse. (If the birth rate doesn't spike soon, Musk has said, "civilization will disappear.") Others make a progressive case for pronatalism: spurring childbirth by prioritizing aid to working families, thus smoothing the way for women to have as many kids as they'd like. (If such a model "helps women manifest the lives they imagine for themselves," Elizabeth Bruenig recently wrote in The Atlantic, it's "arguably feminist.") Many pronatalists want a return to bygone family norms: stay-at-home moms having lots of kids. The Heritage Foundation, the conservative think tank behind Project 2025, which advocates for "familial, in-home childcare," fits into this bucket.

The White House may not follow Project 2025's family plan to a T. The policies it's considered so far, according to the Times, run the gamut from sensible if insufficient (a $5,000 "baby bonus" for every new American mother) to somewhat strange (a plan to help women understand when they're ovulating--as if low fertility rates are caused largely by people who are trying to conceive but just haven't figured this out).

Read: Grandparents are reaching their limit

Still, the administration hasn't exactly been shy about how it defines family. "I want more happy children in our country, and I want beautiful young men and women who are eager to welcome them into the world," Vance declared at this year's March for Life anti-abortion rally. And the White House evidently wants its straight couples betrothed. Research shows, though, that efforts to boost marriage or birth rates don't actually need to be lumped together--though research generally shows that children fare better across several metrics when raised in two-parent households.

Typically, marriage-incentive programs encourage unmarried couples to wed based on the idea that marriage will make them more likely to pool incomes, create stability, and raise kids in a two-parent household--a setup generally associated with better educational and workforce outcomes for children. But marriage itself hardly guarantees those successes, Christina Cross, a Harvard University sociologist and the author of the forthcoming book Inherited Inequality, told me.

Families often benefit from two parents working as a team; it's just not a magical fix-all. The people most likely to marry are affluent, educated, white or Asian, and straight. Cross's research indicates that what's influential for kids is not just the resources that tend to accompany marriage, but also the resources that people who end up marrying already tend to possess. When Cross studied Black, low-income families, she found that even when children were raised in two-parent homes, they did not end up with the same resources, educational achievements, or prospects in the labor market as children from more affluent families. The benefits of the two-parent structure, she said, "are just not universal." And of course, anyone raised by two miserably married, constantly arguing parents might tell you the same thing.

Read: The slow, quiet demise of American romance

At least half a century of research supports the idea that a household arrangement itself isn't what makes a kid happy and healthy. Susan Golombok, a University of Cambridge psychologist and the author of We Are Family: The Modern Transformation of Parents and Children, has for decades studied nontraditional families: gay couples who adopt, gay couples who rely on IVF and surrogacy, single parents by choice. Again and again, she and other researchers have found that what counts more for kids is two things: the quality of their relationships with family members, and whether they're accepted by the outside world. Golombok has even found that parents in nonconventional family structures tend to be more involved than straight, married parents on average, probably because they are more likely to have deliberately chosen parenthood. Gay couples and single parents by choice have to be intentional, to overcome obstacles. "These were really wanted children," she told me. Now she's seeing many politicians and commentators blatantly ignore such findings. "All of this very painstaking research," she said, "is just being brushed to the side as if it didn't happen." And erasing it isn't likely to lead to a baby boom.

Consider, for instance, how many people want kids but don't have anyone to raise them with. The United States is already in the midst of a romance recession: Fewer Americans, and especially people without college degrees, are marrying or living with partners; more people are identifying as single. Badgering people to hurry up and get hitched isn't likely to change this. Straight women, in particular, are trying to pull from a pool of men who--with their growing rates of addiction, isolation, unemployment, and even suicide--may not seem stable or healthy enough for parenthood. As these women search and search for a partner, their window for having children might close. For her 2023 book, Motherhood on Ice: The Mating Gap and Why Women Freeze Their Eggs, Marcia C. Inhorn, a medical anthropologist at Yale, interviewed 150 women who'd frozen their eggs; more than 80 percent of those participants, it turned out, were single. They were putting up with a hugely expensive and uncomfortable process just to buy themselves a little more time to find a co-parent. Some never did.

The White House has plenty of options to make having and raising a kid alone more feasible. It could start by subsidizing assisted reproductive technologies (ART) such as in vitro fertilization, which Trump has said he might do--or then again, maybe he won't. In March, he called himself "the fertilization president," and his aides are reportedly planning to recommend ways to make IVF more accessible. But his administration has also been cutting federal programs that research fertility and maternal health, including one that tracked the success rates of different IVF clinics. And Project 2025 explicitly states that ART should be a last resort even for married couples--instead recommending "restorative reproductive medicine," a vague term for methods such as fertility tracking that are far less likely to work for people striving to conceive.

Read: This might be a turning point for child-free voters

Policy makers could also think beyond conception, accounting for the loved ones whom single people (and parents in general) may turn to for help when they need it. Cross, the sociologist, mentioned that a lot of families--especially low-income, Black, and Latino families--depend on extended relatives to help raise kids. That lines up with my recent reporting on grandparents, many of whom are pushing themselves to their limits providing child care. (Researchers told me that reliance on grandparents has likely increased along with the rise in single parents.) Given these realities, family-leave policies should arguably extend not only to spouses and their children, as many are limited to now, but to anyone responsible for taking care of a family member. The U.S. could even follow Sweden's example and let parents transfer paid-leave time to grandparents in the first months after their kid's birth.

Or what if the government, acknowledging all those partnerless adults, were to encourage Americans to raise kids with friends? Some people are already doing it. Golombok has been studying platonic co-parents in recent years, and so far, she told me, the data suggest that their children are just fine. And if pooling incomes is good for kids--well, a group of pals combining finances, skills, and sets of hands might be even better.

The Trump administration hasn't shared the details of its pronatalist agenda; it could take some of the recommendations reported in the Times, or go another way entirely. Offering that "baby bonus" would be a good start. Subsidized child care, guaranteed paid parental leave and sick leave, tax credits or cash assistance totaling more than a few thousand dollars would be even better. Such policies, as long as they're not limited to straight, married couples, would help a wide range of households--including traditional ones.

But if the Trump administration doesn't institute policies that help the actual majority of American families, it won't be advancing a family-forward agenda at all. And it won't be likely to create "more happy children." Its goal has always been regression: not to open up the circle of parenthood, but to shut it.
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Is Anthony Weiner Ready to Go Another Round?

The ex-congressman whose name became a punch line is running for New York's city council. In some ways, he hasn't changed a bit.

by Josh Tyrangiel




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


The last time we saw him, we saw all of him.



Our subject is Anthony Weiner, whose surname was a burden long before it became a curse--so fused with his disgrace that you can't say it without triggering an avalanche of cringe. Weiner, who was caught texting pictures of his penis, first denied it, then admitted it, then resigned from Congress, then ran for mayor of New York City, at which point he sexted again under the alias Carlos Danger, was caught again, lost the election, sexted a photo with his young son in the background, sexted a minor, and forfeited a laptop with emails from his estranged wife that caused the FBI to reopen its Hillary Clinton email investigation, greasing the way for Donald Trump's 2016 victory and hastening the possible end of the republic and democracy as we know it.

But for Weiner, even that wasn't enough.

Almost 14 years after he accidentally posted the first lewd photo to his Twitter account, and six years after he walked out of a minimum-security prison, having served 18 months for transferring obscene material to a minor, Weiner is running for city council in New York. Is his candidacy a test of America's capacity to forgive? A provocation for Democrats to stop clutching their pearls while Trump gropes his way to authoritarianism?

From the June 2025 issue: 'I run the country and the world'

One consequence of living in an age when nothing seems to matter is a tendency, at least in some people, to overcorrect and insist that everything matters. The return of Anthony Weiner raises Big Societal Questions, and if that's your thing, have at it.

My own interests are more narrow. For starters, I live in the downtown-Manhattan district Weiner is hoping to represent. (As an independent, I'm not eligible to vote in the primary.) Then there's this: Weiner is the cherry atop one of the most absurd primary seasons in New York City history. On June 24, Democrats will make a mayoral choice from a large field of candidates that includes a vengeful former governor who resigned after accusations of sexual harassment that he has denied (Andrew Cuomo). There's also a socialist who wants to use vacant subway commercial space as drop-in hubs for homeless people. The hugely unpopular now-you're-indicted, now-you're-not incumbent (Eric Adams) is running as an independent. Weiner's top rival in the city-council race is a previously anonymous assemblyman who went viral when Saturday Night Live spoofed his name--Harvey Epstein--which is somehow even more unfortunate than Weiner's. We need to hurry up and vote before Rudy Giuliani gets any ideas.

When I first contacted Weiner, I figured he might be subdued by having to play the penitent. There's not much evidence of his campaign in the neighborhood, and his one-word email response to my interview request felt like a sigh: "Ok."

I should not have been concerned. Two weeks later, we met for breakfast. He's still slim as a minnow, loud as a gong. "I'm a fucking Rorschach!" Weiner told me exuberantly.

"My thing is so sui generis," he continued. "Everyone that I talk to about the race, they fundamentally know perfectly what approach I should take. Some people are like, 'You should say, "Fuck it. Donald Trump got elected as a 34-time felon." Or lean into it, you know. Make a joke about it.' And about an equal number of people say, 'You got to spend the first four or five pieces of mail apologizing, explaining that you served your whatever it is, you've learned your lesson.'"

Spending time with Weiner is like living inside an episode of The Bear. The profanity and fervor are relentless--and seemingly inextricable from the talent. Even with more than a decade of political rust on him, it only took a few minutes to be reminded that tact is often just the first casualty of his convictions.

Take, for instance, his views on the Democratic Party, which he believes has become a kind of emotional-support pet for every progressive interest. "Voters don't expect you to have every answer and to agree with them on everything," Weiner said, his face scrunched in exaggerated bewilderment. "Sometimes they actually kind of like it when you say, 'Fuck me? Fuck you.' That's more of an acknowledgment that you're actually listening to them than just saying 'Yes, I agree.'"

If confrontation is the deepest form of love, Weiner is the Buddha. That's the generous take. The less generous one is that he's obsessive--he's never met a boundary he respects or a consequence he fears. That his certainty and enthusiasm are tied up with a need to dominate. That he's not merely tumescent; he needs you to see it.

Self-knowledge can be overrated, but Weiner, deep into his fourth decade in public life, has never been particularly good at disguising or explaining any of this. "I'm not sure where the snake is eating its tail--did I have a need that was being fed by my career? Did I go into that career because I was dealing with these inner demons and whatever?" He is the only subject where his conviction has consistently failed him. A Rorschach test even to himself.

Weiner's latest comeback began at a countertop company in the Brooklyn Navy Yard. When Weiner left prison in 2020, a friend who owned the place and believed in employing the formerly incarcerated installed Weiner as its CEO. After the company became an employee-owned co-op, Weiner moved on to consulting before landing a regular gig as the left-wing foil on WABC, a conservative talk-radio station that doubles as a rescue shelter for New York's unloved political animals.

Given the scale of the damage he'd caused, this was more than he had a right to hope for. Radio scratched an itch, and the hours allowed him to "make life as easy as possible for Huma"--Abedin, his ex-wife, famously an adviser to Hillary Clinton--and to be around for their then-9-year-old son, Jordan. Weiner frames this period as "a decision to live a smaller life," before adding, "Now, I am open to the idea that I don't want the last chapter to be 'He served time in prison, came back, and went on terrestrial radio.' I mean, I'm open to the idea that I didn't like that last chapter."

In 2024, Jordan reached the beginning of what parenting experts call the launching stage, and what Weiner jokingly calls a child's "just doesn't give a shit about having me around anymore" phase. At the same time, a term-limited seat in our shared city-council district opened. Weiner assessed the field, decided that "there's not a Muhammad Ali in this fucking race," and called Huma, with whom he shares custody.

"My first response was wanting reassurance that there was minimal impact on Jordan," Abedin told me. "And I also know that was the reason why I was the first person he asked. I've never doubted that Anthony was and is a very gifted and charismatic politician, and was effective as a congressman. Those are just facts. Very few people who are familiar with his work disagree or dispute that, putting aside any human shortcomings. I've moved on with my life. And I'm glad he's moved on with his, so I said, 'I hope you can find joy and purpose in doing this.' That's basically it. It was a short conversation."

Then Weiner made another call. "I have the sponsor, and he says, 'You should constantly be thinking about what your motives are.' Like, that was his first question."

Anthony Weiner has a sponsor because Anthony Weiner is a sex addict. He doesn't quite squirm while talking about it, but it's the rare subject that causes him to slow down, to consider his words rather than spit them out like spent shell casings. "Let me just start by saying I'm not trying to persuade you or anyone else who wants to argue about whether sex addiction's a thing or not." Pause. "But the easiest way to look at it." Pause. "If you define addiction in the clinical way of doing something that, when you try to stop and can't, when you need more of that thing despite having more and more consequences for not being able to stop."

For the record, the DSM-5 (the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, published by the American Psychiatric Association) does not include sex addiction as a formal diagnosis. The World Health Organization's International Classification of Diseases does, but calls it compulsive sexual behavior disorder. At least initially, Weiner was more of a DSM-5 guy. "I was skeptical," he said. "I was a person who had this exaggerated belief in my own ability and worked really hard. So even though I lost my brother to addiction"--his older brother, Seth, struggled with drugs and alcohol and was inebriated when hit by a car as he crossed a Virginia highway on foot in 2000--"I never quite internalized it as a thing, right?"

Like a lot of people, rock bottom is what forced him to reconsider. In 2016, as he lost his wife, child, freedom, and possibly the election of the first female president, Weiner could not understand how it had all happened. "I knew that I couldn't stop. I knew that I was doing it an enormous amount, despite increasing consequences. When people say 'What were you thinking?,' I could not answer."




"I'm not a victim of some larger conspiracy," he said. "It's just a thing that I did that I've accepted responsibility for." He credits the rituals of recovery--the naming of his condition; 12 steps; group meetings, which he says he still attends--for providing a ladder up: "It brought me relief. But I want to be careful that I'm not, like, an expert or exemplar or anything."

Read: Democrats have a problem

It's impossible to know if Weiner has really become more decipherable to himself. He says all the things a sincere person would say about addiction--which are also the things a clever insincere person would say. We live in an era when every scoundrel has a pathology. It's hard to imagine a person less suited to the Serenity Prayer.

He at least seems to have arrived at an understanding that the forces inside him can not be dissociated. I asked if politics and sexting were intertwined compulsions, if chasing votes would lead to the world waking up to another shot of his junk on social media. "I worry about it a lot," he replied. Weiner said he got sober in 2016. But there's still vintage material out there from the Carlos Danger era. "Part of the risk of all this is that people are like, 'Sorry, I didn't get a chance to cash in then, but I've got this text from whatever.'"

As for motive, Weiner listened to his sponsor and asked himself if he was chasing fame ("no"), redemption ("a little"), or action ("I did have the sense I ain't doing enough"). He looked at his life. Jordan and Abedin are thriving and will not be at risk of financial ruin should he implode. (Weiner and Abedin separated in 2016 and officially divorced in early 2025; Abedin is now engaged to George Soros's son Alex.) "I mean, look, to some degree, this is what I'm really good at. It's as basic as that," Weiner said. "From there, it becomes, Well, if I do have this ability, and that ability translates into a better city and a better neighborhood for my son, why not do it? And then the answer is usually some version of: People are gonna say mean things to you. I don't want people to be mean to me, but that didn't seem like all that good a reason. So here we are."

To appear on New York City's primary ballot, candidates for city council need 450 people to sign a petition supporting their candidacy. The Weiner campaign has no headquarters and one full-time staffer, so the candidate grabbed a clipboard. "When I first got out there, I had fight-or-flight at every door," Weiner told me. "It's not like I've got a strategic view of how to deal with the scandal. I'm trying to deal with these things with honesty. Even if I wanted to do a poll and say, 'All right, what do you think?,' I'd have to read, like, two pages of preamble, right?"

A few people opened their doors, saw Anthony Weiner, and started yelling--and by now it should not surprise you that he yelled back. Some gently teased him or showed him grace. Most barely recognized him. Some mistook him for Andrew Cuomo, or Eliot Spitzer ("Wrong Jew," Weiner told me), or never knew him in the first place. This tracks with my own experience of being in public with Weiner. A few glances, but time has passed. Recognition fades. So many pariahs under the bridge. "I get a lot of 'Boy, you must be a glutton for punishment,''' he said. "Or someone will say 'I believe in second chances,' or 'I voted for you before; I'll vote for you again,' that kind of thing. But I always include in my calculus that people will say nice things and generally keep nasty things to themselves, especially when you're out there face-to-face."

Weirdly, the biggest obstacle to Weiner's comeback may be not his past, but his politics. He's lived in District 2 since 2011, but it's far from the mostly white, middle-class parts of Queens and Brooklyn he represented as a congressman. Every District 2 council member since the early 1990s has been Hispanic. Just 8 percent of the district's 175,000 residents are registered Republicans. Fresh Defund the Police graffiti appears regularly. Our rats share their pronouns.

Weiner's a centrist Democrat--he thinks the neighborhood needs more cops and fewer pot shops. "If this election is about the most anti-Trump, crazy-making person on the left, you're not going to pick a Cuomo or a Weiner," he said. "Now, I could be completely wrong, but there seems to be a disconnect with the brand that New York Democrats are selling and what people want to buy right now." I asked what evidence he had to support this. "I'm in New York with a head on my shoulders seeing what's going on on 14th Street."

The minimalist composer Philip Glass is a longtime District 2 resident. I mention this because the Weiner campaign is basically just two loud hunches, played repeatedly, in a way that may or may not cohere into a melody.

The first hunch is focusing the campaign relentlessly on quality-of-life issues, with moderate to conservative positions on subway-fare evasion (stop it), sidewalk scaffolding (stop it), and the recent proliferation of missile-like E-bikes in bike lanes (stop it). Technocratic intolerance for disorder was last a thing in New York City during the Bloomberg administration, but it's hardly novel.

This is where the second hunch comes in. Given Democrats' generally foul mood, it's not enough to be moderate. To reach the electorate, moderates must also be angry. "You know, usually we associate firebrands with an extreme kind of thing," Weiner said. "Well, what if the fire is just, like, Ya gotta collect the fucking garbage, man?"

I watched some game tape of Weiner at candidate forums and interest-group Zooms from the past few months. The truth is that these events can be both a bore and a circus. Sometimes Weiner was the clown--"I will take questions on anything. And you know what I mean by this."

But more often, I smiled, as you do watching anyone be excellent at something.

When a Service Employees International Union (SEIU) group that represents medical residents and interns told him that its top priority is more housing close to hospitals, Weiner shot back, "Am I going to do that for the firefighters also? Am I going to do that for the guys who work in the sanitation department? You tell me how you expect this to work." He did not sound like the unreasonable one. From the Village Independent Democrats, he took a simple question about a local homeless man and, with compassion, lit into the progressive orthodoxy on homelessness--which prioritizes an unhoused person's right to stay on the street over getting troubled people necessary care and preserving public spaces.

Most politicians know how to live on the surface in these moments. But Weiner uses conflict to make small things feel more urgent, to make local democracy into something worthy of passion. He's not a beautiful speaker, but he challenges Democrats to hear the jagged melody blaring through his septum: Do we want to be polite, or do we want to solve this? If I'm willing to fight with you, imagine how hard I'll fight for you.

Weiner has few ways to know if any of this is working. He and his rivals are on the verge of reaching the council fundraising cap, $207,000, and none of them can afford a proper poll, so he monitors the signals that he can. Endorsements are spotty, though, notably, the SEIU group went with Harvey Epstein. The New York Times appears to find him too prurient to cover, while the New York Post sticks to dick jokes and contempt.

When he entered the race, a rival candidate proposed the Withholding Eligibility in NYC Elections for Restricted Individuals Act, or WEINER Act, to ban registered sex offenders from seeking office. In this, Weiner saw a hopeful glimmer of fear. But at the most recent candidate forum, his opponents seemed to have settled on a series of shared facial expressions that convey patience and pity. They patronized even as he schooled them on the fundamentals, like standing when you answer a voter's question and underlining your policy differences from the rest of the field.

Read: What the Democratic infighting reveals

Aside from voters, Weiner seems most desperate to hear from the old-guard New York Democrats who once embraced him as the future. He hasn't spoken with Cuomo or Chuck Schumer--his political mentor, the man whose congressional seat he inherited--in years. He has thoughts about how they should talk to voters. (When Schumer blinked in his March staredown with Trump and funded the government with a continuing resolution, Weiner told me, "How many times did Chuck say 'CR, CR, CR'? Just say 'They want to close down the government because if they do, they're never gonna reopen it.' English!") He says he wants to be useful, but in the meantime he's happy to use them as a foil. "I do lean into the idea that there's not much they can do to me, right? I'm not running with their institutional support. I'm not asking for it in a real way. And also, I'm not going to wilt very easily. If you have Mayor Cuomo, I'm going to be the tallest pygmy in the city council."

I asked Weiner what happens if he loses, and he reached for an "I'm not that guy anymore" story. Back in the 1990s, when he was first running for Congress, Brooklyn had one 24-hour supermarket. "So at 2 o'clock in the morning, I'm like, 'I have nowhere else to be. I'll be at the supermarket, talk to some voters.' There's no one there!" He laughed.

So what does he do at 2 a.m. now?

"I'm not running around every moment of the day like I have to be maximizing my voter contact. But campaigning now, here in Manhattan, that's very different than it was when I did this in Brooklyn in 1991. And listen, if I want to reach people at 2 a.m., there are people I can reach."

I was hoping he'd say "sleep."



This article originally misidentified New York City Mayor Eric Adams as a candidate in the Democratic primary for mayor. He is running as an independent. 
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Inside Mike Waltz's White House Exit

Signalgate was the national security adviser's most glaring mistake. But his problems ran deeper.

by Isaac Stanley-Becker, Ashley Parker, Jonathan Lemire, Shane Harris




After Michael Waltz, the national security adviser, inadvertently included The Atlantic's editor in chief in a group chat about military attack plans on the Signal messaging app, he found himself on very thin ice with his boss.

But President Donald Trump and his advisers were loath to take a political hit by firing Waltz, especially within the first 100 days of the new administration. The 100-day mark passed yesterday. Today, the administration's 101st day, Trump acted against his national security adviser, removing Waltz along with his principal deputy, Alex Wong.

Hours after the news of Waltz's removal broke, Trump wrote on Truth Social that he would nominate the former Florida congressman as ambassador to the United Nations. Trump said he would give Marco Rubio, his secretary of state, the added responsibilities of the national security adviser--at least on an interim basis. The dual roles were last held by Henry Kissinger from 1973 to 1975.

Waltz is the first top aide to be replaced in Trump's second term. The overhaul echoes the dismissal of Michael Flynn, Trump's first national security adviser, who was fired in February 2017 for lying to Vice President Mike Pence about discussions he held with the Russian ambassador. Trump ultimately had four national security advisers in his first term.

The origins of Waltz's offenses, according to people familiar with Trump's thinking, predated the Signal chat. He didn't work well with other senior members of Trump's team, they said, and couldn't prove to the president that he was able to manage his own staff. This account of Trump's decision to shake up his national-security team is based on interviews with 14 current and former White House officials and outside advisers, all of whom spoke on the condition of anonymity to discuss sensitive internal deliberations.

Read: Inside the fiasco at the National Security Council

In some ways, the officials said, Waltz was never a good fit for Trump.

His first stint in the executive branch was as an aide to Vice President Dick Cheney, whose hawkish foreign-policy views have fallen out of favor in Trump's Republican Party. During Trump's first campaign for president, in 2016, Waltz appeared in an anti-Trump ad to accuse him of dodging the Vietnam draft and exhort fellow conservatives to "stop Trump now." His first reaction to Russia's invasion of Ukraine in 2022 was to accuse President Vladimir Putin of "despicable war crimes," the kind of unambiguous criticism of Moscow that Trump has refused to utter.

A former Green Beret, Waltz had, for a time during last year's campaign, endeared himself to Trump by assiduously defending him on Fox News. During the transition, Waltz was frequently spotted at Mar-a-Lago, though rarely seated at Trump's table. Despite shifting his views to align with "America First" dogma, however, Waltz never found his way into the president's inner circle, and was never trusted as a loyal foot soldier.

He clashed with Trump's chief of staff, Susie Wiles, who found him dismissive, people familiar with the dynamics told us. And despite Waltz's efforts to banish career officials whose service at the National Security Council began under Joe Biden, his staff remained a target for the powerful White House personnel office, which viewed the NSC as fertile ground for rooting out officials not fully committed to Trump's agenda. On substantive foreign-policy issues, too, distance remained between Waltz and other influential voices in Trump's inner circle. He was one of the few advisers consistently pushing for escalating sanctions against Russia if Moscow didn't cooperate in peace talks.

The personnel overhaul followed months of chaos at the National Security Council, a highly sensitive part of the U.S. government that provides a forum for the president to consider pressing national-security and foreign-policy issues with senior advisers and the Cabinet. The instability began almost instantly, when Waltz's team moved in the first week of the new administration to dismiss scores of career officials detailed to the NSC--a priority for Trump, who believes that NSC staff thwarted his agenda in his first term. The dismissals hindered core functions of the council, as whole offices sat vacant. Meanwhile, new hiring was delayed by the White House personnel office, which is typically uninvolved in internal NSC hiring.

The dysfunction burst into public view in March and April and proceeded to undermine Waltz's grip on his staff.

In March, Waltz accidentally added The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, to a group chat on Signal about a forthcoming military attack on Houthi militants in Yemen. Waltz struggled to explain the blunder, at one point describing why he had Goldberg's number saved in his phone by saying, "It gets sucked in." The problems for Waltz began in earnest after the Signal controversy, one former NSC official told us. "There wasn't a sense of a cloud of suspicion hanging over him," the former official said. "It was Signalgate that made him vulnerable."

In April, Trump ordered the dismissal of numerous NSC officials based on the advice of 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." In an Oval Office meeting with Trump, Loomer accused senior members of Waltz's staff of disloyalty. Waltz, who has an office in the West Wing, wasn't even present for the beginning of the meeting. When he joined, the national security adviser protested that he had carefully vetted the members of his team.

From the June 2025 issue: 'I run the country and the world'

The spectacle, current and former officials told us, made clear that Waltz had lost control of his own staff. Waltz was originally slated to attend Trump's Michigan rally this week to mark his first 100 days but was ultimately directed not to go.

"He was hired primarily to look good on TV while defending the president's decisions," an official from Trump's first term, who remains in contact with the White House, told us. "He failed at that; he was a bad messenger, and, off TV, he never was seen as being bought in."

The national security adviser's dismissal elevated the anxiety of key U.S. allies, who saw him as a stabilizing force in the administration because of his pro-NATO views and the support for Ukraine he had voiced as a member of Congress. Western officials were already alarmed by the dismissals of NSC staff following Loomer's appearance in the Oval Office, as well as by the White House's move to block a retired CIA officer for a key position at the agency because he was deemed too supportive of Ukraine.

Some officials from allied nations told us recently they were concerned that loyalty tests were driving personnel decisions, particularly at lower levels of the national-security apparatus, which are normally staffed by career personnel and are not subject to such overt political influence.

If Waltz sensed this week that his time in the White House was coming to an end, he didn't let on. In an opinion piece published online Tuesday, he outlined "100 Days of National Security Wins." And on the morning of his dismissal, he presented himself as a happy warrior in an appearance on Fox & Friends, hailing enhanced military recruitment and saying of Trump, who would soon replace him, "This is leadership at its finest."



Michael Scherer contributed to this report.
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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) have 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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        Trump's Weak Position on Trade
        Michael Schuman

        The United States and China are finally going to talk. This weekend, U.S. Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent will meet Chinese Vice Premier He Lifeng in Switzerland to begin negotiations over the trade war that has strangled commerce between the two powers, ever since Donald Trump assumed the presidency and imposed additional tariffs of 145 percent on Chinese imports.Trump's negotiating position will be the weaker one. Already in recent months, U.S. policy has appeared to vacillate, its strategy an...

      

      
        A Crisis Is No Time for Amateurs
        Tom Nichols

        After the Bay of Pigs disaster in 1961, President John F. Kennedy called the man he defeated in the 1960 election, Richard Nixon, to commiserate about the unique burden of the presidency. "It really is true that foreign affairs is the only important issue for a president to handle, isn't it?" the rattled young JFK said to the former vice president. "I mean, who gives a shit if the minimum wage is $1.15 or $1.25, in comparison to something like this?"Kennedy, like other presidents, faced the painf...

      

      
        Europeans Have Realized Their Error
        Graeme Wood

        Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania are such tiny countries that if Russia wished to take a bite out of them, as it took bites out of Georgia in 2008 and Ukraine in 2014 and 2022, it would simply swallow them whole. To make themselves less toothsome, they have armed themselves and forged alliances with Europe and the United States. But the American side of that alliance suddenly looked less dependable in March, when President Donald Trump dressed down the Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky in the ...

      

      
        An 'America First' Deal With the Houthis
        Robert F. Worth

        For anyone who has wondered what an "America First" foreign policy looks like, Donald Trump provided a vivid example today when he declared a cease-fire with the Houthis, the Yemeni militia that has been under U.S. bombardment for the past seven weeks.The Houthis have "capitulated" and agreed to no longer target American ships, Trump said, interrupting a meeting with Canadian Prime Minister Mark Carney with an impromptu announcement that appeared to take some of his own team by surprise. In excha...

      

      
        Putin's Bread and Circus Had Bread
        Andrew Ryvkin

        When Vladimir Putin came to power in Russia in 2000, his legitimacy was paper-thin. The country had defaulted on its debt two years earlier. Pensioners were protesting in the streets. Putin's predecessor, Boris Yeltsin, had become a walking punch line.   Russia was still reeling from the humiliation of losing the Cold War and the breakup of the Soviet Union.Putin rode into the Kremlin partly on a promise that he would restore the country's standing in the world. But he understood from the start t...

      

      
        The U.S. Threat Looming Over Canada
        Stephen Marche

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.The idea of a war between Canada and the United States was inconceivable even a few months ago. Most Americans still don't believe it's a possibility, or simply haven't noticed their president's occupationist rhetoric, or can't imagine a world in which a neighbor they have been at peace with for 150 years is suddenly an enemy. The very idea seems completely absurd.But Canada does not have the luxury of dism...

      

      
        Autocracy Crushed My Alma Mater. Then I Got to Columbia.
        Anastasiia Vorozhtsova

        When my university, Columbia, recently capitulated to President Donald Trump's $400 million ultimatum, I felt a creeping sense of deja vu. I had seen this before--in Russia.Before coming to Columbia as a grad student, I went to Smolny College, a small liberal-arts school in St. Petersburg. The Smolny I knew was one of Russia's few independent colleges; students and faculty had extraordinary autonomy, which they often used to challenge the government. Then Russian authorities intervened, and my alm...

      

      
        Photos of the Week: May Day, Fire Festival, Finger Wrestling
        Alan Taylor

        Matt Jelonek / GettyFrom left: Elwood Francis and Billy Gibbons of ZZ Top perform at Langley Park in Perth, Australia, on May 1, 2025.Robert Nemeti / Anadolu / GettyMatej Repel, the director of Avescentrum Senne, enjoys the sound of nearby birds as he sits inside a huge birdsong amplifier that was recently installed for visitors, on April 24, 2025, near Michalovce, Slovakia.Kenan Gurbuz / ReutersA Turkish-navy diver in an atmospheric diving suit surfaces after a dive onboard the Turkish navy's su...

      

      
        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...

      

      
        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...
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Trump's Weak Position on Trade

An incoherent American policy has allowed China to benefit from its focus and resolve.

by Michael Schuman




The United States and China are finally going to talk. This weekend, U.S. Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent will meet Chinese Vice Premier He Lifeng in Switzerland to begin negotiations over the trade war that has strangled commerce between the two powers, ever since Donald Trump assumed the presidency and imposed additional tariffs of 145 percent on Chinese imports.

Trump's negotiating position will be the weaker one. Already in recent months, U.S. policy has appeared to vacillate, its strategy and goals uncertain, while Chinese leader Xi Jinping has held fast, presented an image of strength, and kept his larger geopolitical goals in focus. China has taken the opportunity of the chaos of Trump's trade policy to draw other countries, including American allies, closer to itself.

None of this was the White House's plan. When he imposed the tariffs, Trump seems to have expected that Xi would rush to negotiate their removal. Instead, the Chinese leader matched Trump tariff for tariff and hit back at the United States--for instance, with export restrictions on rare-earth metals that the American tech industry relies on. And Xi began making his own demands. China's Commerce Ministry said in a statement last month that Washington should remove all "unilateral" tariffs on China.

Read: Why China won't give in to Trump

The longer this standoff has persisted, the more Trump has signaled that he's the one who badly needs a trade deal. "I think he's going to want to get to a deal," Trump said of Xi on April 9. The next day, he told a Cabinet meeting that he'd love a trade deal with China. "Oh, we're going to make a deal," Trump said again a few days later. There is a "very good chance" he can reach a deal with China, he said last week. In late April, Trump repeatedly asserted that the two sides were in talks, but his policy team sent mixed messages, and in some cases, failed to back him up.

The confusion has characterized much of Trump's trade strategy. His senior policy makers have variously said that the purpose of the tariffs was to bring factories back to the U.S., raise revenue for the federal government, and bargain for trade deals with targeted countries--goals that clearly conflict. Trump declared April 2, when he announced his worldwide tariff plan, a "Liberation Day" that would free the country from unjust foreign trade practices. A week later, he suspended most of those tariffs and started negotiating them away in trade pacts.

Just days ahead of talks with China, Trump's goals remain unclear. Bessent, in an interview after the meeting was announced, said that the immediate purpose was "de-escalation"--implying the postponement, reduction, or removal of the tariffs Trump has just imposed. He went on to say that forcing manufacturing back to the U.S., beyond a few strategic sectors, was not the administration's intent after all. "In terms of mass production, then they can have at it," he said of China.

Beijing's far more consistent position has been that China will not bow to American pressure, and that Washington must act to resolve the crisis it started. China has also signaled its willingness to walk away from the talks before they begin: China's Commerce Ministry on Wednesday stated that if Washington "tries to use talks as a pretext to continue coercion and extortion, China will absolutely refuse and will not sacrifice its principles."

Xi's resolve is rooted in a well-defined economic program of state-led technological and industrial development--priorities he has pursued for more than a decade and is unlikely to alter for Trump. Politicians and business leaders around the world have criticized Xi's use of state subsidies to promote Chinese industry, but to no avail. Instead, Xi will probably seek some small agreements--such as a deal related to TikTok, in which Trump has already expressed an interest--while protecting his core economic policies. He may even press Trump for concessions, such as the removal of U.S. export controls on chip technology.

In the meantime, Trump continues to overestimate his leverage. "I own the store, and I set prices, and I'll say, 'If you want to shop here, this is what you have to pay,'" Trump said about negotiating with China. "They can go someplace else, but there aren't too many places they can go."

In fact, there are. Xi has been working to reduce his country's reliance on the American market for more than a decade. As a result, America's importance to Chinese trade has been consistently declining. In 2018, China shipped more than 19 percent of its exports to the United States; last year, that number was less than 15 percent. At the same time, China's total trade with the 10-member Association of Southeast Asian Nations has surged by nearly 60 percent since 2019, to almost $1 trillion last year. And Xi has been fostering new bonds of trade, investment, and finance with emerging economies through his global infrastructure program, the Belt and Road Initiative, which he launched in 2013.

Trump is the one who has come under heavy economic pressure amid the trade stalemate. Executives from Walmart and other major retailers warned the president in mid-April of rising prices and product shortages if his tariffs stayed in place. With the U.S. economy contracting in the first quarter, recession fears rising, and the stock market sinking, the administration has already been forced to backtrack: Last month, it exempted mobile phones, computers, and other electronics from most tariffs, and then reduced the impact on automakers by excluding them from some tariffs.

To be sure, the trade war has created some economic problems for Xi as well. Data released last week indicated a sharp drop in export orders for Chinese manufacturers. But while Trump is buffeted by the movements of stock and bond markets, the concerns of big-business backers, dissenting voices within his own White House, and public opinion, Xi governs unchallenged and is largely insulated from such hour-to-hour pressures.

Derek Thompson: The disturbing rise of MAGA Maoism

The Chinese leader has even managed to turn the trade war to his political advantage. Xi's government has portrayed itself as a resolute defender of the Chinese nation and mocked its opponent. CCTV, a state television network, dubbed Trump the "10,000-Tariff Grandpa," and an affiliated social-media account asserted last week that "the U.S. is clearly the more anxious party at this stage." The hashtag #TrumpChickeningOut has been trending on Chinese social media, and online commentators have nicknamed the U.S. president "Comrade Nation Builder"--as in, the man building up China.

Xi has given every indication that his ambitions extend well beyond doing business with the United States--to rolling back American global power and asserting leadership of the developing world. While Bessent awaits the meeting with his Chinese counterpart over tariffs, Xi is in Moscow with Russian President Vladimir Putin. And throughout the standoff with the United States, the Chinese leader has sought to rally other countries, including Vietnam but also the European Union, to Beijing's side against "unilateral and bullying actions," as he put it to Spanish Prime Minister Pedro Sanchez in April.

The appeal of this campaign undoubtedly has limits, as many countries have serious concerns about Chinese trade practices. But Trump's tariffs have given Xi an opportunity to portray himself as the more responsible and reliable statesman. The U.S. president, meanwhile, has evinced no consistent vision or commitment comparable to Xi's. And he is coming into talks at a disadvantage as a result.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2025/05/trump-china-tariff-trade-deal/682738/?utm_source=feed



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



A Crisis Is No Time for Amateurs

The unfolding conflict between Pakistan and India needs to be handled with the utmost care and competence.

by Tom Nichols




After the Bay of Pigs disaster in 1961, President John F. Kennedy called the man he defeated in the 1960 election, Richard Nixon, to commiserate about the unique burden of the presidency. "It really is true that foreign affairs is the only important issue for a president to handle, isn't it?" the rattled young JFK said to the former vice president. "I mean, who gives a shit if the minimum wage is $1.15 or $1.25, in comparison to something like this?"

Kennedy, like other presidents, faced the painful truth that the challenges of foreign policy in the nuclear age fall to the commander in chief alone. Today, India and Pakistan are inching closer to a war that could have catastrophic implications for their region and the world. Is the Trump administration willing, and competent enough, to help keep the peace?

It is in America's interest to prevent a larger conflict, which would be a diplomatic and humanitarian disaster on multiple levels even without the introduction of nuclear weapons. The possibility of a nuclear exchange, however, is so terrible that it is in a category of its own. Even if the use of nuclear arms were contained to the two warring nations, the disruption--and radioactive fallout--would spread across the region, and eventually make its way to American shores. The Indians and the Pakistanis might yet exercise restraint, as nuclear powers historically do even when angered. But in the meantime, we must hope that the administration, which so far seems obsessed only with political revenge, culture wars, and indulging the president's pet economic theories, can rise to this occasion.

The escalation of tensions between two nuclear-armed powers is a severe international crisis. How does the executive branch usually function at such moments?

American presidential administrations have various interagency tools and processes that help the executive branch navigate its way through high danger, short timelines, and conflicting information. The national security adviser usually coordinates inputs from the State and Defense Departments, pulls information from the National Security Council's various experts, and works to get timely information from the intelligence community. The president and other senior officials often reach out through formal--and, sometimes more important, informal--channels to allies and others.

It is possible that all of this is happening right now in the White House. Perhaps President Donald Trump is meeting with National Security Adviser Marco Rubio, who in turn is handling meetings with and contributions from administration leaders such as ... well, Secretary of State Marco Rubio. And maybe Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth and Director of National Intelligence Tulsi Gabbard are working hand in glove with other top National Security Council members to provide Trump with solid options for approaching the nations (as well as other interested parties) and de-escalating a potentially existential crisis.

Tom Nichols: A witch hunt at the State Department

To paraphrase a famous Ernest Hemingway line, it would be pretty to think so. Trump, at least judging by his answer to a reporter's question yesterday, seems unaware of what's going on or what's at stake. "It's a shame," Trump said, drawing on the kinds of stock phrases he employs when he's confronted with information he seems to not fully grasp. He went on, "I guess people knew something was going to happen based on a little bit of the past. They've been fighting for a long time, you know? They've been fighting for many, many decades, and centuries, actually, if you really think about it. No, I just hope it ends very quickly." You can think about it all day, but India and Pakistan--two countries that were not independent until 1947--have not been fighting "for centuries."

Fittingly, Trump made his remarks during a swearing-in ceremony for the amateur diplomat Steve Witkoff as his special envoy to the Middle East. Witkoff, a real-estate mogul with no foreign-policy experience, has already fumbled his informal dabbling in negotiations with Russia about Ukraine.

Likewise, it is improbable that Hegseth and Gabbard are up to the job of handling a major crisis. Gabbard, in particular, seemed in over her head even during her confirmation hearings; she has since been at odds with her intelligence community on issues such as Venezuela. Hegseth's Pentagon, according to former senior staffers--people hired by Hegseth--is a mess. (Hegseth, of course, could be getting up to speed by convening a Signal meeting with his wife and family members as we speak.) Other administration officials, such as CIA Director John Ratcliffe, are so far nowhere to be seen. United Nations Ambassador-Designate Mike Waltz has not yet been confirmed, but his position in Turtle Bay once he arrives will be weak: Every diplomat at the UN knows that Waltz was exiled to New York from the White House.

To his credit, however, the dual-hatted Rubio does seem busy. (Rubio is the only person besides Henry Kissinger to have ever run the National Security Council and State Department simultaneously, and it is both a criticism and a compliment to say that Marco Rubio is no Henry Kissinger.) So far, Rubio has reached out to the Pakistani prime minister and the Indian external affairs minister in an effort to lessen tensions; he has also engaged with both country's national security advisers. Rubio's job is complicated by the fact that Pakistan's main military patron is China; this crisis could strengthen Beijing's influence in the region, which would be to America's detriment.

Every American, and anyone who cares about global peace, should wish Rubio well and hope for his success. Americans often have difficulty seeing the links between far-off conflicts and their own well-being, but experienced diplomats know that the ripples of military and economic instability can have drastic effects not only on the physical security of the United States, but on the daily standard of living at home. (This reality is why, for example, President Bill Clinton worked frantically, and successfully, to avert a nuclear showdown between India and Pakistan during the Kargil conflict in 1999.)

In the 1990 gangster film Miller's Crossing, a mob lieutenant cautions his boss about underestimating the danger from other gangs. When the top man says not to worry, the lieutenant answers: "I'd worry a lot less if I thought you were worrying enough." We must hope that the administration is worrying enough; at least Rubio, for his part, seems engaged. But it would be more reassuring to see the administration focus far less on its internal grievances (and insulting our allies), and more on keeping the nuclear peace.
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Europeans Have Realized Their Error

The urge to say <em>I told you so</em> is strong these days throughout the Baltics.

by Graeme Wood




Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania are such tiny countries that if Russia wished to take a bite out of them, as it took bites out of Georgia in 2008 and Ukraine in 2014 and 2022, it would simply swallow them whole. To make themselves less toothsome, they have armed themselves and forged alliances with Europe and the United States. But the American side of that alliance suddenly looked less dependable in March, when President Donald Trump dressed down the Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky in the Oval Office and accused him of starting the war that began with his own country's invasion. If that scene looked catastrophic in Washington or Kyiv, consider how it might have looked from the Baltics.

Soon after, I visited these states to find out how they planned to survive with the American support of their security in question. Russia parted with these states reluctantly in 1991, and Russian President Vladimir Putin has called their alliance with NATO "a serious provocation"--language and logic identical to his rationale for attacking Ukraine. In Washington, opponents of Trump and friends of Ukraine were enraged by his reversal, and freaked out by it. In the Baltics, the concern was more muted, and even top diplomats acknowledged upsides to Europe's frantic race to rearm itself.

"Everyone understands now," Estonian Foreign Minister Margus Tsahkna told me, "that there is no situation anymore where someone else is coming to solve" Europe's problems. He said Estonia understood this reality long ago, and welcomed the belated realization by others. "I personally like this change of attitude."

Read: A wider war has already started in Europe

A certain amount of optimism must be a psychological necessity for leaders of the Baltic states. They share borders with Russia and its partner Belarus, and unlike Ukraine, they do not have hundreds of miles of steppe between Russia and their capitals. The Baltic states are tiny, each about the size of West Virginia. During the past century, the Baltic states were ruled from Moscow, and they would like to avoid that fate in the future.

In 1968, the historian Robert Conquest published The Great Terror, at the time the most unsparing account of the state-directed megadeath supervised by Joseph Stalin in the 1930s. After the book's publication, some readers remained skeptical: Could the Soviet Union have been that bad? In fact, it was worse. But for years before his vindication, Conquest was accused of Russophobia. After glasnost, when he revised his old book, his publisher asked him to come up with a snappy new title. His friend Kingsley Amis suggested I Told You So You Fucking Fools. (The publisher eventually went with The Great Terror: A Reassessment.)

The urge to say I told you so, with or without accompanying expletives, is strong these days throughout the Baltics. The three former Soviet republics have, like Conquest, found themselves vindicated after years of accusing Moscow of planning and committing a wide range of sins. Could Putin really be planning, as Baltic leaders had suggested for years, to invade and retake the former Soviet states? In fact he was. All three republics--members of NATO since 2004--have supported Ukraine vigorously since its 2022 invasion. All three have taken only the coldest comfort in knowing that their warnings were true.

Already Baltic governments have encouraged their citizens to stock enough food in their home to weather an emergency, and to have plans for rendezvous outside the capitals. "It's not an easy talk to have with your family," Deividas Slekys, a defense analyst in Lithuania, told me. "People become scared, because suddenly it's not a movie anymore. It's reality." It helps to have still-living memories of Soviet rule. In Tallinn, the signs of mental preparation for a Russian invasion are omnipresent. About a quarter of the Estonian population is ethnic Russian; they speak Russian at home, and in many cases they maintain close connections to Russians in Russia. But in public spaces, the Russian Federation and the Soviet Union are roundly despised. Estonia maintains a state museum dedicated to the evils of the Soviets and their suppression of Estonian nationhood and identity. It equates Communism with Nazism and spends much more time on documenting the crimes of the former. During an intermission at the Tallinn opera, an older Estonian man caught me staring up at the sprawling, Soviet-era socialist realist ceiling mural, which depicts Communism triumphant. He pointed out a smudgy area where a Leninist slogan ("Art belongs to the people") had recently been effaced in an ongoing effort to de-Russify.

"We have been living here 7,000 years and have never witnessed any good things coming to Europe from the east," Tsahkna told me. He was previously Estonia's defense minister, from 2016 to 2017, and said the sight of Russians mustering at the border had long concentrated the Estonian collective mind. At that point, on the other side of the border, there were "120,000 troops ready to go within 48 hours." But he said Estonia and its Baltic neighbors were constantly assured that the era of war in Europe had passed, and that their concerns no longer applied. Europe "didn't believe a full-scale brutal war, like what we saw last time during the Second World War, was possible."

Now, Tsahkna said, his European allies have realized their error. When I visited the Baltics, Germany's Parliament had just voted to spend about $1 trillion on its military--a budgetary allocation that would have been inconceivable before the invasion. And on the streets of Baltic capitals, one sees NATO soldiers constantly. I met German soldiers, in uniform, at a cafe in Vilnius. In Tallinn, at the airport, British soldiers were eating hamburgers in the food court, and Prince William, colonel in chief of the Mercian Regiment, was in town to inspect his troops at a British camp just 100 miles from the Russian border. American soldiers are on the border with Belarus.

But is Europeans' coming to their senses enough to compensate for Americans' losing theirs? Tsahkna seemed remarkably blase about the American president's having begun to repeat Kremlin propaganda wholesale and assert, ludicrously, that Ukraine started the war with Russia. But Tsahkna told me Estonia had in many ways improved its position since the beginning of the Ukraine war--and he denied that Trump's preposterous assertions and constant questioning of the value of NATO were significant. "I don't see a change in America's commitment to NATO," he said. He noted that Trump called himself "very committed" to NATO in the meeting where he argued with Zelensky. (After Trump said he was "very committed to Poland," he was asked directly by a reporter at the meeting, "What about the Baltics?" He stammered through a response and said he was "committed to NATO," conspicuously not mentioning the Baltic states by name.)

Tsahkna pointed out that U.S. troops have been in all three Baltic countries since the annexation of Crimea, and that the first Trump administration had overseen the rise in their numbers. "I'm a practical person, so I look at the agreements we have made, and what I see in real life. What I see is U.S. troops in Estonia." Before, he said, "we had no permanent presence of NATO troops--no U.S. troops here, no British, no French." He said Estonia now feels more secure than ever. Equally noteworthy, Tsahkna said, was the decline in the number of Russian troops on the other side of the border. "They are not existing anymore there," he said, delicately. Then he dropped the euphemism to make sure I saw his point about the 120,000 Russians formerly camped out there. "They were sent to Ukraine. They're dead."

Read: Trump sided with Putin. What should Europe do now?

"In the last two years," a defense analyst in Latvia told me, "we have seen Russia go from being the second-strongest army in the world to being the second strongest in Ukraine." (His joke is part of the standard humor repertoire in the region.) In all three countries, people repeatedly referred to Ukraine as a war that has bought time for other countries that might otherwise have been soft targets for Russia. Skelys, the Lithuanian defense analyst, said that his country had always had plans to mobilize its population and defend itself. But since the Ukraine invasion, that capacity became activated. "We were on sleep mode," he told me. "Ukraine was supposed to lose in a couple of weeks. But then people rose up. We saw that, and now it's a much different game in the Baltics." That time, he said, has not been wasted. "We're moving in a direction where every single adult citizen knows what to do in time of war: drivers, sausage makers, paramedics. Maybe you are a good IT guy and you'll be trolling Russian trolls."

And he agreed with Tsahkna, saying the geopolitical picture had changed in some positive ways since the Ukraine invasion. Poland and Finland have redoubled their support, and the latter joined NATO in 2023 after decades of neutral dithering. Suddenly the idea of taking back the Baltic states became a much more complicated affair. "If you want to attack the Baltics, you have to do something with Poland and Finland," Skelys said, because keeping control of these small states is impossible with well-armed enemies right next door. "If you want to attack Lithuania, you have to attack Latvia and eastern Poland. It's become a much bigger game."

The building of alliances is the opposite of Trumpism. I told Tsahkna, as I was leaving the foreign ministry in Tallinn, that I found it odd that American liberals in Washington were so horrified by Trump's equivocation over Ukraine, while those actually inside Russia's artillery range were relatively calm. "Russia has even larger-scale plans for the future," he assured me, and he said that after its campaign of overwhelming force had proved so underwhelming in Ukraine, it was resorting, as expected, to hybrid warfare: sabotage, espionage, information ops. But he left me with a soft dig at D.C. worrywarts. "We are very practical people," he said. "We don't have the luxury to be sad and afraid."
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An 'America First' Deal With the Houthis

The U.S. has extracted itself from the conflict, not ended it.

by Robert F. Worth




For anyone who has wondered what an "America First" foreign policy looks like, Donald Trump provided a vivid example today when he declared a cease-fire with the Houthis, the Yemeni militia that has been under U.S. bombardment for the past seven weeks.

The Houthis have "capitulated" and agreed to no longer target American ships, Trump said, interrupting a meeting with Canadian Prime Minister Mark Carney with an impromptu announcement that appeared to take some of his own team by surprise. In exchange, the United States will cease its aerial war on the Houthis, the president said.

In other words, the U.S. has extracted itself from the conflict but not ended it. There is no sign that the Houthis will end their war with Israel. They struck near Israel's main airport with a missile on Sunday, setting off a round of violence in which Israel bombarded sites across Yemen today, leaving the country's main airport in flames. The Houthis issued a defiant bulletin saying that the Israeli attacks "will not pass without a response" and that the Houthi government "will not abandon its position regarding Gaza."

Some analysts even questioned whether the American truce would apply to Britain and other Western allies whose ships have been struck by the Houthis. If not, it would take the meaning of "America First" to new heights, and the transatlantic relationship to new lows. In the now-notorious Signal chat among top Trump officials in March, Vice President J. D. Vance said that he was reluctant to launch a war in Yemen if it meant doing a favor for America's European allies, whose ships have also been attacked by the Houthis.

But the statement issued by the foreign minister of Oman, Badr bin Hamad al-Busaidi, whose country was involved in the talks that led to the deal, seemed to suggest that the truce would cover other Western countries: It will ensure the "smooth flow of international commercial shipping," the statement said.

The agreement is a welcome reprieve for the Trump administration, whose war against the Houthis was threatening to become something of a quagmire. Although recent American strikes did some damage to the Yemeni group, they fell far short of Trump's goal to "completely annihilate" the militia. The Houthis will remain a potent menace to the entire Gulf region, having proved over the past 18 months that they can disrupt international shipping at will.

Robert F. Worth: Bombing the Houthis won't work

The Houthis have not made any official statements about the truce, and some analysts are wondering how the leaders of an Islamist group rooted in hatred of America and Israel will justify dealing with an American administration that does not even pretend to be restraining Israel's war in Gaza.

"If you're a Houthi, this is the last moment you'd make a deal like this, with Gaza still in flames and much of Yemen under Israeli attack," Bernard Haykel, a professor of Near Eastern Studies at Princeton University, told me.

One explanation for the timing may be that the Trump administration and the Iranians are circling a new deal to contain Iran's nuclear ambitions. Iran has been the Houthis' main military sponsor and patron, and it has substantial influence over them. Perhaps Tehran intended to present the cease-fire as a goodwill gesture in the nuclear talks, Mohammed al-Basha, a Yemen analyst and the founder of the Basha Report, suggested to me. Trump's envoy Steven Witkoff is leading the Iran talks, and he was quick to repost on X the Omani foreign minister's announcement of the Houthi deal this afternoon.

Trump's announcement could also be connected to his upcoming trip to the Gulf, where he will meet with the leaders of Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, and Qatar. The Saudis have been urging the Iranian regime to strike a nuclear accord with the United States and even sent their defense minister to meet with Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, the supreme leader of Iran, last month.

Trump mentioned his upcoming trip during the Oval Office meeting with Carney today and added that before his departure, he will have a "very, very big announcement to make." If that announcement turns out to be a new deal to contain Iran's nuclear ambitions, maybe the Houthis will have had something to do with it.
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Putin's Bread and Circus Had Bread

If there's one cue Trump missed from the Russian dictator, it's never to mess with economic stability.

by Andrew Ryvkin




When Vladimir Putin came to power in Russia in 2000, his legitimacy was paper-thin. The country had defaulted on its debt two years earlier. Pensioners were protesting in the streets. Putin's predecessor, Boris Yeltsin, had become a walking punch line.   Russia was still reeling from the humiliation of losing the Cold War and the breakup of the Soviet Union.

Putin rode into the Kremlin partly on a promise that he would restore the country's standing in the world. But he understood from the start that to consolidate power, he'd have to offer Russians something more than a vision of greatness. The circus--military parades, shirtless equestrianism, singing "Blueberry Hill"--would come later. First, Putin had to take care of bread.

Today, many commentators compare President Donald Trump's second term to Putin's rise to czardom in Russia. Certainly, Trump has adopted many of the same measures Putin and other autocrats did to secure control; he's ginned up animus against domestic enemies (migrants and liberal elites) and foreign ones (the countless nations "ripping us off") while transforming the Department of Homeland Security into an enforcement apparatus that is seemingly impervious to federal laws.

But for someone taking so many cues from the Russian dictator, Trump is missing a crucial element that made Putin's consolidation of power successful: economic stability. Trump seems to assume that cultural grievance, partisan backing, and his innate talent for dominating the news cycle will matter more than quiet economic competence and tangible results. But within the first 100 days of his second term, 53 percent of Americans said that the economy had gotten worse since Trump took office, and 41 percent said that their own finances have taken a hit.

Read: Autocracy crushed my alma mater. Then I got to Columbia.

A senior Kremlin official once told me that Stalin's No. 1 problem was his inability to delegate. Putin did not share this weakness. He saw how Yeltsin's presidency had collapsed under the weight of economic chaos and repeated financial crises, and that if he wanted his own regime to survive, he would have to delegate monetary and fiscal policy to competent people, rather than making it an extension of his ideological project.



Months before he became president, Putin tasked his longtime associate Herman Gref--then first deputy minister of state property--with drafting a sweeping pro-market reform plan. Gref was one of several officials appointed to the top tier of government who didn't come from Putin's KGB days, or even share the president's vision of a neo-imperial Russia. They were technocrats, and their effect on the regime--and its stability--was just as important as that of the Kremlin's propaganda and security apparatus. Maybe even more so.

"Economic performance was key for Putin's popularity, just as underperformance was key for Yeltsin's lack of support," Sergei Guriev, the dean of London Business School and the former chief economist of the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development, told me. He noted that Putin was lucky in his timing: When he took office, oil prices were relatively high, and the economy under Yeltsin had reached a low point.

Gref delivered a 10-year road map that included tax cuts, deregulation, land reform, and pension restructuring. Putin implemented many of these proposals within his first three years in office. Not all of them--only about a third of the plan was ultimately realized--but the reforms that did go through made a significant impact. They sparked investment in agriculture, encouraged small businesses to leave the gray market, and improved the entrepreneurial climate. Macroeconomic stability, bolstered by booming oil prices, helped Russia repay much of its debt and build up financial reserves. When Putin came to power, Russian GDP per capita was less than $1,400; by the end of his second term, it had increased ninefold, reaching $12,500.

The Kremlin wrapped its economic policies in confident, populist messaging. At the core of Putin's narrative was the promise to restore stability and dignity after the chaos of the 1990s. State media drove the point home: Under Putin, wages and pensions were paid on time, economic collapse had been averted, and ordinary Russians were finally seeing tangible improvements. He was cast as the guarantor of both order and welfare.

The regime leaned heavily into what analysts call the "myth of authoritarian competence." And although the "order" part was often undercut by terrorist attacks and unrest in the Caucasus, the "welfare" message stuck; the numbers, at least for a time, were solid.



The 2008 financial crisis became the first big test of Putin's economic policy and the propaganda that serviced it. Oil prices crashed, and Russia entered a serious recession. The country invaded Georgia in 2008, giving Putin's already high approval ratings an eight-point boost to 88 percent; but the nationalist surge risked wearing off because the government was not responding to the economic downturn. The Kremlin finally rolled out an anti-crisis plan in March 2009--and its propaganda went into overdrive.

I was in Moscow at the time, working as a producer for Russian television. A Kremlin-approved talking point for a 2009 show I worked on read as follows: "The government wasn't caught off guard by this crisis. In fact, it could be a turning point, as our country finally has the chance to claim its rightful place among the world's economic superpowers." We framed the crisis as an opportunity.

Putin addressed the public, insisting that the people were the priority--stable pensions, salaries for the workers, and their ability to weather the storm. He held carefully scripted, televised meetings with oligarchs and officials, presenting himself as a leader who felt the people's pain and shared their frustration. Our messaging wasn't meant to rally the base against the opposition or even the West. It was meant to reassure the entire nation: Putin's "anti-crisis plan should unite all political parties around a single goal," I wrote, "to protect the quality of life for all Russians--regardless of what happens in the world's financial markets."

Andrew Ryvkin: That time I was a Russian propagandist

Our narrative mattered, but it was not determinative. In their book The Popularity of Authoritarian Leaders, Guriev and Daniel Treisman note that citizens' direct experience of changing wages, prices, and employment levels limits the power of censorship and propaganda. The Kremlin's ability to credibly exaggerate Putin's compassion and the government's competence, or to shift blame to oligarchs and faceless bureaucrats--the Russian "deep state"--had limits. What would ultimately restore public confidence were the facts: One of Russia's technocrats, the Western-leaning finance minister Alexei Kudrin, had steered the country through years of fiscal conservatism, which had stocked Russia's sovereign wealth funds with enough petrodollars to buffer the 2008 crash.

Trump, in contrast to Putin, seems to have delegated neither economic management nor communications to specialists. The most powerful man in the world still answers his own phone, writes his own "truths," and spins his own economic policy. The latter is framed as nothing short of a war: "Our country has been looted, pillaged, raped, and plundered," Trump declared. "Foreign leaders have stolen our jobs, foreign cheaters have ransacked our factories, and foreign scavengers have torn apart our once-beautiful American Dream." Faced with adverse results to his policies--inflation ticking up, consumer sentiment dropping, markets reacting poorly--Trump has been dismissive. He has said that tariffs are "like medicine. They might sting a little, but they cure the disease." Then he told reporters,"Maybe the children will have two dolls instead of 30"--invoking children's discomfort, a rhetorical move most leaders instinctively avoid. "So maybe the two dolls will cost a couple bucks more than they would normally."

Those tasked with spreading, or at least softening, Trump's message are forced to parrot the president or risk his ire. But public statements seemingly designed to satisfy one man's ever-changing narrative fail to reassure markets, voters, or institutions. In a span as short as 48 hours, the president and administration officials will give multiple, often contradictory statements on economic policy, leading markets to crash or surge.

The administration ultimately loses control of the narrative as a result. Headlines about retaliatory tariffs, bond-market turmoil, and looming price hikes threaten to crowd out the Trump team's more popular messages on rooting out undocumented migrants and DEI. Jobs surged in March, and GDP grew by 2.4 percent in the last quarter of 2024--but this good news was buried beneath Trump's chaotic tariff messaging. Trump repeatedly postponed the tariffs, leading even Fox News to question whether he had capitulated. The president's approval ratings slid, so he attacked the polls. The economy contracted last month, and Trump deflected: "That's Biden, not Trump."

Russian technocrats were bad public speakers. They could never improvise colorful one-liners, such as Howard Lutnick's assertion that the Europeans "hate our beef because our beef is beautiful and theirs is weak," but that was precisely the point. They were not there to mouth Putin's talking points--they were there to reassure. If a Russian billionaire had gone on air declaring that the country's "great" economy "is the winner here" while standing in front of a screen flashing huge market losses, those responsible would have lost their jobs.



In 2011, street protests erupted across Russia, challenging Putin's rule. Consolidating his personal power became Putin's overriding imperative. Had he been more interested in economic growth, he might have adopted reforms--privatization, deregulation, an independent judiciary, and prosecuting corruption, including among his own inner circle. But Putin was not prepared to empower independent actors who might weaken his grip.

Unable to reform without undermining a political model built on centralization, loyalty, and corruption, Putin abandoned the promise of shared prosperity. The Russian economy never regained the momentum of his first decade in power: By 2019, GDP had grown just 2 percent above its 2008 level.

Putin turned instead to foreign conquest--Crimea, then Donbas, then the full-scale invasion of Ukraine. But he still took economic stability seriously, as something more than a messaging problem. When the first wave of Western sanctions hit in 2014, Elvira Nabiullina, the respected head of the Russian Central Bank, aggressively raised interest rates and allowed the ruble to float, meaning that the market would determine its value. Most Russians see the dollar-ruble exchange rate as the key indicator of economic stability, so this was a punishing strategy. Many in Parliament called for Nabiullina's resignation, with one member from the ruling United Russia party calling the Central Bank an "enemy of the nation," adding that it was bent on doing "evil."

Nabiullina spoke in Parliament and made a 12-minute appearance on prime-time news. She didn't invoke any of the usual propagandist cliches--Crimea, the Russian world, the evil West--but spoke instead like an economics professor, lecturing on currency speculation and the Central Bank's rationale for letting the ruble float. Putin, notably, refrained from either criticizing or praising her, saying only, "You can go after Nabiullina, but don't forget that overall," the Central Bank's "policy is reasonable."

Inflation was tamed. The ruble stabilized. And despite heavy sanctions, Russia weathered the storm without a full-scale financial meltdown. For these measures, Nabiullina was named Central Bank Governor of the Year by Euromoney magazine. The Kremlin, notably, avoided selling the public easy promises or denials during the period of economic pain, betting that monetary discipline would do more than a propaganda campaign to preserve long-term regime stability.

Garry Kasparov: The Putinization of America

Following its full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022, Russia became the most heavily sanctioned country on Earth. The Kremlin redoubled its repression and curbed nearly all forms of free speech, pushing many Russians to emigrate. Yet it has also mounted an enormous effort to stabilize its consumer economy through parallel import--the practice of importing goods without the permission of the original manufacturer. The government has made sure that Coca-Cola is still available, people can buy new cars, and Boeing and Airbus jets--banned from being serviced in the West--still fly. The fact that life in Russia has remained "normal" for consumers has become an implicit propaganda feat in itself.

Contrary to what many in the Russian opposition movement say, today's Russia isn't run on repression and propaganda alone. At its core, Putin's relationship with the Russian people is still a transactional one. In wartime Russia, welders in military factories are reportedly earning more than $40,000 a year--four times the national median. Men are paid up to $36,000 for signing up to fight in Ukraine; if they're killed, their families can get up to $150,000 in compensation. On a typical recruitment poster, the promised salary takes up twice as much space as the national flag or military slogans.

"The fact that there are massive payouts suggests that even after 2022, Putin has not been able to construct a convincing ideology," Sergei Guriev, at London Business School, told me. Money--not greatness--may be selling young Russians on Putin's war.

Trump, in contrast, seems to be banking on cultural affinity and his own charisma. One hundred days into his presidency, his message on the economy isn't We'll protect your pensions, your wages, your savings. It's Only the weak will fail.

Any authoritarianism is dangerous for the people. But one without even an illusion of economic stability can be dangerous for the authoritarian himself. Maybe Putin, in one of his long conversations with Trump, can tell him: The circus is vital, but you should never take away the bread.
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The U.S. Threat Looming Over Canada

The consequences if Trump followed through on his belligerent rhetoric about a "51st state" would be catastrophic.

by Stephen Marche




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


The idea of a war between Canada and the United States was inconceivable even a few months ago. Most Americans still don't believe it's a possibility, or simply haven't noticed their president's occupationist rhetoric, or can't imagine a world in which a neighbor they have been at peace with for 150 years is suddenly an enemy. The very idea seems completely absurd.

But Canada does not have the luxury of dismissing White House rhetoric as trolling. Canadians are imagining the unimaginable because they have to.

Donald Trump's pointless and malicious trade war has been, by his own account, a prelude to softening up Canada economically so that it can be appropriated as the 51st state. He has brought up his plans for incorporating Canada into the union with Prime Ministers Justin Trudeau and Mark Carney in private calls. The definitive end of the status quo came with the president's casual comment that he would sell only deliberately downgraded F-47s to allies who purchased American military hardware, "because someday, maybe they're not our allies." From that point on, spending on equipment from the American military-industrial complex is a form of national suicide for any country in the free world. Canada could no longer comfortably sit within the American military sphere.

In this stark moment, our nation has abruptly become an adversary of the most powerful country in the world.

An American military threat is Canada's worst nightmare. And Canada is unprepared precisely because it never considered the U.S. to be a potential threat. Trust made Canada vulnerable. For 60 years at least, both Conservative and Liberal governments have worked toward greater integration with the United States. Our country's trade and security policies have been built on the premise of American sanity. That assumption, it turned out, was a mistake, hopefully not a fatal one.

What would a continental conflict look like? Conventional war between the United States and Canada would be highly asymmetric, to say the least. The U.S. possesses an enormous military, comprising more than a million men and women under arms. Canada's armed forces have 72,000 active members. Even worse, because of its deep-seated trust in the United States, Canada has built its forces around interoperability with U.S. forces, both for mutual continental protection, in binational projects such as the North American Aerospace Defense Command (NORAD), and for expeditionary forces such as the NATO mission to Afghanistan.

This vulnerability does not mean that Canada would be there for the taking. "The U.S. military does not have the capacity to seize the country," Scott Clancy, who served as a Colorado-based director of operations for NORAD, told me recently. Clancy served 37 years in the Royal Canadian Air Force and rose to the rank of major-general, and is intimately familiar with U.S. and Canadian military capabilities. "They would have to seize specific points. And the more they went into cities, the more it would become unmanageable from an American military point of view." A continental war would, then, likely play out as an insurgent conflict in Canadian North America--and across the U.S. homeland, as well. "Let's say they just hold the oil fields," Clancy said, referring to a U.S. military occupation of Canadian oil reserves. "We're not gonna roll over. And just because you attacked Alberta doesn't mean that we're not gonna strike at you in New York."

Read: The Liberals who can't stop winning

When I interviewed half a dozen experts on insurgent conflict for my book The Next Civil War, they all agreed that insurgent conflict was the least predictable and containable. Aisha Ahmad, a political-science professor at the University of Toronto, told me she does not think Canada's reputation for gentleness would make it any less brutal as an opponent. "There's no such thing as a warrior race," said Ahmad, who is an expert on insurgency who has conducted field work in Afghanistan, Pakistan, Somalia, Lebanon, Mali, and Kenya. "Nobody is born an insurgent. Insurgency is what happens when someone kills your mom." Just one soldier firing on a protester at a rally could be the spark. "All of these cute, latte-drinking TikToker students," she said. "You look at them and you don't see insurgents. But if you kill their moms, the Geneva Convention will not save you."

An occupying military force has three strategies for dealing with insurgent conflicts, none of which work. The first we could call "Groznification": complete suppression, as the Russian army did in Chechnya at the turn of the century. Even the destruction of any means of resistance works only temporarily, as Colonel Gaddafi learned in Libya. "Hearts and minds," the strategy applied in Iraq and Afghanistan, is also ineffective: If you build hospitals and then fill them with corpses, you just generate more insurgents. The third option is "decapitation," but the systematic targeting of insurgent networks' leaders--the idea behind the recent U.S. air strikes on the Houthis in Yemen--can easily be countered by detailed succession plans. And killing leadership has the unintended consequence of fragmenting the insurgency's power structures, so that, if you ever do want to negotiate a peaceful settlement, you have dozens of mini-insurgencies to deal with, rather than a single contained force.

The Canadian population would present particular challenges to any counterinsurgency strategy. "The Taliban would look lightweight," Ahmad told me. "Canada has all of the attributes to have an even fiercer insurgency than the other places in the world where I study these problems." Canada has the most educated population in the Group of Seven advanced industrial nations, which for a resistance movement would be "an asset in being able to identify pressure points, in being able to know what critical infrastructure is, in being able to develop technology and weapons that can be highly disruptive," Ahmad said. "The scale and the capacity would be so much higher." If only one in 100 Canadians took up arms against an American occupation, that force would be 10 times the estimated size of the Taliban at the outset of the Afghan War. And that force would consist of machine-learning specialists and petroleum engineers rather than shepherds and subsistence farmers.

Canadians are already a well-armed population. More than a quarter of Canadian households own a gun. Consider, also, the Canadian landscape, which is vast beyond imagination and would provide ideal cover for insurgents. To give you an idea of that wilderness, Manitoba alone, one of 10 Canadian provinces, has some 90,000 unnamed lakes--even Canadians can't keep track of their territory.

In short, a continental conflict would be an unmitigated act of murderous folly. But murderous folly is not beyond the capacity of this new iteration of the United States.

David Frum: How the U.S. lost the Canadian election

Already, the once-unthinkable idea of a war between Canada and the United States is growing less unthinkable. Before the 2024 U.S. election, 12 percent of Republicans viewed Canadians as "unfriendly" or "an enemy." Now that number is 27 percent. Persuading the military to carry out an attack on Canada would probably be more difficult than convincing the population to support such an attack. The American officer class is trained, from the beginning, in "the duty not to follow orders," and combat operations against Canada would involve fighting against fellow soldiers who shed blood beside them in Afghanistan and other theaters. Canadian and American soldiers have attended a great number of one another's funerals.

But turning the U.S. military is far from impossible. The Trump administration fired the commander of a Space Force base in Greenland the moment she expressed a position wavering from his annexationist aims there. The Naval Academy has already purged its library and canceled various speakers. At least some of the U.S. military's leaders are on board with the ideological purification of their institutions.

The conditions required for the occupation of Canada would also mean the end of American democracy. That, too, is not an impossible outcome--and a U.S. military adventure might even have both objectives in view. "The orchestration of a security crisis allows the incumbent government to declare emergency powers and bypass ordinary politics," Ahmad said. "The Trump administration has already signaled that it wants a third term." The 2028 election will be a watershed. If Trump decides to run again, a manufactured emergency over Canada would be a convenient excuse for overturning the constitutional barriers.

Nobody wants to believe that a continental conflict could happen. Very few Ukrainians, right up until the point of Russia's 2022 invasion, believed that their malignant neighbor would invade. Canadians cannot afford complacency.

Reflecting on U.S.-Canadian relations in happier times, President John F. Kennedy said: "Geography has made us neighbors. History has made us friends. Economics has made us partners. And necessity has made us allies. Those whom nature hath so joined together, let no man put asunder." Now, and for the foreseeable future, Trump has sundered us. And yet, even so, our fates remain entwined. The end of America would destroy Canada. The occupation of Canada would destroy America.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2025/05/canadians-fear-war-trump/682674/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Autocracy Crushed My Alma Mater. Then I Got to Columbia.

Smolny College is a warning.

by Anastasiia Vorozhtsova




When my university, Columbia, recently capitulated to President Donald Trump's $400 million ultimatum, I felt a creeping sense of deja vu. I had seen this before--in Russia.

Before coming to Columbia as a grad student, I went to Smolny College, a small liberal-arts school in St. Petersburg. The Smolny I knew was one of Russia's few independent colleges; students and faculty had extraordinary autonomy, which they often used to challenge the government. Then Russian authorities intervened, and my alma mater started unraveling.

Smolny's story offers a warning that Columbia must heed while it still has the chance: When autocrats realize they can manipulate a school, they won't stop until they have total control.



Before Smolny was a college, it was an experiment. A few years after the Soviet Union collapsed, Leon Botstein, the president of Bard College, in New York, paid a visit to St. Petersburg State University. Professors at SPSU--one of Russia's most prestigious universities--had proposed partnering with Bard. Botstein liked the idea, so he went to speak with the faculty about what he thought Russia and the West could learn from each other. Apparently, he left an impression: Professors quoted him to one another long after he left.

Garry Kasparov: How America can avoid becoming Russia

Inspired by Botstein's visit, SPSU joined with Bard to create a liberal-arts program that grew into Smolny. George Soros's newly established Open Society Foundations funded the initiative, and Russia's finance minister, Alexei Kudrin, offered early political support. After Kudrin became dean in 2011, Smolny matured into a true liberal-arts college, offering a dual SPSU-Bard degree and majors including literature, economics, and computer science. The school enrolled some 600 students, attracted Western grants, amassed an endowment, hired ideologically diverse faculty, and hosted much broader political debate than could be found on most Russian campuses.

Nikolay Kropachev, the head of SPSU, looked on with increasing alarm. Both he and Kudrin had ties to the government--President Vladimir Putin decides whether to renew Kropachev's appointment--but the Kremlin eventually came to view Kudrin as a liberal outsider, someone who couldn't be relied on to enforce orthodoxy. So that job fell to Kropachev. His "position was that Smolny was a complete disgrace and had to be shut down," Dmitry Dubrovsky, the founder of Smolny's human-rights program, told me. One of the university's principal concerns was the Smolny faculty, which often criticized SPSU's administration. Indeed, Dubrovsky himself had publicly attacked a university policy that required professors to submit their work to administrators before publishing or presenting it abroad. (In 2015, SPSU sent Dubrovsky a renewal contract that he said didn't reflect the provisions he'd agreed to. The school fired him for refusing to sign.)

In early 2021, Kudrin announced that Smolny would separate from SPSU. "Our education model differs from the one used at SPSU," he said at the time, rather diplomatically. But before the divorce took effect, a pro-Kremlin group persuaded the Russian state prosecutor's office to investigate Smolny's ties to Soros, whose NGOs had been outlawed in the country. The group alleged that Soros and Bard were using Smolny to turn Russia's youth into a "protest electorate" with a "pro-Western" and "hostile ideology towards their own country." SPSU cooperated with the prosecutors, who determined that Bard posed a "threat to the foundations of the constitutional order and security of the Russian Federation." Instead of separating from SPSU, Smolny was forced to part ways with Bard, losing out on funding as well as the schools' student-faculty exchange. Graduates began receiving standard SPSU diplomas rather than dual degrees.

Julia, a Smolny student at the time, was baffled by the response among her professors. (She requested that we use only her first name to speak candidly about them.) "We need to prove that Smolny is independent and distinct from Bard--that it is authentically Russian," Julia recalls her teachers saying. "I was like, What are you talking about?" she told me. "It was some kind of instant resignation. But you taught us differently!"

The crackdown intensified in the fall of 2021, when Russian authorities arrested Michael Freese, a Smolny professor and an American citizen who had helped manage the school's partnership with Bard. They detained Freese on his way to campus, held him for three days, revoked his visa, and deported him. In a signal of the tightening relationship between higher education and the regime, Kropachev signed a joint letter in 2022 endorsing Putin's full-scale invasion of Ukraine and praising the role of universities as "the backbone of the state."

Over the next year, Smolny purged dozens of professors, including one who was fired for joining an anti-war protest. Meanwhile, SPSU conducted a review of Smolny's curriculum, finding that its classes were "highly ideological" and representative of "the worst Western stereotypes." Kudrin stepped down voluntarily, at least in the university's telling.

Soon enough, administrators aligned with SPSU took his place. They would undertake "just a few corrections to the curricula," one of them wrote on social media. Instead, Smolny swapped out discussion-based seminars for lectures and cut the number of electives from 129 to 10. The administration also reduced the school's 12 majors to seven and gave them new names such as "Literature in the Context of Culture," "Economics of Culture," and "Music in the Context of Culture." ("Culture in the context of culture" became a sneering refrain on campus.) Sensing that the changes posed an existential threat to the school, students started a "Save Smolny" campaign. Two were expelled after an academic committee decided to fail them.

Today, the Smolny I knew survives only in fragments. The school has maintained its size but now attracts only half the applicants it once did. With help from Bard, a group of former professors founded Smolny Beyond Borders, an initiative that offers online classes outside the reach of SPSU administrators and Kremlin bureaucrats. An alum recently told me that in order to teach an uncensored seminar, she had to sneak onto campus.



Last spring, I heard an exiled Russian journalist, Elena Kostyuchenko, talk about the pro-Palestine protests roiling Columbia's campus. "If I studied or worked there, I would stand beside the protesting students now," Kostyuchenko said at a conference, one week after police began arresting demonstrators. "Not because I agree with their opinion. But because I know what happens when you don't defend another's opinion. The day after, you yourself won't be allowed to speak out."

Garry Kasparov: The Putinization of America

A year later, the Trump administration announced that it was canceling $400 million in federal grants to Columbia, ostensibly because the school had failed to curb anti-Semitism. The next day, March 8, immigration authorities arrested Mahmoud Khalil, a Palestinian activist and recent Columbia graduate. Many of my international peers became afraid to join protests or even come to campus, especially after Department of Homeland Security agents scoured two student residences. Then the government sent a list of demands to the school. Columbia mostly obliged, empowering campus-security officers to arrest students, for example, and placing the Middle Eastern, South Asian, and African Studies Department under review--all in hopes of getting the $400 million back.

It didn't work; the money is still gone. And now the White House is reportedly planning to pursue a consent decree, which could effectively allow Trump to enforce his demands via the courts. Even though Columbia remains more insulated from state power than Smolny, the concerns I hear from my peers in America have begun to sound a lot like what I heard from my peers in Russia.

Last year, Kostyuchenko's warning that authoritarian forces could sway Columbia seemed far-fetched. I admit that I didn't quite believe her. I do now.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2025/05/trump-colleges-control-russia/682672/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Photos of the Week: May Day, Fire Festival, Finger Wrestling

A sandstorm in northeastern Syria, the funeral of Pope Francis at the Vatican, members of ZZ Top in Australia, and much more

by Alan Taylor


From left: Elwood Francis and Billy Gibbons of ZZ Top perform at Langley Park in Perth, Australia, on May 1, 2025. (Matt Jelonek / Getty)




Matej Repel, the director of Avescentrum Senne, enjoys the sound of nearby birds as he sits inside a huge birdsong amplifier that was recently installed for visitors, on April 24, 2025, near Michalovce, Slovakia. (Robert Nemeti / Anadolu / Getty)




A Turkish-navy diver in an atmospheric diving suit surfaces after a dive onboard the Turkish navy's submarine-rescue mother ship TCG Alemdar, during a submarine-escape-and-rescue exercise near Aksaz Navy Base, Turkey, on April 29, 2025. (Kenan Gurbuz / Reuters)




A worker tucks his mobile phone into a cloth covering his face and his eyewear while working inside a steel factory in Lahore, Pakistan, on April 30, 2025. (Arif Ali / AFP / Getty)




A surfer wearing a stormtrooper costume rides the tidal bore on a paddleboard, in Mont-Saint-Michel Bay, in northwestern France, on April 29, 2025. (Lou Benoist / AFP / Getty)




A person operates a SkySurfer aircraft as he carries the trophy before the Spanish Cup, at the Copa del Rey (King's Cup) final football match between FC Barcelona and Real Madrid CF at La Cartuja stadium, in Seville, Spain, on April 26, 2025. (Josep Lago / AFP / Getty)




Cardinals attend the funeral of Pope Francis in St. Peter's Square on April 26, 2025, in Vatican City, Vatican. (Dan Kitwood / Getty)




Vietnamese police officers march during a parade celebrating the 50th anniversary of the end of the Vietnam War in Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam, on April 30, 2025. (Richard Vogel / AP)




Herengracht canal was jam-packed with boats as people celebrated King's Day in Amsterdam, Netherlands, on April 26, 2025. (Peter Dejong / AP)




Icelandic horses play at a stud farm in Wehrheim, near Frankfurt, Germany, on April 30, 2025. (Michael Probst / AP)




A person dressed as Chewbacca from Star Wars interacts with members of the public on day two of Sci-Fi Scarborough, on April 27, 2025, in Scarborough, England. (Ian Forsyth / Getty)




Minjee Lee of Australia looks on from the third green during the second round of the Chevron Championship 2025, at the Club at Carlton Woods on April 25, 2025, in the Woodlands, Texas. (Sarah Stier / Getty)




A person reacts as they view blossoms in Richmond Park, in London, England, on April 28, 2025. (Toby Melville / Reuters)




The newly restored Venus Grotto in Schloss Linderhof palace, seen following the completion of a 10-year restoration project, on April 30, 2025, near Ettal, Germany. Bavarian King Ludwig II had the artificial grotto built in 1877 as a venue where he could enjoy operatic performances, especially by Richard Wagner. The grotto depicts a scene from the first act of Wagner's Tannhaeuser. (Johannes Simon / Getty)




People swim in the Sky Pool on a sunny day in London, on May 1, 2025. (Kin Cheung / AP)




Riders compete during the NETT British Sidecar and Quad Cross Championships at the Iron Works Moto Park, in Middlesbrough, England, on April 27, 2025. (Lee Smith / Reuters)




A drone view of detainees forming the letters SOS with their bodies in a courtyard of the Bluebonnet Detention Facility, where Venezuelans at the center of a U.S. Supreme Court ruling are held, in Anson, Texas, on April 28, 2025. (Paul Ratje / Reuters)




Flames rise between two buildings after an Israeli air strike on Dahiyeh in the southern suburb of Beirut, Lebanon, on April 27, 2025. (Hussein Malla / AP)




Servicemen of the 113th Battalion of the 110th separate territorial defence brigade of the Armed Forces of Ukraine prepare a Vampire combat drone before flying over positions of Russian troops, during Russia's ongoing invasion of Ukraine, in the Zaporizhzhia region, on April 28, 2025. (Reuters)




A police officer stands at the site of a terminal of the Nova Poshta (New Post) delivery service that was damaged during a Russian drone strike in Odesa, Ukraine, on May 1, 2025. (A person stands inside a Nina Liashonok / Reuters)




In this photo provided by the Ukrainian Presidential Press Office, Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky and U.S. President Donald Trump talk as they attend the funeral of Pope Francis in the Vatican on April 26, 2025. (Ukrainian Presidential Press Office / AP)




Competitors face off during the 64th German finger-wrestling championships (called "Fingerhakeln" in German) on April 27, 2025 in Rosenheim, Germany. The sport pits two competitors matched in age and weight who sit across a table from each other and pull on a small leather band with one finger until one player has pulled the other across. The traditional sport dates back to the 17th century in Bavaria and Austria. (Sebastian Widmann / Getty)




A demonstrator holds a flag with the dove of peace during a May Day (Labor Day) rally, marking International Workers' Day, in Paris, France, on May 1, 2025. (Alain Jocard / AFP / Getty)




Performers take part in the Beltane Fire Festival, inspired by ancient-Celtic and Pagan May Day rituals celebrating the coming of summer, on Calton Hill, in Edinburgh, Scotland, on April 30, 2025. (Lesley Martin / Reuters)




A wildfire moves close to houses as it burns across large areas of Table Mountain National Park in Tokai, Cape Town, South Africa, on April 27, 2025. (Esa Alexander / Reuters)




A shepherd rides a donkey alongside his flock in a field on the outskirts of Qamishli during a sandstorm sweeping through northeastern Syria on May 1, 2025. (Delil Souleiman / AFP / Getty)




A view of sakura trees, known as the harbinger of spring, on April 3, 2025 in Tokyo, Japan. The cherry-blossom trees, known as sakura and closely associated with Japan, attract attention with their pink flowers in parks and gardens across the country. (Fatih Gonul / Anadolu / Getty)




Students from St Andrews University take part in the traditional May Day dip in the North Sea at East Sands beach in St Andrews, Scotland, on May 1, 2025. The May Day Dip is traditionally held to bring students good luck during exams. (Jeff J Mitchell / Getty)
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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 neighbors, 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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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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        Cameo is a platform that allows everyday people to commission B-to-Z-list celebrities to record personalized videograms for any occasion. Some time ago, when my friend Caroline was in the hospital, I used it to buy, for $12.59, a 2-minute, 14-second pep talk for her, delivered by a man who is famous online for dressing like a dog.More than two years later, Cameo wants me to know that if I would like to not receive Mother's Day-related promotional emails, I can opt out. So does Heyday, the Millenn...
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        Ross Andersen

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.When Elon Musk's engineers bundled a batch of prototype satellites into a rocket's nose cone six years ago, there were fewer than 2,000 functional satellites in Earth's orbit. Many more would soon be on the way: All through the pandemic, and the years that followed, Musk's company, SpaceX, kept launching them. More than 7,000 of his satellites now surround Earth like a cloud of gnats. This fleet, which works ...
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        Updated at 1:02 p.m. ET on May 2, 2025Darren Beattie, a senior official at the State Department, is concerned that his agency has abused its powers under previous Democratic administrations. To rectify that, he has decided to marshal the power of his office--in what his fellow State Department employees reportedly described as "unusual" and "improper" ways--to conduct a political witch hunt.Yesterday, the MIT Technology Review revealed that, in March, Beattie made a request to gain sweeping access ...
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The Brands Are Very Sorry About Your Trauma

Why so many companies are inviting people to opt out of Mother's Day emails

by Ellen Cushing




Cameo is a platform that allows everyday people to commission B-to-Z-list celebrities to record personalized videograms for any occasion. Some time ago, when my friend Caroline was in the hospital, I used it to buy, for $12.59, a 2-minute, 14-second pep talk for her, delivered by a man who is famous online for dressing like a dog.

More than two years later, Cameo wants me to know that if I would like to not receive Mother's Day-related promotional emails, I can opt out. So does Heyday, the Millennial skin-care company, and Parachute, the Millennial linen store, and Prose, the Millennial shampooery, and at least two different stores that have sold me expensive candles. They offer this service using the whispery timbre and platitudinous vocabulary of therapy-speak: This time of year, I am told, can be "meaningful" but also "tender." I can take care of myself by electing not to receive Mother's Day marketing emails. Very often, there is a JPEG of flowers.

This is well intentioned, of course: This holiday really can be difficult, for any number of reasons. "The death of a beloved," C. S. Lewis wrote, "is an amputation," and every mother, without exception, eventually dies, leaving lots of people without someone to celebrate. Being a mother and having a mother are also two of the most profound experiences a person can have, and profundity is rarely uncomplicated. Not being a mother if you want to be one can be a sadness you carry in your pocket every day. There are so many ways to wish things were different. Whatever's going on, I can guarantee that no one wants to be reminded of their familial trauma by the company they bought a soft-rib bath bundle (colorway: agave) from five years ago. And so they email us, asking if it's okay to email us.

Read: Why I'm skipping Mother's Day

The practice took off in the United States a few years ago, shortly after the coronavirus pandemic started and George Floyd was murdered by a police officer. Because of social media, people were already used to multinational corporations talking to them like friends, but when the world started falling apart, they wanted those friends to be better--to seem more empathetic, more human, more aware of things other than selling products. Younger customers, especially, "want to feel like they're in a community with their favorite brands," the business journalist Dan Frommer told me. "There's this level of performance that becomes necessary, or at least, you know, part of the shtick."

The Mother's Day opt-out email suggests that the brand sending it sees you as a whole person, not just as a market segment (at least for a moment). It uses an intimate medium to manufacture more intimacy, appearing between messages from your human loved ones and talking like them too. (A recent email from Vena, a CBD company co-founded by a former Bravo housewife, begins by saluting me as "babe" and reassures me that if I "need to push pause for these emails, we totally get that.") It allows the brand to suggest that it is different from all of the other corporations competing for your attention and money--while simultaneously giving them more access to your attention and money.

Read: Brands have nothing real to say about racism

For companies, sending the Mother's Day opt-out email is like buying insurance on a highly valuable asset: your inbox. "Email is, probably for every brand, the most profitable marketing channel for e-commerce," Frommer told me. The people on any given company's email list are likely on it because they've already engaged with the brand in some way, whether knowingly or not. In the argot of online marketing, they're good leads--a consumer relationship just waiting to be strengthened, one strenuously casual email at a time. This is why every start-up is constantly offering you 10 percent off your first purchase if you sign up for their email list, and also why they will do anything to keep you on it. If a Mother's Day opt-out prevents even a small number of people from unsubscribing to all of a brand's emails, it will be worthwhile. "It's the kind of thing that probably means a lot to very few people," Frommer said, "but those people really appreciate it."

But like a lot of what makes for good business these days, the effect is a little absurd. So many emails about Mother's Day are flying around, all in the service of sending fewer emails about Mother's Day. Advertisements are constantly shooting into our every unoccupied nook and cranny, but the good ones are now sensitive to our rawest family dynamics. Also, not to be too literal about it, but: The idea that pain, or regret, or tenderness, or whatever the brands want to call it, is something a person can decide not to participate in is fiction. "Everyone is grieving something at any given point in time," Jaclyn Bradshaw, who runs a small digital-marketing firm in London, told me. (She recently received a Mother's Day email that cannily combined a sale and an opt-out, offering 15 percent off just above the button to unsubscribe.) If someone's grief is acute, an email is unlikely to be the thing that reminds them. "No, I remember," Bradshaw said. "It was at the very forefront of my mind."

Read: When Mother's Day is 'empowering'

Mother's Day originated as an occasion for expressing simple gratitude for child care and the women who do it; people celebrated by writing letters and wearing white carnations. It is now a festival of acquisition, a day mostly devoted to buying things--$34 billion worth of things this year, according to forecasters. The brunch places in my neighborhood are advertising Mother's Day specials, and the ads on my television are reminding me that it's "not too late to buy her jewelry." I'm planning on going to a baseball game that day, and when I get there, a free clutch bag, designed to look like a baseball and "presented by" a mattress company, will be pressed into my hand, in honor of the concept of motherhood. My friends will post on Instagram, and my co-workers will ask me how my day was when I get to work on Monday.

This doesn't bother me, personally. I love being a mother, almost entirely uncomplicatedly, and I love my mother, almost entirely uncomplicatedly. (In this, I know, I'm very lucky.) I have no particular problem with Mother's Day, which is to say I'm as happy receiving an email from a brand about it as I am receiving an email from a brand about anything.

But every year around this time, I think of my friend Mimi, who died the day after Mother's Day in 2018. That's not fully true, actually--the truth is that I think about her all the time: when I see a dog she would have delighted in petting, or find myself walking behind a woman with wild curly hair like hers on the street, or am served an old photo by my phone's "memories" feature, or talk to someone who loved her too. Most of the time, I like it. Other times, if you gave me a button I could click to stop being reminded that she's not here anymore, I'd push it until my forefinger broke. It wouldn't work, of course. Brands are some of the most powerful forces in modern life, but they cannot do everything.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/family/archive/2025/05/mothers-day-email-opt-out/682715/?utm_source=feed
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Elon Musk's Most Alarming Power Grab

Can anyone stop his space-based internet?

by Ross Andersen




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


When Elon Musk's engineers bundled a batch of prototype satellites into a rocket's nose cone six years ago, there were fewer than 2,000 functional satellites in Earth's orbit. Many more would soon be on the way: All through the pandemic, and the years that followed, Musk's company, SpaceX, kept launching them. More than 7,000 of his satellites now surround Earth like a cloud of gnats. This fleet, which works to provide space-based internet service to the ground, dwarfs those of all other private companies and nation-states put together. And almost every week, Musk adds to it, flinging dozens more satellites into the sky.

I recently asked the space historian Jonathan McDowell, who keeps an online registry of Earth's satellites, if any one person had ever achieved such dominance over the orbital realm, and so quickly. "This is unique," he said. Then, after considering the question further, McDowell realized there was a precedent, but only one: Sergei Pavlovich Korolev, the Soviet engineer who developed Sputnik and its launch vehicle. "From 1958 to 1959, when no one else had any satellites in orbit, Korolev was the only guy in town." Musk is not the only guy in town circa 2025, but the rapid growth of his space-based network may represent a Sputnik moment of its own.

Musk first announced his intention to build a space-based internet, which he would eventually call Starlink, in January 2015. He had plans to settle Mars, then the moons of Jupiter, and maybe asteroids too. All those space colonies would have to be connected via satellite-based communication; Starlink itself might one day be adapted for this use. Indeed, Starlink's terms of service ask customers to affirm that they "recognize Mars as a free planet and that no Earth-based government has authority or sovereignty over Martian activities."

Musk is clearly imagining a future in which neither his network nor his will can be restrained by the people of this world. But even now, here on Earth, space internet is a big business. Fiber networks cannot extend to every bit of dry land on the planet, and they certainly can't reach airborne or seaborne vessels. More than 5 million people have already signed up for Starlink, and it is growing rapidly. (You may end up using Starlink when you fly United, for example.) In the not-too-distant future, an expanded version of this system--or one very much like it--could overtake broadband as the internet's backbone. A decade or two from now, it could be among our most crucial information infrastructure. The majority of our communications, our entertainment, our global commerce, might be beamed back and forth between satellites and the Earth. If Musk continues to dominate the launches that take satellites to space, and the internet services that operate there, he could end up with more power over the human exchange of information than any previous person has ever enjoyed.






Musk recognized that Starlink's early adopters would be in remote and rural areas, where cables may not reach, and there are few, if any, cell towers. The U.S. is, for now, his biggest market, and the U.S. government may soon become a major customer: President Donald Trump has just delayed a $42 billion federal effort to expand broadband services, especially in rural areas. His administration has decided to make that project "tech-neutral," such that cable hookups aren't necessarily preferred over satellite--which means that Starlink can compete for the money. In the meantime, Starlink's internet service is now also in planes, in ships at sea, in deep jungles, tundras, and deserts. In Gaza, medics have used Starlink while healing the wounded. At times when the people of Myanmar and Sudan learned that the internet had been shut off by their autocratic governments, they turned to Starlink. Ukraine's soldiers use it to communicate on the front lines.

Musk's ability to deliver this crucial service--the ability to coordinate action in conflict zones--has given him unprecedented geopolitical leverage for a private citizen. Reportedly, Pentagon officials have already had to go hat in hand to Musk after he threatened to restrict Starlink's service to Ukraine's troops, who were using it to launch attacks inside Russia. "He is not merely a mogul," Kimberly Siversen Burke, a director at Quilty Space, an aerospace-research firm, told me. "This is someone who can flip a switch and decide the outcome of a war." (Neither Musk nor Starlink responded to requests for comment.)

Read: When a telescope is a national-security risk

Political leaders all over the world have come to understand that Starlink's dominance will be hard to dislodge, because SpaceX is so good at making satellites and getting them to space. The company makes its satellites in a factory outside of Seattle. Even in their bundled-up, larval form, they are enormous. The newest ones weigh more than half a ton, and once their solar-panel wings unfurl, they measure about 100 feet across. The company can reportedly manufacture at least four of these behemoths a day, and SpaceX's reusable Falcon 9 rocket can hold more than 25 of them at once, all folded up inside its nose cone. Musk is able to launch these bundles of satellites at a Gatling-gun pace, while his competitors operate at musket speed with rockets that must be rebuilt from scratch each time. Last year, SpaceX successfully lofted 133 rockets into orbit, and more than 60 percent of them were carrying Starlink satellites. Every one of Musk's commercial competitors, and also every nation's military combined, launched fewer rockets than he did.

Before the rise of SpaceX, the French company Arianespace had dominated the global satellite-launch market. But its newest rocket, the Ariane 6, has so far been a boondoggle, with development delays and a costly one-and-done design. (The company expects to launch only 10 of them a year.) This is one reason that Europe has had a hard time fielding a serious competitor to Starlink, despite a desire to reduce Musk's influence on future conflicts on the continent. Europe is home to Starlink's largest commercial competitor, at least to this point, in OneWeb, a subsidiary of the French company Eutelsat. OneWeb has more than 600 satellites, compared with Musk's more than 7,000, and its hardware is less advanced. As a result, the internet service it provides is slower than Starlink's.

Separately, European Union nations have spent years planning the construction of a dedicated network of satellites for military and civilian use. But this project was recently dealt a blow when Giorgia Meloni, Italy's prime minister--a friend of Musk's--announced that she now prefers a deal with Starlink. The governments of Germany and Norway are each working on their own sovereign fleets, but they're nowhere near having them up and running.

Read: The military is about to launch a constellation

The U.S. government, too, would have good reasons to avoid full dependence on Musk's company for access to the space-based internet. The American military has an orbital network of military-grade satellites that allows for secure government communications and reconnaissance. But this too is a Musk product: SpaceX builds the satellites and ferries them to orbit.

The Pentagon's leaders know this is a problem, or at least they once did. During the end of the Biden administration, the U.S. Space Force published a new strategy that ordered policy makers to avoid overreliance on any single company. But that was before the Defense Department came under the control of Trump, whose victorious campaign received more than $250 million in support from Musk. When I wrote to the Pentagon to ask whether avoiding overreliance on one provider was still a priority, I did not hear back. Even if the agency does end up diversifying its vendors, that process will take years, Masao Dahlgren, a fellow at the Center for Strategic and International Studies who specializes in space and defense, told me. "You can look at the launch schedule, and look at how many you need up there, and tell that it's going to be a while."

China's People's Liberation Army reportedly has its own concerns about Musk's dominance over the potential future of communication in space. Several Chinese companies are currently building satellite-internet services; the largest one has roughly 90 satellites in orbit at the moment, and provides service only in the city of Shanghai. If that pilot project works, the network's operator intends to expand across the country and beyond. China's total number of satellites could tick up fast, because unlike Europe, the country is actually capable of launching a lot of rockets.

But of all of the aspiring competitors to Starlink, the most formidable is based in the U.S. Although Amazon has only just started launching satellites for its Project Kuiper, the company is looking to manufacture several thousand more in the coming years. It has also done the hard work of designing small, inexpensive terminals for users on the ground, which can compete with Starlink's sleek, iPad-size consumer equipment. If Jeff Bezos's space company, Blue Origin, can make its own reusable rocket fully operational, Amazon will start flinging satellites up into the sky in big batches as SpaceX does.

Of course, Musk is not going to sit still while the rest of the space industry catches up. Starlink is already available in more than 100 countries, and in Nigeria, Africa's most populous country, it will soon be the largest internet provider of any kind. Other developing countries will likely want to make that same leapfrog bet that they can skip an expensive broadband build-out and go straight to satellite. And not just for the internet: Musk recently secured permission from the FCC to offer cellphone service via Starlink too. And he's doing all this with his current technology. If SpaceX can finish testing its much bigger, next-generation Starship rocket within a year or two, as analysts expect, Musk will be able to expand his orbital fleets dramatically. SpaceX has previously said that the Starship will be able to carry up to 100 satellites in a single launch.

"In five years, we've gone from around 1,000 functional satellites to around 10,000," McDowell told me. "I would not be surprised if in another 10 years, we get to 100,000 satellites." They will beam more information down to the Earth than those that whirl around it today. They will offer an unprecedented degree of connectivity to people and devices, no matter where they are on the planet's surface. The space internet of the future may become the central way that we communicate with one another, as human beings. Information of every kind, including the most sensitive kinds, will flow through it. Whoever controls it will have a great deal of power over us all.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2025/05/starlink-elon-musk-space-internet/682705/?utm_source=feed
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We're Back to the <em>Actually</em> Internet

Fact-checking is out, "Community Notes" are in.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany




Updated at 1:53 p.m. ET on May 5, 2025

One Friday in April, Meta's chief global affairs officer, Joel Kaplan, announced that the process of removing fact-checking from the American versions of Facebook, Threads, and Instagram was nearly complete. By the following Monday, there would be "no new fact checks and no fact checkers" working across these platforms in the U.S.--no professionals marking disinformation about vaccines or stolen elections. Elon Musk, owner of X--a rival platform with an infamously permissive approach to content moderation--replied to Kaplan, writing, "Cool."



Meta, then just called Facebook, began its fact-checking program in December 2016, after President Donald Trump was first elected and the social network was criticized for allowing the rampant spread of fake news. The company will still take action against many kinds of problematic content--threats of violence, for example. But it has left the job of patrolling many kinds of misinformation to users themselves. Now, if users are so compelled, they can turn to a Community Notes program, which allows regular people to officially contradict one another's posts with clarifying or corrective supplementary text. A Facebook post stating that the sun has changed color might receive a useful correction, but only if someone decided to write one and submit it for consideration. Almost anyone can sign up for the program (Meta says users must be over 18 and have accounts "in good standing"), making it, in theory, an egalitarian approach to content moderation.



Meta CEO Mark Zuckerberg has called the pivot on misinformation a return to the company's "roots," with Facebook and Instagram as sites of "free expression." He announced the decision to adopt Community Notes back in January, and explicitly framed the move as a response to the 2024 elections, which he described as a "cultural tipping point towards once again prioritizing speech." Less explicitly, Meta's shift to Community Notes is a response to years of being criticized from both sides of the aisle over the company's approach to misinformation. Near the end of his last term, Trump targeted Facebook and other online platforms with an executive order accusing them of "selective censorship that is harming our national discourse," and during the Biden administration, Zuckerberg said he was pressured to take down more posts about COVID than he wanted to.



Meta's abandonment of traditional fact-checking may be cynical, but misinformation is also an intractable problem. Fact-checking assumes that if you can get a trustworthy source to provide better information, you can save people from believing false claims. But people have different ideas of what makes a trustworthy source, and there are times when people want to believe wrong things. How can you stop them? And, the second question that platforms are now asking themselves: How hard should you try?



Community Notes programs--originally invented in 2021 by a team at X, back when it was still called Twitter--are a somewhat perplexing attempt at solving the problem. It seems to rely on a quaint, naive idea of how people behave online: Let's just talk it out! Reasonable debate will prevail! But, to the credit of social-media platforms, the approach is not as starry-eyed as it seems.



The chief innovation of Community Notes is that the annotations are generated by consensus among people who might otherwise see things differently. Not every note that is written actually appears under a given post; instead, they are assessed using "bridging" algorithms, which are meant to "bridge" divides by accounting for what's called "diverse positive feedback." This means that a potential note is valued more highly and is more likely to appear on a post if it is rated "helpful" by a wide array of people who have demonstrated different biases at other times. The basics of this system have quickly become a new industry standard. Shortly after Meta's announcement about the end of fact-checking, TikTok said that it would be testing its own version of Community Notes, called Footnotes--though unlike Meta and X, TikTok will keep using a formal fact-checking program as well.



These tools are "a good idea and do more good than harm," Paul Friedl, a researcher at Humboldt University, in Berlin, told me. Friedl co-authored a 2024 paper on decentralized content moderation for Internet Policy Review, which discussed X's Community Notes among other examples, including Reddit's forums and old Usenet messaging threads. A major benefit he and his co-author cited was that these programs may help create a "culture of responsibility" by encouraging communities "to reflect, debate, and agree" on the purpose of whatever online space they're using.



Platforms certainly have good reasons to embrace the model. The first, according to Friedl, is the cost. Rather than employing fact-checkers around the world, these programs require only a simple algorithm. Users do the work for free. The second is that people like them--they often find the context added to posts by fellow users to be helpful and interesting. The third is politics. For the past decade, platforms--and Meta in particular--have been highly reactive to political events, moving from crisis to crisis and angering critics in the process. When Facebook first started flagging fake news, it was perceived as too little, too late by Democrats and reckless censorship by Republicans. It significantly expanded its fact-checking program in 2020 to deal with rampant misinformation (often spread by Trump) about the coronavirus pandemic and that year's election. From March 1, 2020, to Election Day that year, according to Facebook's self-reporting, the company displayed fact-checking labels on more than 180 million pieces of content. Again, this was perceived as both too much and not enough. With a notes-based system, platforms can sidestep the hassle of public scrutiny over what is or isn't fact-checked and why and cleanly remove themselves from drama. They avoid making contentious decisions, Friedl said, which helps in an effort "not to lose cultural capital with any user bases."



John Stoll, the recently hired head of news at X, told me something similar about Community Notes. The tool is the "best solution" to misinformation, he said, because it takes "a sledgehammer to a black box." X's program allows users to download all notes and their voting history in enormous spreadsheets. By making moderation visible and collaborative, instead of secretive and unaccountable, he argued, X has discovered how to do things in "the most equitable, fair, and most pro-free-speech way." ("Free speech" on X, it should be noted, has also meant platforming white supremacists and other hateful users who were previously banned under Twitter's old rules.)

Read: X is a white-supremacist site

People across the political spectrum do seem to trust notes more than they do standard misinformation flags. That may be because notes feel more organic and tend to be more detailed. In the 2024 paper, Friedl and his co-author wrote that Community Notes give responsibilities "to those most intimately aware of the intricacies of specific online communities." Those people may also be able to work faster than traditional fact-checkers--X claims that notes usually appear in a matter of hours, while a complicated independent fact-check can take days.



Yet all of these advantages have their limits. Community Notes is really best suited to nitpicking individual instances of people lying or just being wrong. It cannot counter sophisticated, large-scale disinformation campaigns or penalize repeated bad actors (as the old fact-checking regime did). When Twitter's early version of Community Notes, then called Birdwatch, debuted, the details of the mechanism were made public in a paper that acknowledged another important limitation: The algorithm "needs some cross-partisan agreement to function," which may, at times, be impossible to find. If there is no consensus, there are no notes.



Musk himself has provided a good case study for this issue. A few Community Notes have vanished from Musk's posts. It's possible that he had them removed--at times, he has seemed to resent the power that X has given its users through the program, suggesting that the system is "being gamed" and chiding users for citing "legacy media"--but the disappearances could instead be an algorithmic issue. An influx of either Elon haters or Elon fans could ruin the consensus and the notes' helpfulness ratings, leading them to disappear. (When I asked about this problem, Stoll told me, "We're, as a company, 100 percent committed to and in love with Community Notes," but he did not comment on what had happened to the notes removed from Musk's posts.)



The early Birdwatch paper also noted that the system might get really, really good at moderating "trivial topics." That is the tool's core weakness and its core strength. Notes, because they are written and voted on by people with numerous niche interests and fixations, can appear on anything. While you'll see them on something classically wrong and dangerous, such as conspiracy theories about Barack Obama's birth certificate, you'll also see them on things that are ridiculous and harmless, such as a cute video of a hedgehog. (The caption for a hedgehog video I saw last week suggested that a stumbling hedgehog was being "helped" across a street by a crow; the Community Note clarified that the crow was probably trying to kill it, and the original poster deleted the post.) At times, the disputes can be wildly annoying or pedantic and underscore just how severe a waste of your one life it is to be online at all. I laughed recently at an X post: "People really log on here to get upset at posts and spend their time writing entire community notes that amount to 'katy perry isn't an astronaut.'"

Read: The perfect pop star for a dumb stunt

The upside, though, is that when anything can be annotated, it feels like less of a big deal or a grand conspiracy when something is. Formal fact-checking programs can feel punitive and draconian, and they give people something to rally against; notes come from peers. This makes receiving one potentially more embarrassing than receiving a traditional fact-check as well; early research has shown that people are likely to delete their misleading posts when they receive Community Notes.



The optimistic take on notes-type systems is that they make use of material that already exists and with which everyone is already acquainted. People already correct each other online all the time: On nearly any TikTok in which someone is saying something obviously wrong, the top comment will be from another person pointing this out. It becomes the top comment because other users "like" it, which bumps it up. I already instinctively look to the comment section whenever I hear something on TikTok and think, That can't be true, right?



For better or worse, the idea of letting the crowd decide what needs correcting is a throwback to the era of internet forums, where actually culture got its start. But this era of content moderation will not last forever, just as the previous one didn't. By outright saying that a cultural and political vibe, of sorts, inspired the change, Meta has already suggested as much. We live on the actually internet for now. Whenever the climate shifts--or whenever the heads of the platforms perceive it to shift--we'll find ourselves someplace else.



This article has been updated to clarify that Meta is ending fact-checking operations only in the United States.
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'The Worst Internet-Research Ethics Violation I Have Ever Seen'

The most persuasive "people" on a popular subreddit turned out to be a front for a secret AI experiment.

by Tom Bartlett




When Reddit rebranded itself as "the heart of the internet" a couple of years ago, the slogan was meant to evoke the site's organic character. In an age of social media dominated by algorithms, Reddit took pride in being curated by a community that expressed its feelings in the form of upvotes and downvotes--in other words, being shaped by actual people.

So earlier this week, when members of a popular subreddit learned that their community had been infiltrated by undercover researchers posting AI-written comments and passing them off as human thoughts, the Redditors were predictably incensed. They called the experiment "violating," "shameful," "infuriating," and "very disturbing." As the backlash intensified, the researchers went silent, refusing to reveal their identity or answer questions about their methodology. The university that employs them has announced that it's investigating. Meanwhile, Reddit's chief legal officer, Ben Lee, wrote that the company intends to "ensure that the researchers are held accountable for their misdeeds."

Joining the chorus of disapproval were fellow internet researchers, who condemned what they saw as a plainly unethical experiment. Amy Bruckman, a professor at the Georgia Institute of Technology who has studied online communities for more than two decades, told me the Reddit fiasco is "the worst internet-research ethics violation I have ever seen, no contest." What's more, she and others worry that the uproar could undermine the work of scholars who are using more conventional methods to study a crucial problem: how AI influences the way humans think and relate to one another.

The researchers, based at the University of Zurich, wanted to find out whether AI-generated responses could change people's views. So they headed to the aptly named subreddit r/changemyview, in which users debate important societal issues, along with plenty of trivial topics, and award points to posts that talk them out of their original position. Over the course of four months, the researchers posted more than 1,000 AI-generated comments on pitbulls (is aggression the fault of the breed or the owner?), the housing crisis (is living with your parents the solution?), DEI programs (were they destined to fail?). The AI commenters argued that browsing Reddit is a waste of time and that the "controlled demolition" 9/11 conspiracy theory has some merit. And as they offered their computer-generated opinions, they also shared their backstories. One claimed to be a trauma counselor; another described himself as a victim of statutory rape.

In one sense, the AI comments appear to have been rather effective. When researchers asked the AI to personalize its arguments to a Redditor's biographical details, including gender, age, and political leanings (inferred, courtesy of another AI model, through the Redditor's post history), a surprising number of minds indeed appear to have been changed. Those personalized AI arguments received, on average, far higher scores in the subreddit's point system than nearly all human commenters, according to preliminary findings that the researchers shared with Reddit moderators and later made private. (This analysis, of course, assumes that no one else in the subreddit was using AI to hone their arguments.)

Read: The man out to prove how dumb AI still is

The researchers had a tougher time convincing Redditors that their covert study was justified. After they had finished the experiment, they contacted the subreddit's moderators, revealed their identity, and requested to "debrief" the subreddit--that is, to announce to members that for months, they had been unwitting subjects in a scientific experiment. "They were rather surprised that we had such a negative reaction to the experiment," says one moderator, who asked to be identified by his username, LucidLeviathan, to protect his privacy. According to LucidLeviathan, the moderators requested that the researchers not publish such tainted work, and that they issue an apology. The researchers refused. After more than a month of back-and-forth, the moderators revealed what they had learned about the experiment (minus the researchers' names) to the rest of the subreddit, making clear their disapproval.

When the moderators sent a complaint to the University of Zurich, the university noted in its response that the "project yields important insights, and the risks (e.g. trauma etc.) are minimal," according to an excerpt posted by moderators. In a statement to me, a university spokesperson said that the ethics board had received notice of the study last month, advised the researchers to comply with the subreddit's rules, and "intends to adopt a stricter review process in the future." Meanwhile, the researchers defended their approach in a Reddit comment, arguing that "none of the comments advocate for harmful positions" and that each AI-generated comment was reviewed by a human team member before being posted. (I sent an email to an anonymized address for the researchers, posted by Reddit moderators, and received a reply that directed my inquiries to the university.)

Perhaps the most telling aspect of the Zurich researchers' defense was that, as they saw it, deception was integral to the study. The University of Zurich's ethics board--which can offer researchers advice but, according to the university, lacks the power to reject studies that fall short of its standards--told the researchers before they began posting that "the participants should be informed as much as possible," according to the university statement I received. But the researchers seem to believe that doing so would have ruined the experiment. "To ethically test LLMs' persuasive power in realistic scenarios, an unaware setting was necessary," because it more realistically mimics how people would respond to unidentified bad actors in real-world settings, the researchers wrote in one of their Reddit comments.

How humans are likely to respond in such a scenario is an urgent issue and a worthy subject of academic research. In their preliminary results, the researchers concluded that AI arguments can be "highly persuasive in real-world contexts, surpassing all previously known benchmarks of human persuasiveness." (Because the researchers finally agreed this week not to publish a paper about the experiment, the accuracy of that verdict will probably never be fully assessed, which is its own sort of shame.) The prospect of having your mind changed by something that doesn't have one is deeply unsettling. That persuasive superpower could also be employed for nefarious ends.

Read: Chatbots are cheating on their benchmark tests

Still, scientists don't have to flout the norms of experimenting on human subjects in order to evaluate the threat. "The general finding that AI can be on the upper end of human persuasiveness--more persuasive than most humans--jibes with what laboratory experiments have found," Christian Tarsney, a senior research fellow at the University of Texas at Austin, told me. In one recent laboratory experiment, participants who believed in conspiracy theories voluntarily chatted with an AI; after three exchanges, about a quarter of them lost faith in their previous beliefs. Another found that ChatGPT produced more persuasive disinformation than humans, and that participants who were asked to distinguish between real posts and those written by AI could not effectively do so.

Giovanni Spitale, the lead author of that study, also happens to be a scholar at the University of Zurich, and has been in touch with one of the researchers behind the Reddit AI experiment, who asked him not to reveal their identity. "We are receiving dozens of death threats," the researcher wrote to him, in a message Spitale shared with me. "Please keep the secret for the safety of my family."

One likely reason the backlash has been so strong is because, on a platform as close-knit as Reddit, betrayal cuts deep. "One of the pillars of that community is mutual trust," Spitale told me; it's part of the reason he opposes experimenting on Redditors without their knowledge. Several scholars I spoke with about this latest ethical quandary compared it--unfavorably--to Facebook's infamous emotional-contagion study. For one week in 2012, Facebook altered users' News Feed to see if viewing more or less positive content changed their posting habits. (It did, a little bit.) Casey Fiesler, an associate professor at the University of Colorado at Boulder who studies ethics and online communities, told me that the emotional-contagion study pales in comparison with what the Zurich researchers did. "People were upset about that but not in the way that this Reddit community is upset," she told me. "This felt a lot more personal."

Read: AI executives promise cancer cures. Here's the reality.

The reaction probably also has to do with the unnerving notion that ChatGPT knows what buttons to push in our minds. It's one thing to be fooled by some human Facebook researchers with dubious ethical standards, and another entirely to be duped by a cosplaying chatbot. I read through dozens of the AI comments, and although they weren't all brilliant, most of them seemed reasonable and genuine enough. They made a lot of good points, and I found myself nodding along more than once. As the Zurich researchers warn, without more robust detection tools, AI bots might "seamlessly blend into online communities"--that is, assuming they haven't already.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2025/05/reddit-ai-persuasion-experiment-ethics/682676/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Everything Is the 'Twitter Files' Now

The State Department is using Elon Musk's playbook.

by Charlie Warzel




Updated at 1:02 p.m. ET on May 2, 2025

Darren Beattie, a senior official at the State Department, is concerned that his agency has abused its powers under previous Democratic administrations. To rectify that, he has decided to marshal the power of his office--in what his fellow State Department employees reportedly described as "unusual" and "improper" ways--to conduct a political witch hunt.



Yesterday, the MIT Technology Review revealed that, in March, Beattie made a request to gain sweeping access to communications between and about the State Department and journalists, disinformation researchers, and Donald Trump critics. Specifically, Beattie was targeting the Counter Foreign Information Manipulation and Interference (R/FIMI) hub, which the State Department shut down this year and the Global Engagement Center (GEC), which was shut down in 2024--both of which focused on tracking foreign disinformation campaigns. Right-wing critics have accused these offices of engaging in censorship campaigns against conservatives, under the pretense of fighting fake news.



In response to these unproven allegations, Beattie--who had also served as a speechwriter in President Trump's first administration, though he was fired in 2018 after CNN reported that he had attended a conference featuring prominent white nationalists--asked the State Department for all "staff emails and other records with or about roughly 60 individuals and organizations that track or write about foreign disinformation." This request included correspondence with and about journalists, including The Atlantic's Anne Applebaum, researchers at institutions such as the Stanford Internet Observatory, and political enemies of the Trump administration, such as the former U.S. cybersecurity official Christopher Krebs. Beattie also wanted all staff communications that mentioned a specific list of keywords ("incel," "q-anon," "Black Lives Matter," "great replacement theory") and Trump-world figures, like Robert F. Kennedy Jr. According to the report, he plans to publish any noteworthy internal communications he receives as part of a transparency campaign to win back public trust in government agencies. A spokesperson for the State Department declined to comment on the record when reached for this story.

Read: The white nationalist now in charge of Trump's public diplomacy

Let's be clear about what's really happening here. A high-ranking member of the Trump administration is turning federal-government data--in this case, State Department communications--into a political weapon against perceived ideological enemies. The individuals Beattie has singled out (Bill Gates, the former FBI special agent Clint Watts, and Nina Jankowicz, a disinformation researcher who had a short and somewhat disastrous tenure at the Department of Homeland Security, to name a few) are familiar targets for the far right's free-speech-defender crowd. The keywords Beattie has asked his department to search for (which also include "Alex Jones," "Glenn Greenwald," and "Pepe the Frog") are ones that seem likely to produce a juicy piece of correspondence, but who knows? This is a fishing expedition--a government agency using a kind of grievance-politics Mad Libs in an effort to find anything that might make it appear as if vestiges of the "deep state" were biased against the right.



Beattie himself has reportedly told State Department officials that this campaign is an attempt to copy Elon Musk's "Twitter Files" playbook. Shortly after purchasing Twitter, Musk picked a few ideologically aligned journalists to comb through some of the social network's internal records in an attempt to document its supposedly long-standing liberal bias--and moreover, how political and government actors sought to interfere with content-moderation decisions. The result was a drawn-out, continuously teased social-media spectacle framed as a series of smoking guns. In reality, the revelations of the Twitter Files were much more complicated. Far from exposing blanket ideological bias, they showed that Twitter employees often agonized over how to apply their rules fairly in high-pressure, politicized edge cases.



The Twitter Files did show that the company made editorial decisions--for example, limiting reach on posts from several large accounts that had flaunted Twitter's rules, including those of the Stanford doctor (and current National Institutes of Health head) Jay Bhattacharya, the right-wing activists Dan Bongino and Charlie Kirk, and Chaya Raichik, who operates the Libs of TikTok account. Not exactly breaking news to anyone who'd paid attention. But they also showed that, in some cases, Twitter employees and even Democratic lawmakers were opposed to or pushed back on government requests to take down content. Representative Ro Khanna, for example, reached out to Twitter's executive leadership to express his frustration that Twitter was suppressing speech during its handling of the New York Post's story about Hunter Biden's laptop.



Of course, none of this stopped Musk from portraying the project as a Pentagon Papers-esque exercise in transparency. Teasing the document dump back in December 2022, Musk argued that the series was proof of large-scale "violation of the Constitution's First Amendment," but then later admitted he had not read most of the files. This was fitting: For the Twitter Files' target audience, the archives and their broader contexts were of secondary importance. What mattered more was the mere existence of a dump of primary-source documents--a collection of once-private information that they could cast as nefarious in order to justify what they believed all along. As I wrote in 2022, Twitter had been quite public about its de-amplification policies for accounts that violated its rules, but the screenshots of internal company documents included in the Twitter Files were interpreted by already aggrieved influencers and posters as evidence of malfeasance. This gave them ammunition to portray themselves as victims of a sophisticated, coordinated censorship effort.



For many, the Twitter Files were just another ephemeral culture-war skirmish. But for the MAGA sympathetic and right-leaning free-speech-warrior crowds, the files remain a canonical, even radicalizing event. RFK Jr. has argued on prime-time television that "I don't think we'd have free speech in this country if it wasn't for Elon Musk" opening up Twitter's archives. Similarly, individuals mentioned in the files, such as the researcher and Atlantic contributor Renee DiResta, have become objects of obsession to MAGA conspiracy theorists. ("One post on X credited the imaginary me with 'brainwashing all of the local elections officials' to facilitate the theft of the 2020 election from Donald Trump," DiResta wrote last year.) Simply put, the Twitter Files may have largely been full of sensationalistic claims and old news, but the gambit worked: Their release fleshed out a conspiratorial cinematic universe for devotees to glom onto.



Beattie's ploy at the State Department is an attempt to add new characters and updated lore to this universe. By casting a wide net, he can potentially gain access to a trove of information that he could present as evidence. Say the request dredges up an email between a journalist and the GEC that references Ukraine and Russia. Such communications could be innocuous--a request for comment or an on-background conversation providing context for a news story--but, to somebody unfamiliar with the intricacies of reporting, it could look sinister or be framed by an interested party as some kind of collusion. As Musk proved with the Twitter Files, Beattie and the State Department don't even need to do the dirty work of sifting through or presenting the information themselves. They can outsource that work to a handpicked network of sympathetic individuals or news outlets--or, for maximum chaos, they can release the raw information to the public in the name of pure transparency and let them make their own connections and judgments.



Perhaps the records request could dredge up something concerning. It's not out of the realm of possibility that there could be examples of bias or worse in a large tranche of private conversations between a government agency and outside organizations on a host of polarizing topics. But Beattie's effort, as far as MIT described it, bears none of the hallmarks of an earnest push for transparency. Instead, it reeks of cynical politicking and using one's privileged government position to access private information for political gain.



Publishing the internal correspondence of people the administration sees as critics and ideological opponents may very well have a chilling effect on journalists and institutions trying to hold government agencies to account. At the very least, it sends a message that the administration is willing to marshal the information stores it has been entrusted with by its citizens to harass or intimidate others. It is, in other words, an attempt to abuse government power in the precise way that Beattie and Republicans have accused Democrats of doing.



Whether Beattie is successful or not, we'll likely see more of this from the current administration. The Twitter Files was a glimpse of the future of right-wing political warfare, and its success offered a template for providing red meat to an audience with an insatiable appetite for grievance. Now Musk, the man who created the playbook, is at the helm of a government-wide effort to collect and pool federal information across agencies. It is not unreasonable to imagine that one outcome of DOGE's efforts is a Twitter Files-esque riffling through of the U.S. government's internal comms.



Twitter Files-ing is a brute-force tactic, but one that has an authoritarian genius to it. The entire effort is billed as an exercise in building trust, but the opposite is true. It's really about destroying trust in everyone except the select few who are currently in charge. Take over an institution and use the information of that institution against it, in order to show how corrupt it was. Suggest that only you can fix it. Rinse and repeat.
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Who Gets <em>Panzer</em> Tattooed on Their Arm?

The ink that tells the story of Trump's second term

by Ali Breland




Updated at 10:04 p.m. ET on May 6, 2025 

On the long list of reasons the United States could have lost World War II--the terribly effective surprise Japanese attack, an awful lack of military readiness, the relatively untrained troops--there is perhaps no area in which Americans were more initially outmatched than armament. Americans had the M4 Sherman, a tank mass-produced by Detroit automakers. Germans had the formidable panzer, a line of tanks with nicknames such as Panther and Royal Tiger that repeatedly outgunned the Americans. In the 1940s, you couldn't pick up a newspaper in the United States without reading about the panzer's superior maneuverability and robust armor, qualities that made it especially hard for Americans to stop. "This doesn't mean our tanks are bad," The New York Times reported in January 1945. "They are the best in the world--next to the Germans."



The panzer invoked Nazi might and aggression even decades after the war ended. Sylvia Plath's "Daddy," first published in 1965, contains this stanza: "Panzer-man, panzer-man, O You---- / Not God but a swastika / So black no sky could squeak through." In the 2000s, popular video-game franchises--including Call of Duty, Battlefield, and Medal of Honor--released installments set during World War II that featured the panzer, etching it into the collective consciousness of a new generation of Americans.



So you can see why it's noteworthy that Joseph Kent, Donald Trump's nominee to head the National Counterterrorism Center, has a panzer tattoo. Last month, Mother Jones's David Corn uncovered a shirtless picture of Kent from 2018, in which he has the word PANZER written down his left arm. Why? It's not clear. Kent did not respond to multiple requests for comment, and the Trump administration hasn't offered an explanation either. Olivia C. Coleman, a spokesperson for the Office of the Director of National Intelligence, directed me to a post on X in which Alexa Henning, a deputy chief of staff at the agency, calls Kent a "selfless patriot who loves this country and his family."



Kent's tattoo is all the more curious considering his background. A former member of the Army Special Forces who twice ran for Congress in Washington State, he has had repeated interactions with far-right extremists. During his unsuccessful 2022 congressional bid, Kent consulted with Nick Fuentes, the young white supremacist, and hired a campaign adviser who was a member of the Proud Boys, a violent far-right group. (Kent ultimately disavowed Fuentes, and his campaign said that the Proud Boys member, Graham Jorgensen, was a low-level worker). The tattoo "could mean that he's glorifying the Nazis. Or it could have a different context," says Heidi Beirich, a co-founder of the Global Project Against Hate and Extremism, an organization that tracks right-wing extremism. Despite what the word evokes in history, panzer references are not common on the far right, Beirich told me. "I don't think I've run across a panzer."

Right-wing accounts on X have spread the claim that Kent has jager--German for "hunter"--tattooed on his other arm. The two tattoos together would add up to "tank hunter." The accounts claim that heavy-anti-armor-weapons crewman was one of Kent's jobs in the Army. Kent was part of a battalion that, in part, did anti-tank work, but I couldn't find evidence that he even has a jager tattoo on his other arm. (Let me point out that Kent could resolve all of this by simply rolling up a sleeve.) After this story was published, The National Pulse, a right-wing website founded and operated by the Steven Bannon ally Raheem J. Kassam, released a photo featuring a man with a jager tattoo on his right arm whom Kassam identifies as Kent. I reached out to both Kent and ODNI to inquire about the photo's authenticity, but did not immediately hear back.

There aren't many other explanations. The United States Army has an installation on a base outside Stuttgart, Germany, called Panzer Kaserne, but there's no information to suggest that Kent was ever deployed there. All we're left with is a strange tattoo that could be associated with Nazi Germany.



Of course, people frequently make strange tattoo choices. Some get ones they come to regret, and plenty have tattooed foreign words onto their body that they don't fully understand. Yet it's reasonable to wonder about the messages a person decides to make permanent on their body. Tattoos can connote in-group belonging or membership to a subculture. Olympians are known to get tattoos of the Olympic rings to commemorate competing in the games. Bikers famously love getting tattoos of skulls and flames. And then there are white supremacists, who have emblazoned themselves with swastikas, Norse runes, the SS logo, and other symbols. Why settle for a T-shirt or a flag when you can carve your values into your skin?



The Trump administration seems to strongly agree with the notion that tattoos are meaningful--but only when convenient for the president's agenda. Consider Kilmar Abrego Garcia, the Maryland resident the Trump administration deported to El Salvador's Terrorism Confinement Center, or CECOT, prison camp last month. Garcia was living with protected legal status in the U.S., and the government's own lawyers have acknowledged that he was deported because of an "administrative error." Trump loyalists have doubled down on Garcia's detention, in part pointing to his tattoos. On Truth Social, Trump posted a picture of Garcia's knuckle tattoos--a leaf, a smiley face, a cross, and a skull. The photo was altered with text above each symbol to spell out M-S-1-3, suggesting Garcia's tattoos are a code for the gang MS-13. (Criminal-justice professors doubt that claim.) In an interview with ABC this week, Trump insisted it's "as clear as you can be" that Garcia has MS-13 tattooed on his knuckles, even as ABC's Terry Moran noted that the actual M-S-1-3 in the photo Trump has distributed clearly is Photoshopped in.

Read: An 'administrative error' sends a Maryland father to a Salvadoran prison

At least some of the hundreds of other immigrants who have been deported to CECOT appear to have been targeted simply for having the wrong tattoos. Andry Jose Hernandez Romero, a makeup artist with no confirmed gang affiliation, was deported after his crown tattoos were reportedly mistaken for symbols associated with Tren de Aragua. Neri Jose Alvarado Borges, according to his family and friends, was deported for his tattoos, including an autism-acceptance symbol that he got in support of his younger brother.



Tom Homan, the White House's "border czar," has claimed that tattoos alone are not being used to label people as gang members. I reached out to the White House for comment, but received only another response from Coleman, the ODNI spokesperson, pointing to another post on X by Henning. This post mocks the fact that The Atlantic had contacted them to ask questions. In reference to Kent's tattoo, Henning wrote, "Should we just reply that it's photoshopped?" and then included a video clip of Trump's ABC interview. To put this in plain terms: I asked the administration to address concerns that one of the president's nominees has a tattoo associated with Nazis, and its response was to make a joke.



Trump's secretary of defense, Pete Hegseth, has some questionable tattoos of his own. On the right side of his chest, Hegseth has a large Jerusalem Cross: It has even sides and looks like a plus symbol, with four smaller crosses in each quadrant. On his right arm, Hegseth has a large tattoo of Deus vult (Latin for "God wills it"), written in Gothic script. Also on Hegseth's right arm is a tattoo of the Arabic word Kafir, which commonly translates to "infidel" or "unbeliever."



Both the Jerusalem Cross and Deus vult date back to the Crusades, the bloody series of wars between Christians and Muslims during the Middle Ages. But modern extremists have co-opted them to invoke a new war on Muslims. Insurrectionists who mobbed the Capitol on January 6, 2021, flew a Deus vult flag and wore shirts that featured it and the Jerusalem Cross. The Trump administration defends Hegseth's ink: In an email, Deputy Pentagon Press Secretary Kingsley Wilson said that Hegseth's tattoos "depict Christian symbols and mottos used by Believers for centuries," and that "anyone attempting to paint these symbols and mottos as 'extreme' is engaging in anti-Christian bigotry."

Read: A field guide to flags of the far right

The Jerusalem Cross is still occasionally used in non-extremist religious contexts, Matthew D. Taylor, the senior Christian scholar at the Institute for Islamic, Christian, and Jewish Studies, in Baltimore, told me. "If that was the only tattoo he had, I'm not sure how I would interpret that," he said. But Taylor finds Hegseth's Deus vult tattoo to be noteworthy. "Deus vult is not a common symbol. It has very strong connotations," he said. During the Crusades, Deus vult was the "phrase that sanctioned violence against Muslims." Other members of the military have also tattooed Kafir on themselves, reportedly in an act of defiance against Islamic terrorism, especially those who have seen combat in the Middle East, as Hegseth has. An American soldier with a Kafir tattoo might be interpreted as a provocation--essentially, I'm an infidel. Come and get me. Taylor reads Hegseth's Kafir tattoo as "a signal of aggression towards Islam and embracing Islamic aggression towards himself." When Hegseth's three tattoos are taken together, Taylor said, "it's not hard to interpret what he's trying to signal."



Maybe both Hegseth and Kent have bad luck and got their tattoos without knowing what they might signal. Maybe they just don't care about the possible darker implications. But this is the constant problem of trying to make sense of the signs from people in Trump's orbit--the recurrent use of white supremacists' favorite sequence of numbers, ambiguous (and sometimes unambiguous) Nazi salutes, and other dog-whistling. How much benefit of the doubt really should be given? At some point, there's not a lot of room to interpret things any other way. As of 2024, Hegseth was a member of the Tennessee congregation of an Idaho-based church run by a Christian nationalist. He has appeared to express support for a relatively niche theocratic ideology that advocates for laws to be subordinate to the perspectives of Christian conservatism. Kent, in addition to associating with Fuentes during his first congressional campaign, was interviewed by the Nazi sympathizer Greyson Arnold. (Following the interview, a campaign spokesperson said that Kent was unaware of Arnold's beliefs.)



Trump's White House operates on inconsistency. High prices on consumer goods are bad, unless they are the result of the tariffs. Unelected bureaucrats must be excised from the government, unless they are Elon Musk and his team at DOGE. Free speech is a tenet of American values that is to be vehemently upheld, unless people say things that Donald Trump does not like. Tattoos matter. Except they also don't. They are a sufficient admission of guilt--sufficient enough to disqualify you for due process, even--unless you are part of Trump's team. If you're on the losing side, there is no recourse. If you're on the winning side, there are no consequences.



This article previously misstated the name of Alexa Henning, a deputy chief of staff at the Office of the Director of National Intelligence. It has been updated to include additional context about Joseph Kent's military service. 
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The Judiciary Pushback Against Trump's Agenda

How courts across the country have responded to the president's immigration agenda

by The Editors




Donald Trump is shaking up his Cabinet, while his immigration agenda faces mounting pushback from the courts. Panelists on Washington Week With The Atlantic joined to discuss.

A Trump-appointed federal judge in Texas has called the administration's use of the Alien Enemies Act "unlawful"--and was among other judges from across the country who have ruled against the president.

"The defining fact of the first three months of this second term of Trump is that so many of the institutions that so successfully opposed him in the first term have been absent or in retreat," Michael Scherer, an Atlantic staff writer, said last night. "The one exception to that is the legal process." Although judges "operate at a different tempo than politicians or executive orders," he added, "you have seen in the last few weeks a really dramatic move by the judiciary to step in."

Joining the guest moderator and White House correspondent at PBS News Hour, Laura Barron-Lopez, to discuss this and more: Leigh Ann Caldwell, the chief Washington correspondent at Puck; Michael Scherer, a staff writer at The Atlantic; Ali Vitali, the host of Way Too Early on MSNBC; Alexander Ward, a national-security reporter at The Wall Street Journal.

Watch the full episode here.
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Now Is Not the Time to Eat Bagged Lettuce

Food safety in America is under attack.

by Nicholas Florko




When you think of food poisoning, perhaps what first comes to mind is undercooked chicken, spoiled milk, or oysters. Personally, I remember the time I devoured a sushi boat as a high-school senior and found myself calling for my mommy in the early hours of the morning.



But don't overlook your vegetable crisper. In terms of foodborne illness, leafy greens stand alone. In 2022, they were identified as the cause of five separate multistate foodborne-illness outbreaks, more than any other food. Romaine lettuce has a particularly bad reputation, and for good reason. In 2018, tainted romaine killed five people and induced kidney failure in another 27. Last year, an E. coli outbreak tied to--you guessed it--romaine sent 36 people to the hospital across 15 states. Perhaps ironically, the bags of shredded lettuce that promise to be pre-washed and ready to eat are riskier than whole heads of romaine.



Eating romaine lettuce is especially a gamble right now. Although America's system for tracking and responding to foodborne illnesses has been woefully neglected for decades, it has recently been further undermined. The Biden administration cut funding for food inspections, and the Trump White House's attempts to ruthlessly thin the federal workforce have made the future of food safety even murkier. The system faces so many stressors, food-safety experts told me, that regulators may miss cases of foodborne illness, giving Americans a false sense of security. If there's one thing you can do right now to help protect yourself, it's this: swearing off bagged, prechopped lettuce.

Read: The onion problem

Americans aren't suddenly falling sick en masse from romaine lettuce, or anything else. "There's just millions of these bags that go out with no problem," David Acheson, a former FDA food-safety official who now advises food companies (including lettuce producers), told me. But what's most disturbing of late is the government's lackadaisical approach to alerting the public of potential threats. Consider the romaine-lettuce outbreak last year. Americans became aware of the outbreak only last month, when NBC News obtained an internal report from the FDA. The agency reportedly did not publicize the outbreak or release the names of the companies that produced the lettuce because the threat was over by the time the FDA determined the cause. The rationale almost seems reasonable--until you realize that Americans can't determine what foods are, or aren't, safe without knowing just how often they make people sick. (A spokesperson for the FDA didn't respond to a request for comment.)



In that information void, forgoing bagged lettuce is a bit like wearing a seat belt. In the same way that you likely don't entirely avoid riding in a car because of the risk of an accident, it's unnecessary to swear off all romaine because it could one day make you sick. Lettuce and other leafy greens are full of nutrients, and abandoning them is not a win for your health. That doesn't mean, however, that you shouldn't practice harm reduction. Buying whole heads of lettuce might just be the life hack that keeps you from hacking up your Caesar salad.



Bagged lettuce ups the odds of getting a tainted product. When you buy a single head of lettuce, you're making a bet that that exact crop hasn't been infected. But the process of making prechopped lettuce essentially entails putting whole heads through a wood chipper. Once a single infected head enters that machine, the pieces of the infected lettuce stick around, and it's likely that subsequent heads will become infected. "Buying a head of romaine lettuce is like taking a bath with your significant other; buying a bag of romaine lettuce is like swimming in a swimming pool in Las Vegas," Bill Marler, a food-safety lawyer, told me.



There's also some evidence that chopping romaine makes the lettuce more susceptible to pathogens. One study that tested the growth of E. coli on purposefully infected romaine found that within four hours of cutting the lettuce into large chunks, the amount of E. coli on the plant increased more than twice as much as on the uncut lettuce. Shredding the lettuce was even worse; the E. coli on that plant increased elevenfold over the same time period. The theory for why this occurs is similar to the reason cuts make people more susceptible to infection; essentially, cutting romaine breaks the outer protective layer of the lettuce, making it easier for bacteria to proliferate. (This experiment was done in relatively hot temperatures, so your chopped lettuce is likely safer if you keep it refrigerated. But the convenience of pre-shredded lettuce still comes with yet another additional risk.)

Read: The dilemma at the center of McDonald's E. Coli outbreak

And no, washing your bagged lettuce rigorously is not the answer. If it's infected, only a thorough cooking is going to kill the bacteria and protect you from getting sick. Rinsing your vegetables is "a mitigation step that's reducing risk, but it is not a guarantee," Benjamin Chapman, a food-safety expert at North Carolina State University, told me. Buying whole heads of lettuce is an imperfect solution to a major problem, but it's the best thing consumers can do as regulators have continued to drop the ball on food safety. A lot of lettuce is contaminated by irrigation water that comes from nearby feedlots, and yet it has taken the FDA a decade to enforce water-quality standards for most crops. The FDA has also continually fallen behind on its own inspection goals. A January report from the Government Accountability Office, the government's internal watchdog, found that the FDA has consistently missed its targets for conducting routine food inspections since 2018.



Politicians of both parties have seemed content to make cuts to an already overstressed system. Late last year, the Biden administration announced that it was cutting $34 million in funding to states to carry out routine inspections of farms and factories on behalf of the FDA, reportedly because the agency's budget needed to make up for inflation. And under Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the FDA is now making steep funding and staff cuts. Although the Trump administration has claimed that no actual food inspectors will be laid off as a result of government downsizing, there's already evidence that the moves will, in fact, make it harder for the government to respond when illnesses strike. Spending freezes and cuts to administrative staff have reportedly made it more difficult for FDA inspectors to travel to farms, and for them to purchase sample products in grocery stores for testing. A committee tasked with exploring a range of food-safety questions, including probing what strains of E. coli cause bloody diarrhea and kidney failure, has been shut down, and a key food-safety lab in San Francisco has been hit with wide-scale layoffs, according to The New York Times. (Employees at the San Francisco lab told me that they are now being hired back.)



Skipping prechopped bagged lettuce might sound like neurotic advice, but a leafy-green outbreak is almost guaranteed to occur in the coming months. One seems to happen every fall, and it'll be up to RFK Jr. to respond. Although Kennedy has promised to foster a culture of radical transparency at the federal health agencies, his first months on the job haven't been reassuring. The staff at the FDA's main communications department--employees typically tasked with briefing national news outlets during outbreaks--have been fired. So have staff at public-record offices. Government updates on the ongoing bird-flu outbreak have virtually stopped. It's reasonable to assume that the Trump administration will take a similar "see no evil, hear no evil, speak no evil" approach to foods that can make us sick.



"I'm really worried that we are going to see the number of outbreaks, and the number of illnesses, go down--and it has nothing to do with the safety of the food supply," Barbara Kowalcyk, the director of the Institute for Food Safety and Nutrition Security at George Washington University, told me. "It just means if you don't look for something, you don't find it." With so much uncertainty about food safety, busting out a knife and chopping some lettuce beats a trip to the hospital, or a night hugging the toilet.
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'It's All Cronyism Going Forward'

A flu researcher the Trump administration elevated to power will now benefit from a massive funding award.

by Katherine J. Wu





 Matthew J. Memoli has had an exceptionally good year.



At the beginning of January, Memoli was a relatively little-known flu researcher running a small lab at the National Institute for Allergy and Infectious Diseases (NIAID) at the National Institutes of Health. Then the Trump administration handpicked him to be the acting director of the $48 billion federal agency, a role in which he oversaw pauses in award payments, the mass cancellation of grants, the defunding of clinical trials, and the firing of thousands of employees. Now the NIH's principal deputy director, Memoli will soon see his own research thrive as it never has before: He and a close collaborator, Jeffery Taubenberger, also at the NIH, recently approached Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. to pitch their research, three current and former NIH officials familiar with the matter told me. And as The Wall Street Journal reported on Thursday, the pair are now set to be awarded up to $500 million for their in-house vaccine research. (All of the current and former NIH officials I spoke with for this story requested anonymity out of fear of professional retribution from the federal government.)



In a press release last week, the Department of Health and Human Services described the award's goal as developing universal vaccines against flu viruses, coronaviruses, and other "pandemic-prone viruses"--at face value, a worthwhile investment. Universal vaccines are designed to guard against multiple strains of a virus at once, including, ideally, versions of a pathogen that haven't yet caused outbreaks.



But this particular course toward pandemic prevention is shortsighted and suspect, several vaccine researchers and immunologists told me, especially when the administration has been gutting HHS staff and stripping funds away from hundreds of other infectious-disease-focused projects. As described in the press release, this new project, dubbed Generation Gold Standard, appears to rely on only one vaccination strategy, and not a particularly novel one, several researchers told me. And the way the award was granted represents a stark departure from the government's traditional model of assembling panels of independent scientific experts to consider an array of research strategies, and simultaneously funding several projects at separate institutions, in the hopes that at least one might succeed. Memoli's involvement in this latest award "is clearly someone taking advantage of the system," one official told me.



When I reached out to HHS and Memoli for comment, they gave conflicting accounts of Generation Gold Standard. An HHS spokesperson confirmed to me that the sum of the award was $500 million and referred only to Memoli and Taubenberger's vaccine technology when discussing the initiative, describing it as "developed entirely by government scientists." Memoli, in contrast, wrote to me in an email that the $500 million sum would "support more than one project," including partners within NIH and outside the agency, and described Generation Gold Standard as "a large-scale investment in a host of research." When I asked HHS for clarification, the spokesperson told me that the funding "will support multiple projects," adding that "the first initiative focuses on influenza." The spokesperson and Memoli did not respond to questions about the criteria for other projects to be included in this initiative or the timeline on which they will be solicited or funded.



Neither Memoli nor Taubenberger's work has ever received this level of financial attention. Both have spent much of their careers running small labs at NIAID. Taubenberger, who did not respond to a request for comment, has long been respected in the field of virology; a few years ago, he received widespread recognition for uncovering and sequencing the flu virus that caused the 1918 flu pandemic. Last month, he was also named the acting director of NIAID, after its previous director, Jeanne Marrazzo, was ousted by the Trump administration. He has frequently collaborated with Memoli, whose work has flown more under the radar.



Memoli's appointment to acting director was also unorthodox: Prior to January, he had no experience overseeing grants or running a large federal agency. He had, though, criticized COVID-vaccine mandates as "extraordinarily problematic" in an email to Anthony Fauci in 2021; Jay Bhattacharya, now the head of NIH, praised Memoli on social media for the scuffle, calling him "a brave man who stood up when it was hard." And last year, during an internal NIH review, Memoli described the term DEI--another Trump-administration bugaboo--as "offensive and demeaning."



Memoli and Taubenberger's vaccine technology could end up yielding an effective product. It relies on a type of vaccine composed of whole viruses that have been chemically inactivated; at least one of the vaccines under development has undergone safety testing, and has some encouraging preliminary data behind it. But flu viruses mutate often, hop frequently across species, and are tricky to durably vaccinate against; although scientists have been trying to concoct a universal-flu-vaccine recipe for decades, none have succeeded. When the goal is this lofty, and the path there this difficult, the smartest and most efficient way to succeed is to "fund as broadly as you can," Deepta Bhattacharya, an immunologist at the University of Arizona (who is unrelated to Jay Bhattacharya), told me. That strategy has long been core to the mission of the NIH, which spends the majority of its budget powering research outside the agency itself.



Memoli and Taubenberger's whole, inactivated virus strategy is also "not exactly cutting-edge," Bhattacharya said. The technology is decades old and has been tried before by many other scientists--and has since mostly fallen out of favor. Newer technologies tend to be more effective, faster to produce, and less likely to cause side effects. And the pair's vaccine candidates have yet to clear the point at which many immunizations fail in clinical trials; usually, funding of this magnitude is reserved for projects that already have strong data to suggest that they're effective at reducing disease or infection, Bhattacharya said. Already, though, HHS seems confident in how the project will play out, according to its press release: The department is targeting FDA approval for at least one of the vaccines in 2029, and claims that the vaccines will be adaptable for other respiratory viruses (such as RSV and parainfluenza). But no published evidence supports the technology's compatibility with those other viruses.



Multiple vaccine experts told me that Memoli and Taubenberger's work is not, on its own, a $500 million initiative; half a billion dollars would be "a truly absurd amount of money" for any single research initiative, one NIH official told me. NIH labs are usually funded by the agency institutes they're based in, and given much smaller budgets: For fiscal year 2025, NIAID sought just $879 million of its total $6.6 billion budget for its roughly 130 internal research groups. At a recent meeting of NIAID leadership, even Taubenberger admitted that he was shocked by the sheer dollar amount that the initial HHS announcement had tied to his platform, an official who attended that meeting told me.



In their responses to me, both Memoli and HHS claimed that the $500 million would eventually fund multiple projects. But neither would respond to questions about how that other research would be identified or how much money would be directed to Memoli and Taubenberger's work, which was the only research mentioned in HHS's announcement of the initiative. Memoli and Taubenberger's vaccine does appear to be Generation Gold Standard's linchpin: Memoli and the HHS spokesperson both said that their project would be the initiative's main starting point. That still puts "a lot of eggs in one basket," Marion Pepper, an immunologist at the University of Washington, told me. If Memoli and Taubenberger's vaccine technology fails, without clear alternatives, the country may be especially vulnerable when the next big outbreak hits.



At the start of the coronavirus pandemic, one NIH official pointed out to me, the first Trump administration did pour billions into developing mRNA-based vaccines--a new technology that was, at the time, unproven. The government invested especially heavily into the pharmaceutical company Moderna, which has continued to receive substantial federal grants for its mRNA vaccine work. (HHS, however, is now reportedly considering pulling funds from one of Moderna's contracts, worth nearly $600 million, awarded to develop vaccines against flu viruses that could cause pandemics, such as the H5N1 bird flu.) But the early data on mRNA vaccines, and the speedy manufacturing timeline they promised, made them "a smart bet," the official said. "I'm not sure Memoli's is."



While funding Moderna, the government also distributed its resources elsewhere--including to several other types of immunizations, made by several other companies, all of them with massive research teams and a long history of scaling up vaccine technology and running enormous clinical trials. The new initiative, meanwhile, appears to come at the expense of other vaccine-related work that was already in motion. The money for Generation Gold Standard, one NIH official told me, comes from HHS's Biomedical Advanced Research and Development Authority (BARDA), and was reallocated from funds originally set aside for Project NextGen, a $5 billion Biden-administration initiative to develop new COVID-19 vaccines and therapeutics. The HHS spokesperson told me that the shuffling of funds "realigns BARDA with its core mission: preparing for all flu viral pathogens, not just COVID-19," and called Project NextGen "wasteful." (SARS-CoV-2, the coronavirus that causes COVID-19, is not a flu virus.)



NIH leaders are well within their rights to funnel money toward favored scientific pursuits. Francis Collins, who served as director until 2021, wasn't shy about pushing through the NIH's neuroscience-focused BRAIN Initiative or the All of Us precision-medicine program. Monica Bertagnolli, who until January directed the NIH, kick-started the health-equity-focused CARE for Health program and advanced a Biden White House initiative on women's health. But those programs funded a wide array of projects--and none concentrated resources of this scale on any single NIH leader's own work. Taubenberger is also listed as an inventor on a patent on the vaccine technology, which isn't unusual in vaccine research, but it means that he could be set up to directly benefit from HHS's huge investment. (When I asked Memoli if he and Taubenberger might both receive royalties from a commercialization of their vaccine technology, he noted that he was not listed as an inventor and had "no right to royalties on that particular patent.")



Heavily funding in-house vaccine research does align, in one way, with the apparent priorities of Kennedy, who has railed against the influence of private companies on medicine. The press release about this "gold standard" vaccine project brags that the technology is "fully government-owned and NIH-developed," which "ensures radical transparency, public accountability, and freedom from commercial conflicts of interest." The statement also notes that one of the vaccine technology's assets is its "traditional" approach--a potential appeal to Kennedy's skepticism of newer vaccine technologies, one NIH official told me. (Kennedy has been critical of COVID-19 vaccines and recently falsely claimed that vaccines that target only one part of a respiratory pathogen--so called single-antigen vaccines--don't work.)



Kennedy, a longtime anti-vaccine activist, does not appear to have sought out vaccine research to fund, though. Memoli "is really the one who has pushed this ahead," one NIH official told me: A few weeks ago, he dispatched Taubenberger to brief Kennedy on the pair's work. (Memoli did not respond to questions about this briefing or about how he had solicited so much of Kennedy's support.) No matter the instigator, though, the outcome sends an unsettling message to the rest of the American research community--"the only way to overcome HHS priorities is to be part of the inner circle," the University of Arizona's Bhattacharya told me. One NIH official put it more bluntly: "It's very clear it's all cronyism going forward."
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How the World Became Awash in Synthetics

It started in 1934, with a PR crisis.

by Mariah Blake




During the crucial early weeks of pregnancy, when fetal cells knit themselves into a brain and organs and fingers and lips, a steady flow of man-made chemicals pulses through the umbilical cord. Scientists once believed that the placenta filtered out most of these pollutants, but now they know that is not the case. Along with nutrients and oxygen, numerous synthetic substances travel to the womb, permeating the fetus's blood and tissues. This is why, from their very first moments of life, every American newborn carries a slew of synthetic chemicals in their body.

Crucially, many of these chemicals have never been tested for safety. Of those that have, some are known to cause cancer or impede fetal development. Others alter the levels of hormones in the womb, causing subtle changes to a baby's brain and organs that may not be apparent at birth but can lead to a wide variety of ailments, including cancer, heart disease, infertility, early puberty, reduced IQ, and neurological disorders such as ADHD. How did we end up in this situation, where every child is born pre-polluted? The answer lies in America's fervor for the synthetic materials that, beginning in the mid-20th century, reshaped our entire society--and in the cunning methods that chemical makers used to ensure their untrammeled spread.

It began in 1934, when the munitions company DuPont was struggling to rescue its reputation. A new blockbuster book, Merchants of Death, argued that the company had unduly influenced America's decision to enter World War I, then reaped exorbitant profits by supplying its products to America's enemies and Allied forces alike. Meanwhile, a congressional probe had uncovered a bizarre plot--allegedly funded by DuPont and other companies that opposed the New Deal--to overthrow the U.S. government and install a Mussolini-style dictatorship. Almost overnight, DuPont became a national pariah.

In response, the company hired a legendary PR consultant who concluded that there was only one way DuPont could escape the controversy: by transforming itself in the public's mind from a maker of deadly munitions into a source of marvelous inventions that benefited the general public. In 1938, the company debuted the first of these revolutionary materials: nylon, which could be spun into fibers "as strong as steel, as fine as the spider's web," a DuPont executive declared at the unveiling. The company's wildly popular exhibit at the 1939 New York World's Fair featured a shapely Miss Chemistry rising out of a test tube in a nylon evening gown and stockings. When nylon stockings went on sale in 1940, they sold out almost immediately.

But it wasn't until World War II that synthetics really took off. Faced with shortages of natural materials such as steel and rubber, the U.S. government spent huge sums developing synthetic materials and expanding the assembly lines of chemical companies so that they could produce the quantities needed for global warfare. After the conflict, industry transformed these substances into a cornucopia of household goods. The plastic polyethylene, used to coat radar cable during the war, became Tupperware, Hula-Hoops, and grocery bags. An exotic new family of chemicals developed through the top-secret Manhattan Project showed up in products such as Scotchgard fabric protector. These substances, known to scientists as perfluoroalkyl and polyfluoroalkyl substances, or PFAS, gave ordinary goods uncanny resistance to grease, stains, water, and heat. They soon found their way into thousands of household items.

With the world suddenly awash in synthetics, people had access to a huge variety of low-cost goods--and this brought thousands of new chemicals into American homes. Most people didn't give much thought to the implications. But manufacturers sponsored research on the health effects of the new substances they were using, much of it performed in the laboratory of Robert Kehoe, a toxicologist with a quasi-religious faith in the power of technological progress to solve society's problems.

When I visited Kehoe's archives at the University of Cincinnati, they were brimming with unpublished reports linking synthetic chemicals to a wide variety of health problems. Kehoe believed that the secrecy was justified. These chemicals, he argued in a 1963 essay that I found among his papers, would be desperately needed to "feed, clothe and house those who will populate this bountiful land in succeeding generations." Given that the science was still developing, he wrote, focusing the public's attention on the chemicals' toxicity would be "neither wise nor kind."

But by the 1950s, the emerging scientific consensus was that many man-made chemicals could disrupt key bodily functions, making them harmful at lower doses than ordinary poisons. A small but vocal group of activists began raising concerns about the lack of testing for chemicals in the food supply. They found an advocate in James Delaney, a Democratic congressman from New York, who formed a committee to investigate the issue. One of his lead witnesses was Wilhelm Hueper, a former DuPont pathologist who, according to his unpublished autobiography, had warned his employer of the link between synthetic chemicals and cancer as early as the '30s. During his testimony, Hueper argued that because synthetic compounds could be damaging in minuscule doses and the effects were cumulative, no level of exposure to them could be presumed safe. He advised the lawmakers to require that chemicals in food be "tested for toxic and possibly carcinogenic properties," and to ban those that cause cancer.

The titans of American industry had other ideas. Aided by the PR firm that would later pioneer Big Tobacco's campaign to discredit the science on the harms of smoking, chemical companies lobbied lawmakers, hosted all-expenses-paid conferences for journalists, and placed pro-industry science materials in public-school classrooms, according to meetings minutes from the chemical industry's main trade association. These efforts paid off. In 1958, when Congress passed a law requiring safety testing for chemicals that wound up in food, the thousands of substances already in use were presumed to be safe and grandfathered in.

One of those substances was Teflon, which is made with PFAS, or forever chemicals, as they are now known. According to correspondence in Kehoe's files, DuPont had previously avoided marketing it for use in most consumer goods because of toxicity concerns. Workers who inhaled Teflon fumes developed flu-like symptoms. When scientists in Kehoe's lab exposed dogs, guinea pigs, rabbits, and mice to the gases Teflon emitted when heated, many died within minutes, according to an unpublished 1954 report. But because Teflon's ingredients had been grandfathered in, the company no longer needed to prove its safety to the government--only its benefits to customers. In 1959, it invited a reporter from Popular Science to its Wilmington, Delaware, headquarters for a pancake demonstration using a prototype Teflon pan. According to the magazine, the cakes came out nicely brown and left no crusty residue, "because the pan was lined with Teflon, a remarkable fluorocarbon plastic" that was "as slippery as ice on ice." By 1962, DuPont-branded Happy Pans were flying off store shelves.

That same year, the naturalist Rachel Carson published Silent Spring, introducing the public to the disquieting idea that man-made chemicals were inundating people's bodies. Most of the research Carson had drawn on wasn't new. It was the same data that scientists such as Hueper--whom Carson cited at length--had developed decades earlier, but Carson was the first to pull it all together for a broad audience. The grassroots environmental movement ignited by Silent Spring led to the creation of the EPA in 1970 and, six years later, the passage of the Toxic Substances Control Act, which gave the agency power to regulate chemicals. Thanks to aggressive industry lobbying, the law was appallingly lax. Manufacturers weren't required to proactively test new chemicals for safety except in rare cases, and once again, existing chemicals were grandfathered in.

By the time of the bill's passage, DuPont and another manufacturer, the Minnesota-based 3M, had discovered that PFAS were accumulating in the blood of people around the country. Internal industry studies from this period showed that the chemicals refused to break down in the environment--meaning that every molecule the companies produced would linger on the planet for millennia. The chemicals were also found to build up rapidly in the food chain and lead to devastating health effects in lab animals. One 1978 study of PFAS in monkeys had to be aborted two months early because all of the monkeys died.

When DuPont and 3M began investigating the chemicals' effect on workers, the results were even more troubling. A 1981 study of "pregnancy outcomes" among women in DuPont's Teflon factory, which was later revealed through litigation, found that two of seven pregnant workers gave birth to babies with serious facial deformities, a "statistically significant excess" over the birth-defects rate in the general population. But rather than alerting employees or the public, the company simply abandoned the research.

A spokesperson for DuPont, which in 2015 spun off the division that made PFAS as part of a major restructuring, told me that he was "not in a position to speak to products that were or are a part of businesses that are owned by other independent, publicly traded companies." A spokesperson for 3M said, "Over the decades, 3M has shared significant information about PFAS, including by publishing many of its findings regarding PFAS in publicly available journals dating back to the 1970s," and added that 3M is on target to remove PFAS from its manufacturing globally by the end of 2025.

Limiting the use of PFAS now, however, doesn't change how far the chemicals, and their damages, have already spread. A large body of research by independent scientists has linked forever chemicals to serious health problems, including obesity, infertility, testicular cancer, thyroid disease, neurological problems, immune suppression, and life-threatening pregnancy complications. Researchers tracking the spread of PFAS have found that they suffuse the blood of polar bears in the Arctic, eagles in the American wilderness, and fish in the depths of the ocean. They permeate snow on Mount Everest and breast milk in rural Ghana. A 2022 study of rainwater around the world found that levels of the two best-known PFAS alone were high enough to endanger the health of people and ecosystems everywhere. Less than a century after these chemicals entered the world, nowhere is pristine.



This article has been adapted from Mariah Blake's forthcoming book, They Poisoned the World: Life and Death in the Age of Forever Chemicals.
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Breakfast Is Breaking

The classic American version hasn't changed much in a century. Now it faces an identity crisis.

by Yasmin Tayag




In the morning weekday rush, any breakfast will suffice. A bowl of cereal, buttered toast, yogurt with granola--maybe avocado toast, if you're feeling fancy. But when there's time for something heartier, nothing satisfies like the classic American breakfast plate, soothing for both stomach and soul. No matter where you get the meal--at home, a diner, a local brunch spot--it's pleasingly consistent in form and price: eggs, toast, potatoes, and some kind of salty, reddish meat, with orange juice and coffee on the side. Pancakes, if you're really hungry. If you're craving a filling, greasy, and relatively cheap meal, look no further than an all-American breakfast.

The classic breakfast hasn't changed in roughly a century. A Los Angeles breakfast menu from the 1930s closely resembles that of my neighborhood greasy spoon in New York; diners from Pittsburgh to Portland offer up pretty much the same plate. The meal's long-lived uniformity--so rare as food habits have moved from meatloaf and Jell-O cake to banh mi and panettone--was made possible by abundance: Each of its ingredients has long been accessible and affordable in the United States.

But lately, breakfast diehards like me have noticed a troubling change. At my neighborhood diner, a breakfast plate that cost $11.50 in 2020 now costs $14--and it isn't just because of inflation. Although all kinds of food have gotten more expensive in recent years, traditional breakfast has had a particularly rough go of it. The cost of eggs has soared; supply shortages have driven coffee and orange-juice prices to historic highs. And that's not even taking President Donald Trump's tariffs into account. "Milk, sausage, certainly not coffee--these things are not going to get cheaper," Jason Miller, a supply-chain-management professor at Michigan State University who researches the impact of tariffs, told me. The stream of staples that have made American breakfast so cheap for so long is now starting to sputter.

Breakfast can symbolize an entire nation: the full English, the French omelet, Belgian waffles. In many ways, America's plate chronicles the nation's history. Reverence for bacon and eggs was partly inherited from the English; a vigorous public-relations campaign later cemented its popularity. In the 18th century, the Boston Tea Party helped tip the nation permanently toward coffee, and Scotch-Irish settlers kick-started American potato growing in New Hampshire. With the Industrial Revolution, access to these and other breakfast foods exploded: Bacon was packed onto trains carrying mass-produced eggs, milk, and potatoes across the country. In 1945, the invention of frozen concentrated orange juice gave all Americans a taste of Florida.

But if breakfast was once a story of American innovation and plenty, it is now something different. No food captures the changes better than eggs. Since 2023, bird flu has wiped out henhouses, leading to egg shortages that have intermittently made buying a carton eye-wateringly expensive. Profiteering in the egg industry may also be keeping prices high: "When there are these horrible bird-flu outbreaks, the producers are actually making a lot more profit," Miller said. After peaking at more than $8 for a dozen in February, the wholesale cost of eggs has come down, but a carton still costs double what it did at the start of 2020.

Ordering eggs at a restaurant will put even more of a dent in your wallet. Earlier this year, the breakfast chain Waffle House imposed a temporary 50-cent "egg surcharge," and Denny's followed suit with a surcharge that varies by region. (Denny's and Waffle House did not respond to a request for comment.) At restaurants, the price of eggs probably won't return to pre-bird-flu levels anytime soon, even when outbreaks subside. "In general, stuff tends to not get cheaper," Miller said. And any reprieve from egg shortages is likely to be short-lived: Scientists predict that bird-flu outbreaks will return year after year, unless the virus is brought under control. Until that changes, the tradition of centering eggs in the morning meal will be costly to uphold.

Another factor endangering the classic breakfast is climate change. The global coffee supply has fallen precipitously because of extreme weather in Brazil and Vietnam, which together produce more than half the world's beans. Since January 2020, the shortages have driven up the retail price of ground coffee by 75 percent. So far, coffee importers have shouldered most of the rising costs to shield consumers, but "eventually something has to give," Miller said. Orange juice is likewise drying up. As I wrote in February, all-American orange juice barely exists anymore because Florida's citrus production has plummeted 92 percent in the past two decades. The spread of an incurable disease and a spate of grove-destroying hurricanes have forced juice companies to rely heavily on oranges imported from Brazil and Mexico. Climate change has also messed with the supply of non-breakfast food, such as chocolate, but it has particularly hammered our morning routines. Even add-ons to the classic breakfast, such as bananas and blueberries, have been in short supply because of extreme weather.

And now the syrup on the pancake: Trump's trade war is poised to make matters worse. The current 10 percent tariff on most imported goods is just a preview of what could come this summer, if the president's wider reciprocal tariffs take effect. You can't exactly grow coffee in Iowa; most of America's supply is imported from Latin America, and the rest from Vietnam, which could face a 46 percent tariff. Eggs and orange juice are easy to think of as all-American products, but imports have shored up our supply. The Trump administration has turned to Turkey and South Korea to help keep eggs in stock at your grocery store, but bringing over those cartons might soon be subject to steep tariffs.

Even potatoes aren't immune. Though spuds are the most widely produced vegetable in the U.S., Americans love them so much that the country has become a net importer of them: Canada alone provided $375 million worth of potatoes in 2024. All of those potatoes need to be cooked somehow--often, in canola oil also produced in Canada. Most Canadian foods are exempt from tariffs for now, but considering Trump's ongoing feud with our northern neighbor, taxes seem like only a matter of time. Even if you don't eat the classic American breakfast, tariffs are likely coming for your morning meal: Bananas, avocados, berries, maple syrup, and lox, among other foods, are at risk of price increases from tariffs.

Some elements of the breakfast plate are safe--for now. America is a grain-producing powerhouse, so foods such as toast, pancakes, and waffles aren't expected to become wildly pricey. Bacon and sausage will probably be fine too; if China stops importing U.S. pork as a result of the trade war, there will be an even bigger supply at home, Miller said. A tariff-ridden future could shift more homegrown foods onto the breakfast plate: sausage and pancakes, ham and toast, with a glass of milk to wash it down. Of course, people eat plenty of other foods for breakfast, and these alternatives may just become more popular: Greek yogurt, oatmeal, cereal. Still, a crucial part of breakfast that can't be overlooked is the cookware used to make it. The majority of America's toasters, microwaves, coffee makers, juicers, and pans come from China, which currently faces a 145 percent tariff.

Yes, seemingly everything has become more expensive in recent years, and tariffs risk raising the cost of many goods. But it hurts most when higher prices affect the things we count on to be inexpensive. The defining characteristic of the American breakfast is not bacon and eggs, or toast or coffee, but its affordability. Diners proliferated near factories because working-class people knew they could fill up on a classic plate after an overnight shift without fretting about the cost. Now stepping out for a diner breakfast can require a level of budgeting once reserved for fancy brunch.

Whether or not a trade war escalates, the notion of the classic American breakfast is in peril--as is the vision of the nation it once symbolized. The forces affecting orange juice, coffee, and eggs are far harder to control than economic hostility. For the time being, eggs, bacon, and all of the other foods that make up the American breakfast are still available. But if the plate is no longer cheap, it just won't be the same.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2025/05/american-breakfast-eggs-tariffs/682700/?utm_source=feed
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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 benefits. 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 Health Science Center 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 piece originally misstated Sudha Seshadri's affiliation.
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How Scientists Can Be Good Citizens

We have a responsibility to ensure that our discoveries are used in the public interest. That isn't always easy.

by Alan Lightman, Martin Rees




On July 3, 1945, 10 German scientists who had worked on Germany's nuclear program were interned by the Allies at a country mansion called Farm Hall, in Godmanchester, England, about 20 miles northwest of Cambridge. The purpose of incarcerating the physicists was to find out how close Nazi Germany had been to building an atomic bomb, and possibly also to keep them from falling into the hands of the Russians.

The scientists included Otto Hahn, who in 1938 had discovered that uranium could fission and who had received the Nobel Prize in 1944; Werner Heisenberg, one of the inventors of quantum mechanics and a Nobel Prize winner in 1932; and Friedrich von Weizsacker, who made important contributions to the physics of energy production in stars.

Roughly one month later, on the afternoon of August 6, 1945, the German scientists learned that an atomic bomb had been dropped on Hiroshima. At first, they didn't believe the news, as they had previously concluded that the construction of such a weapon would be prohibitively expensive. Then, as more information began trickling in, they accepted that it was true. Otto Hahn would later describe feeling enormous guilt that "his greatest scientific discovery now bears the taint of unimaginable horror." A remarkable conversation followed between Heisenberg and von Weizsacker about the ethics of science and responsibilities of scientists, one that took place during the incarceration at Farm Hall.

"The word 'guilt' does not really apply," Heisenberg said to von Weizsacker, "even though all of us were links in the causal chain that led to this great tragedy. Otto Hahn and all of us have merely played our part in the development of modern science ... We know from experience that it can lead to good or to evil." Then von Weizsacker responded:

There will, of course, be quite a few who will contend that science has gone far enough ... They may, of course, be right, but all those who think like them fail to grasp that, in the modern world, man's life has come to depend on the development of science. If we were to turn our backs on the continuous extension of knowledge, the number of people inhabiting the earth in the fairly near future would have to be cut down radically ... For the present, the development of science is a vital need of all mankind, so that any individual contributing toward it cannot be called guilty. Our task, now as in the past, is to guide this development toward the right ends, to extend the benefits of knowledge to all mankind, not to prevent the development itself. Hence the correct question is: What can the individual scientist do to help in this task; what are the precise obligations of the scientific research worker? What is more, we must probably make a clear distinction between the discoverer and the inventor. As a rule, the former cannot predict the practical consequences of his contribution before he actually makes it, the less so as many years may go by before it can be exploited.


Heisenberg then replied that whether discoverer or inventor, "the individual tackling a scientific or technical task must nevertheless try to think of the broader issues. And, indeed, if he did not, why did he exert himself in the first place?"

And von Weizsacker again: "In that case, if [the scientist] wants to act for the best and not just leave it at noble thoughts, he will probably have to play a more deliberate part in public life, try to have a greater say in public affairs. Perhaps we should welcome this trend, for inasmuch as scientific and technical advances serve the good of society, those responsible for them will be given a greater say than they currently enjoy. Obviously, this does not mean that physicists or technicians could make better political decisions than the politicians themselves. But their scientific work has taught them to be objective and factual, and, what is more important, to keep the wider context in view."



The ethics of science and the responsibilities of scientists do not have simple formulations or prescriptions. Yet the questions that animated Heisenberg and von Weizsacker 80 years ago are as urgent as ever today. The role of scientists in their society is especially relevant when science and evidence-based thinking are under attack, and scientists are sometimes portrayed as driven by financial or political interests.

Heisenberg said that modern science can lead to good or to evil. But sometimes defining the "good" is not easy. For example, is it morally justified to build a weapon to kill people, if by killing a few, we can save the lives of many? Is it morally justified to alter the DNA of human embryos in order to make the resulting human beings smarter or more athletic? Should a scientist stop working on a fundamental research problem, such as how memory is stored in the brain or the behavior of solid matter under extreme pressure, if she thinks that it might lead to harmful applications?

Our view is that science and the technology resulting from science do not have values in themselves. It is we human beings who possess values. And we should employ those values in how we use science and technology. (In this view, we disagree with the AI entrepreneur Mustafa Suleyman, who argues in his recent book, The Coming Wave, that technology is inherently political.) The "good" referred to by Heisenberg probably meant--as it does for many people--increasing the well-being (happiness and quality of life) of the largest number of people. And the "bad" diminishes that well-being. We further suggest that scientists, as citizens of their society, have a responsibility to ensure that their discoveries and innovations are used for good and not for bad. Such a responsibility, of course, means that scientists will have to take some time away from their lab benches and equations to engage with the public and with policy makers. We also suggest that scientists, as citizens of the world, share a responsibility to help relieve the world's economic inequalities, including the global South's relative lack of access to energy, food, health care, and technology. As von Weizsacker said, scientists are not policy makers, nor do they have the required skills. But their special expertise and evidence-based thinking should be resources for policy makers to improve the lives of everyone. And, because we live in a scientific and technological age, buffeted by rapid developments in biotechnology, artificial intelligence, and many other areas, scientists have a responsibility to educate the public in scientific matters. Policy makers may often be motivated by self-interest, but ultimately, in democratic societies, they must answer to the public.

In our view, the areas of science and technology now posing the greatest ethical dilemmas and challenges are artificial intelligence, biotechnology and "synthetic biology," advanced medical procedures, and climate change. Artificial intelligence is already revolutionizing many aspects of our lives, including health care, banking, transportation, information exchange, and even warfare. New computer programs are able to learn things by themselves, as well as utilize vast data banks, and will someday become fully autonomous, operating without human input. Biotechnology--the manipulation of biological processes and the DNA of microorganisms to produce novel products--is already being used to create such things as batteries, drugs, improved fertilizer and other agricultural products, and new engineering devices. This rapidly developing field began with the understanding of the structure of DNA in the 1950s. Advanced medical procedures include the ability to edit the DNA of human embryos, extend the lives of permanently bedridden patients, and rapidly sequence and analyze a person's full DNA, revealing psychological tendencies, origins of personality, and potential illnesses.

People sometimes used the word science to include both science and technology, but there is certainly a distinction between "pure science," dedicated to learning the nature of the physical world, and technology, which is the production of materials designed to improve the lives of human beings and solve their problems. (We will later raise the question of whether all technology actually improves the lives of human beings.) Technology might also be called "applied science." Certainly there is not always a clear demarcation between pure and applied science. Many discoveries in pure science later lead to applications, such as the invention of the transistor in 1947 (used in electronic equipment and telecommunication devices), unraveling the structure of DNA in 1953 (now used to identify pathogens, in the treatment of cancer, and in other applications), the discovery of mRNA in 1961 (the basis for the COVID vaccines), and the discovery of carbon nanotubes in 1991 (used to make plastics with enhanced electrical conductivity and for delivering drugs and for the regeneration of nerve cells).

Today we live in a world more dependent on technology than ever before, and ever more vulnerable to its failures or misdirection. To be at ease in this fast-changing world, and to be effective citizens, everyone needs at least a basic grasp of science's concepts and discoveries. Scientific education and communication aren't just for scientists. Obviously pandemics, climate change, and AI have been at the forefront of our minds recently, but policies on health, energy, and the environment all have a scientific dimension. To understand their essence isn't so difficult: Most of us appreciate music even if we can't compose or even perform it. Likewise, the key ideas of science can be accessed and enjoyed by almost everyone; the technicalities may be daunting, but these are less important for most of us, and can be left to the specialists.

In this respect, one of the most frightening outcomes from the recent populist movements across the globe has been the death of facts. In today's "post-truth" era, there is little agreement on what defines reliable sources.

The occupational risk to scientists of their deliberate focus on biotechnology, solid state physics, and artificial intelligence is that they forget that these narrow problems are worthwhile only insofar as they are steps toward answering some big questions. And that is why it is good for scientists to engage with general audiences. In fact, when one discusses the "great unknowns," there is less of a gap between the specialist and the audience. When even the experts haven't much of a clue, they are in a sense in the same position as the public. Even if we scientists explain ourselves badly, we benefit from exposure to general audiences who focus on the big questions and remind us how much we still don't know. Robert Wilson, the radio engineer who made the serendipitous discovery of the cosmic background radiation--which clinched the case for a Big Bang--said that he himself didn't fully appreciate the import of his momentous work until he read an article in The New York Times headlined "The Afterglow of Creation." Good journalists offer a breadth and critical perspective that can, in professional scientists, atrophy through overspecialization, so their work benefits specialists as well as the wider public.

The interconnectedness of today's world, by virtue of global trade, the internet, and global challenges such as climate change, requires scientists to engage with the international community, not only their own society. Our interconnected world depends on elaborate networks: electric-power grids, air-traffic control, international finance, just-in-time delivery, and so forth. Unless these are highly resilient, their manifest benefits could be outweighed by catastrophic (albeit rare) breakdowns cascading through the system. Pandemics can spread at the speed of jet aircraft, causing maximal havoc in the shambolic but growing megacities of the developing world. Social media can spread psychic contagion--rumors and panic--literally at the speed of light. The issues impel us to plan internationally. For example, whether a pandemic gets a global grip may hinge on how quickly a Vietnamese poultry farmer can report any strange sickness. And many other challenges--energy and climate change, for instance--involve multi-decade timescales, plainly far outside the concern and "comfort zone" of most politicians. Nevertheless, politicians need the best "in house" scientific advice in forming their policies. But more than that, these issues should be part of a wide public debate, and such debate must be leveraged by "scientific citizens"--engaging, from all political perspectives, with the media, and with a public attuned to the scope and limit of science.

Scientists can act through campaigning groups, via blogging and journalism, or through political activity. There is a role for national academies too. Politicians, informed by their scientific advisers, should aim to lift long-term global issues higher on the political agenda, where they are habitually trumped by the urgent and parochial. Scientists should present policy options based on a consensus of expert opinion, but if they engage in advocacy, they should recognize that on the economic, social, and ethical aspects of any policy, they speak as citizens and not as experts. Likewise, scientists shouldn't be indifferent to the fruits of their ideas--their creations. They should try to foster benign spin-offs--commercial or otherwise. They should resist, so far as they can, dubious or threatening applications of their work and alert politicians when appropriate. We need to foster a culture of "responsible innovation," especially in fields such as biotech and advanced AI.

Of course, scientists have special obligations over and above their responsibility as citizens. Obviously, ethical obligations confront scientific research itself: avoiding experiments that have even the tiniest risk of leading to catastrophe and respecting a code of ethics when research involves animals or human subjects. But less tractable issues arise when research has ramifications beyond the laboratory and a potential social, economic, and ethical impact that concerns all citizens--or when it reveals a serious but still-unappreciated threat.

One can highlight some fine exemplars from the past: for instance, the atomic scientists who developed the first nuclear weapons during World War II. Fate had assigned them a pivotal role in history. Many of them--men such as Joseph Rotblat, Hans Bethe, Rudolf Peierls, and John Simpson--returned with relief to peacetime academic pursuits. But for them the ivory tower wasn't a sanctuary. They continued not just as academics but as engaged citizens--promoting efforts to control the power they had helped unleash, through national academies; the Pugwash movement, aimed at ridding the world of weapons of mass destruction; and other public forums. They were the alchemists of their time, possessors of secret specialized knowledge. Nuclear physics was 20th-century science. But other technologies now have implications just as momentous as nuclear weapons. In contrast to the "atomic scientists," those engaged with the new challenges span almost all the sciences, are broadly international, and work in the commercial sector as well as in academia and government. Their findings and concerns need to inform planning and policy. So how is this best done?

Direct ties forged with politicians and senior officials can help--and links with NGOs and the private sector too. But many experts who serve as government advisers have frustratingly little influence. Politicians are, however, influenced by their inbox, and by the press. Scientists can sometimes achieve more as "outsiders" and activists, leveraging their message via widely read books, campaigning groups, blogging and journalism, or political activity. If their voices are echoed and amplified by a wide public and by the media, long-term global causes will rise on the political agenda. Rachel Carson and Carl Sagan, for instance, were both preeminent in their generation as exemplars of the concerned scientist--and they had immense influence through their writings and speeches. And that was before the age of social media.

A special responsibility resides with scientists in academia or self-employed entrepreneurs. They have more freedom to engage in public debate than those in government service or in industry. And those of us who are academics have a special privilege to influence successive generations of students. We should try to sensitize them to the issues that will confront them in their careers. Indeed, polls show, unsurprisingly, that young people are more engaged and anxious about long-term and global issues than those in earlier generations.

Although this is an extraordinarily difficult time to be a scientist, there are grounds for optimism. For most people in most nations, there's never been a better time to be alive. The innovations driving economic advancement can boost the developing as well as the developed world. Creativity in science and the arts is nourished by a wider range of influences--and is accessible to many more people worldwide than in the past. We're becoming embedded in a cyberspace that can link anyone, anywhere, to all the world's information and culture and to most other people on the planet. Twenty-first-century technologies have the potential to offer everyone a lifestyle comparable to what Europeans enjoy today, while being environmentally benign and making lower demands on energy.

More should be done to assess and then minimize the risks and challenges we've discussed here. But we can be technological optimists, even though many leaders in technology need redirection. And that redirection must be guided by values that science itself can't provide. Once again, science and technology do not have values in themselves. It is we human beings who have values. And it is the responsibility of scientists and technologists, both as specialists and as citizens of the world, to help advise policy makers and governments. There are certainly difficulties. Politicians look to their voters and the next election. Stockholders expect a payoff in the short run. We downplay what's happening even now in faraway countries. And we discount too heavily the problems we'll leave for new generations. Without a broader perspective--without realizing that we're all on this crowded planet together--governments won't properly prioritize projects that are long-term from a political perspective, even if a mere instant in the history of Earth. Knowing all we owe to past generations, it would be shameful if we weren't "good ancestors" and left a depleted heritage and damaged planet to our descendants.

Today's young people are coming of age in a world that is at once wondrous and challenged, exhilarating and frightening, a world of potential and uncertainty, trembling, majestic, unpredictable and predictable, mysterious. A world to celebrate, to understand, and to preserve.



This article was adapted from Alan Lightman and Martin Rees's forthcoming book, The Shape of Wonder: How Scientists Live, Work, and Think.
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The Missing Part of Trump's Minerals Math

Without demand from clean energy, the U.S. market for rare earth, graphite, and lithium will falter.

by Alexander C. Kaufman




Resources have always determined power. The British empire's command over coal helped expand the realm to the ends of the earth. The United States entered World War II as a dominant oil power and for decades consolidated control over global supply. This century, power could be built on batteries, solar panels, and artificial intelligence. And China has a grip on the minerals--rare-earth elements, lithium, graphite--needed to make them.
 
 Both parties in Washington seem to agree that breaking Beijing's near monopoly over such materials would benefit the United States. "Our national and economic security are now acutely threatened by our reliance upon hostile foreign powers' mineral production," President Donald Trump wrote in an executive order in March designed to speed up permitting for mineral production. The administration has already green-lighted a new rare-earths mine in California next to the only active one in the United States, and today added 10 more mines to a list of projects whose permits the federal government is fast-tracking. It has also proposed flashy and controversial ideas to secure America's supply of minerals, including seizing dubiously accessible deposits in Ukraine and Greenland, clearing the way for creating the first mines on the deep-ocean floor, and investing federal money directly in U.S. mining companies.



At the same time, Trump is breaking what experts say are the federal government's best tools for returning mining to the United States. Creating demand for minerals "is best done by ensuring clean-tech manufacturing markets are here," says Milo McBride, a fellow researching the geopolitics of mineral supply chains at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. "Yet we're cutting demand for the manufacturing of these technologies." At some point, he told me, the administration will have to face the paradox of mineral security it's creating: The country is now smoothing the path for production while closing off its main destinations.



Syrah Resources, a graphite supplier, is trapped in that paradox. The company's Vidalia project, in central Louisiana, is designed to refine graphite into battery-grade material, providing the first U.S. source of the soft, conductive mineral. (China controls 93 percent of the world's graphite-processing capacity.) Syrah is an Australian company, but it saw in the United States both a potential market for graphite and policies meant to encourage production. When the plant started producing graphite in February 2024, Syrah could bet on a few things to make its investment pan out.



Under the Biden administration, the Department of Energy's Loan Programs Office put up a $102 million loan to back the facility. The State Department, intent on competing with China to court mineral-rich African countries, had laid out a 10-year strategy for strengthening U.S. ties with Mozambique, from which Syrah obtains ore to refine. (The plan included improving transportation infrastructure, for instance, which would help get those rocks to port.) And the nation's landmark climate-infrastructure law, the Inflation Reduction Act, was set up to redirect mineral supply chains away from China: Its electric-vehicle tax credit gave a major bonus for cars with batteries composed of American-made minerals.



A year later, those federal policies are changing dramatically. The Trump administration is gutting the Loan Programs Office and could cut as much as 60 percent of its workforce. Goods from Mozambique now face 16 percent levies at American ports; tariffs are also raising the cost of equipment needed for mining and processing minerals, much of which are purchased from China, Kwasi Ampofo, the lead mining and minerals analyst at the energy consultancy BloombergNEF, pointed out. And Republicans in Congress are all but certain to repeal the IRA's electric-vehicle tax credits.



Already this year, companies have scrapped plans for nearly $8 billion worth of clean-energy projects, most of which were factories for batteries and electric vehicles, according to a Canary Media analysis of data from the research group E2. In his attempt to fulfill his campaign pledge to "terminate" what he called the "Green New Scam," Trump appears to be jeopardizing the domestic supply of minerals for the military and industries he supports.



"The administration is clearly worried about rare earths from a defense and aerospace perspective, and I've seen battery-industry players that are, in their rhetoric and advocacy in Washington, distancing themselves from EVs and selling themselves as strategic technology for grid resiliency and defense," Seaver Wang, a researcher at the Breakthrough Institute, a think tank focused on policy around climate technology, told me. "But we know EVs are like 80 percent of the demand." (According to the International Energy Agency, electric-vehicles will account for 80 percent of global battery capacity in the future.)



And the U.S. cannot gain an advantage in mining and minerals control if it has no one pushing to buy those resources at home. "Without a clear, consistent demand signal, no mining company would put a single drill in the ground to make an investment," Ampofo told me. He described it as a chicken-and-egg problem in which "if you kill the chicken, you have no egg."



Even some of the administration's efforts to make permitting new mines and processing plants easier may already be backfiring. Ostensibly to help such companies, the White House ordered federal agencies to rescind regulations for implementing the National Environmental Policy Act; because the statute remains on the books and Congress has not moved to axe it, legal experts warned that the administration's proposal would mostly stir uncertainty, which will spur lawsuits and clash with decades of case law. Projects to mine and process minerals have long lead times and high up-front costs, including labor, permitting, and associated litigation. Those dynamics mean that for investors, "you're going to have very low tolerance for risk and uncertainty," Arnab Datta, an expert in critical mineral policy at the think tank Employ America, told me. "This administration has added uncertainty and chaos into every part of the equation."



The White House did not return my request for comment. But its strategy seems based on the simple arithmetic that if you make mines easier to open and minerals harder to import, you get a domestic boom. And that's not entirely illogical: On an industry podcast right after the 2024 presidential election, Syrah's chief executive, Shaun Verner, said tariffs could help counteract losing the electric-vehicle tax credits, by raising the cost of imported materials and therefore giving the company's Louisiana plant a price advantage. But the administration's math misses some key variables. If a country wants an abundance of minerals to supply batteries to one kind of buyer, such as a military-drone manufacturer, it helps to guarantee demand from a more plentiful purchaser, such as automakers and the roughly 238 million Americans who drive cars. To rapidly divert mineral supply chains away from the rival nation that spent decades building up its industrial base, it helps to enlist allies who have not just resources you can potentially tap but developed reserves you can share. Trump's formula ignores the fact that blanket tariffs might make domestic minerals more competitive, but also hike the cost of the equipment needed to produce those metals.



Meanwhile, China is following its own logic, in which it controls more variables. In March, the Financial Times reported that "at least half of China's 34 provincial-level governments, including those of top resource-producing regions such as Xinjiang, have announced increased subsidies or expanded access for mineral exploration" over the past year. Even outside China, Beijing sets the prices for global contracts. When financiers determine the price for a ton of lithium, they turn to where those prices are set, which--thanks to China's dominance--is typically in Asia. That means the price of a deal between a Tesla factory in Texas and a lithium mine in Quebec is ultimately determined by how much of the metal China is selling in a place like Vietnam.



The U.S. could find a way around that, Datta told me, by building an alliance with other producers and establishing an integrated market for contracts, with countries such as Australia, Brazil, and Canada, that could set prices for selling materials to battery makers in Europe, South Korea, and Japan. That's what the Biden administration aimed to do; the electric-vehicle tax credits treated allies that had free-trade agreements with the United States as domestic sources. For those countries, U.S. minerals were supposed to offer a less risky alternative to China. But now, Datta said, "we've pissed everyone off, and all these countries are looking to hedge away from the U.S."
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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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Jamie Thompson and Josh Tyrangiel Joining <em>The Atlantic</em> as Staff Writers

Thompson won 2025 National Magazine Award for <em>Atlantic</em> cover story, "To Stop a Shooter"


Jamie Thompson (left) and Josh Tyrangiel



As The Atlantic continues a major expansion of its editorial staff, today editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg is announcing that award-winning journalists Jamie Thompson and Josh Tyrangiel will both become staff writers. Jamie has been a contributing writer for The Atlantic and will join the staff next week. She won this year's National Magazine Award for reporting for the March 2024 cover story, "To Stop a Shooter," about the Parkland shooting and the systemic failure by America's police forces to properly train their officers to confront mass shooters--and a society in denial about what it would really take to stop such tragedies.
 
 Ahead of joining staff in a few months, Josh had his first piece for The Atlantic published this morning: a romping profile of Anthony Weiner's attempted political comeback as he runs for New York's city council. From the lead: "The last time we saw him, we saw all of him. Our subject is Anthony Weiner, whose surname was a burden long before it became a curse--so fused with his disgrace that you can't say it without triggering an avalanche of cringe."
 
 Below is Jeffrey's note to staff announcing these hires:

Dear everyone,
 
 I'm writing this morning with excellent news. Two of journalism's most esteemed talents are joining The Atlantic as staff writers: Jamie Thompson and Josh Tyrangiel. It should go without saying, but I'll say it anyway: This is a big day for our magazine and our ambitions.  
 
 I'll introduce them in alphabetical order, though for most of you, Jamie, who is already a contributing writer, needs no introduction: Her brilliant cover story for us, "To Stop a Shooter," was the recipient of this year's National Magazine Award for Reporting. (In her second article for us, an equally ambitious and accomplished piece of reporting, Jamie embedded with the Prince George's County Police Department's carjacking unit.) Jamie's brave, adventurous, and savvy reporting, her embrace of society's deepest complexities, and her ability to write about the most challenging characters and morally vexing issues with depth and fairness make her a perfect fit for the staff of The Atlantic. Even before winning one of the prestigious prizes in journalism, Jamie was already known as one of the best writers on criminal justice issues in America. She is the author of Standoff: Race, Policing, and a Deadly Assault That Gripped a Nation, which grew out of a story she wrote for The Dallas Morning News, which won the Edward R. Murrow Award for Excellence in Writing.
 
 Jamie began her career as a newspaper reporter in South Carolina and Florida (where she was part of a legendary crew at The Tampa Bay Times), before transitioning to writing magazine features; in addition to her work for us, she has written for, among other places, Texas Monthly, D Magazine, Politico, The Washington Post, and The New York Times Magazine. She has also been an associate professor of journalism at the University of Dallas. She will be working out of the Wharf, and her first day on staff with us is May 5.
 
 Now, onto Josh, who is new to The Atlantic (his first piece for us, about the return of Anthony Weiner, is up on the site this morning), but he is certainly among the most esteemed and well-known journalists in our country. Josh is a person of immense talent and range, and across his legendary career, he has led extraordinary journalism organizations through extraordinary times. Josh is joining us to write mainly at the intersection of technology, AI, and government policy, though (as you will see in the Weiner piece) he can write fluidly, and wittily, about most anything.
 
 Josh is the former editor of Bloomberg Businessweek and served as the chief content officer for Bloomberg Media, where he oversaw media operations across five continents. He is widely, and appropriately, credited for reinventing Businessweek. He created Vice News Tonight on HBO and has produced feature-length documentaries for HBO, Netflix, and Apple TV+. He served as executive producer (alongside Oprah Winfrey) of ABC's AI and the Future of Us, and he has won 12 Emmys and Peabody Awards for his work. Josh began his career at Vibe magazine, and then went on to fruitful employment at Time magazine.
 
 Most recently, Josh wrote a regular column for The Washington Post focused on AI. He continues to produce documentaries and is currently writing a book for Simon & Schuster about ways in which AI can be used for the common good. He will be based at Prince Street, and he will start on our staff this summer.
 
 This is a good day for The Atlantic. Please join me in welcoming Jamie and Josh to our team.
 
 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, Missy Ryan, 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




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/press-releases/archive/2025/05/jamie-thompson-and-josh-tyrangiel-joining-atlantic/682671/?utm_source=feed



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Press Releases | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            The Atlantic Photo
          
        

      

      Newsletters | The Atlantic

      
        The Papacy Is No Ordinary Succession
        Luis Parrales

        This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.During the 1963 papal conclave, amid expectant crowds at St. Peter's Square, The Atlantic published a brief exchange between a woman and a priest. "I want one exactly like John," the woman declared, referring to Pope John XXIII, who had died recently. "He needn't be exactly the same," the priest countered. "The important thing is that he shall be a good pope.""No, no,"...

      

      
        The Art of the Price Hike
        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.Maxwell Cohen knew the tariffs were coming. President Donald Trump had openly threatened a trade war on the campaign trail, and Cohen, an entrepreneur, heeded his words. His company, Peelaways, sells disposable and waterproof fitted bed sheets made in China that are popular with at-home and family careg...

      

      
        Congressional Republicans Have Two Bad Options
        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.To my embarrassment, I've never understood the mechanics of Congress as deeply as I'd like. In the past few weeks, I've struggled to parse the incremental developments in Republicans' "One Big Beautiful Bill"--that's actually what they're calling it now--to enact as much of President Donald Trump's agenda...

      

      
        Trump Is Hiding Behind His Lawyers
        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.Perhaps no president--including the ones with law degrees--has spent as much time around attorneys as Donald Trump. As a young man, he was infamously mentored by the ruthless Roy Cohn. Throughout his career, he's used litigation as a tool of business, public relations, and intimidation. Trump chews throug...

      

      
        How to Stay in Touch With Your Friends
        Stephanie Bai

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition.Friendships sometimes fall to the wayside out of not malice but unintended neglect. When life's responsibilities pile up, performing the requisite (though enjoyable) friendship maintenance can sink lower and lower on the to-do list. So we asked The Atla...

      

      
        The Link Between Happiness and Social Connection
        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.Think back to a good time you recently had with a loved one: an hours-long conversation with a friend or a perfect night of watching TV on the couch with family. I'd venture to guess you still feel a little surge of warmth when you recall it. It's an intuitive truth that everybody needs these experien...

      

      
        Trump's Hollow Defense of Tariffs
        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.Donald Trump's genius has always been marketing: himself, his properties, his political campaigns. But when it comes to the effects of his tariffs, the master has either lost a step or is facing a challenge that even he hasn't yet figured out how to spin."Somebody said, 'Oh, the shelves are gonna be ope...

      

      
        Take Your Book Outside
        Emma Sarappo

        This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.When I went outside to read yesterday, the first thing I noticed was the sun on my face. I welcomed it, then wondered, Do I have sunscreen? Then I asked myself if I should have used the bathroom before heading to the park. I made it to a bench and opened my book just as a bold, chittering group of sparrows swooped down from a nearby perch; I watched them jostle one another. Then I set mys...

      

      
        When Presidents Sought a Third (and Fourth) Term
        Russell Berman

        This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.President Donald Trump has been back in the White House for just more than 100 days, and he's already thinking about a third term. For much of American history, the notion would have been laughable.Nearly a century ago, the historian John Bach McMaster surveyed the first 138 years of the presidency and hazarded a prediction in the pages of The Atlantic: "Should the tim...

      

      
        Mike Waltz Joins an Unhappy Fraternity
        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...

      

      
        Pete Hegseth Is Running Out of Excuses
        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.Updated at 6:01 p.m. ET on May 7, 2025Of course Pete Hegseth had other Signal chats.When Atlantic editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg revealed last month that top Trump administration officials, including the defense secretary, were using the messaging platform to discuss highly sensitive information, such...

      

      
        
          	
            Press Releases | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            The Atlantic Photo
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Papacy Is No Ordinary Succession

A conclave only begins to answer the question of who a pope will truly be.

by Luis Parrales




This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.


During the 1963 papal conclave, amid expectant crowds at St. Peter's Square, The Atlantic published a brief exchange between a woman and a priest. "I want one exactly like John," the woman declared, referring to Pope John XXIII, who had died recently. "He needn't be exactly the same," the priest countered. "The important thing is that he shall be a good pope."

"No, no," she retorted. "I want one exactly like John."

This little back-and-forth underscores the key question that the current papal conclave, like those before it, can only begin to answer: not simply "Who will be the next pope?" but "Who will the next pope be?" How will his mind and faith shape the Catholic Church and the broader world?

The best answers to this question, Paul Elie suggested in a wonderful 2004 Atlantic feature, avoid turning popes-to-be into "careers in human form, resumes with arms and legs." Yet conclave commentary often focuses on the resume, with its emphasis on languages spoken and offices held (to say nothing of friendships and rivalries forged at the Vatican). Talk of "front-runners" is also common but tends to overlook the fact that many recent popes--from John XXIII to John Paul II to Francis himself--were not considered papabile at first. Some people speculate that because Francis appointed most members of the College of Cardinals, the next pope will obviously be in his mold. Yet Pope Benedict XVI also appointed the majority of the cardinals who selected Francis 12 years ago, and their pontificates were notably different.

Most of all, papal predictions that rely on borrowed political labels--"left" and "right," "liberal" and "conservative"--obscure more than they illuminate. They don't always age well, for one. John Paul II was initially considered a "liberal," one who filled "thousands with hope and the prospect of change"; Francis was at first described as "rather inflexible and staunchly conservative." Yet just two years after their respective conclaves, Kati Marton posited in The Atlantic that "a new conservatism" appeared to be emerging in John Paul II's papacy, while Ross Douthat concluded that aspects of Francis's agenda were "clearly in tune with what many progressive Catholics (and progressives, period) in the West have long hoped for from the Church."

But the bigger problem with using a left-right binary to understand who a pope might be is that none of the previous three popes fit into that framework especially well, at least not as it's normally understood in American politics. How many Democrats today would both oppose abortion and defend a gender binary based on biological sex, as Francis did? How many Republicans would, like Benedict, oppose the death penalty and highlight the risks of climate change?

Divisions within Catholicism certainly exist--on marriage and inclusion, on the liturgy, on the proper response to autocracies, to name just a few recent examples. How, then, might one better grasp the range of views inside the conclave? Perhaps by recalling the dual identity that John XXIII--the same pope the woman at St. Peter's Square was so fond of in 1963--used to describe the Church: mater et magistra, mother and teacher.

The Catholic Church has understood, especially since the mid-20th century, that in order to thrive, it must find the right mode of relating to modernity. For some Catholics--drawing especially from Benedict XVI's thought--that mode should be primarily theological, mirroring a teacher who's able to relay the truth and "make the substance of the Catholic faith clear" amid "continual change," as Elie put it in his 2006 Atlantic cover story. For others, the Church's main mode today ought to be maternal. Prominent during Francis's papacy, this mode primarily aims not to settle debates but to foster bonds of fraternity; it wagers that embodied acts of mercy, not abstract argumentation, will forge "solidarity stronger than nation, class, or ideology," as Elie wrote.

Those more hopeful about modernity may see the former view as doctrinaire; those more anxious about it might treat the latter as too freewheeling. But for both groups, the stakes of which mode the next pope will adopt feel high. Those who emphasize the magistra mode of Catholicism likely remember a time--detailed in Marton's 1980 story--when Church teaching was downplayed or outright ignored, such as when a Dutch diocese voted to make priestly celibacy optional and when a high-profile Catholic theologian essentially questioned Jesus Christ's divinity. ("What is Catholicism if it doesn't know what it believes?" they might ask.) Those who stress the mater mode worry that an emphasis on right teaching can overlook other important tenets of the faith: Take, for example, purportedly orthodox Catholics excusing or even endorsing anti-immigrant attitudes, or the specter of a Christian cultural landscape that, as my colleague Elizabeth Bruenig recently put it, privileges "conquest and triumph rather than peace and humility."

It's tempting to compare the selection of a pope to a run-of-the-mill succession, where factions form and ambition carries the day. But to do so would be to miss something essential about whoever will soon be blessing the St. Peter's Square crowds. "It is easy to forget," Elie observed in 2004, "that the Pope is first and foremost a believing Christian." Forgetting that is the easiest way to misunderstand the pope--no matter who he ends up being.
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The Art of the Price Hike

Trump's tariff plan has pushed America's businesses into a nightmarish experiment.

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.


Maxwell Cohen knew the tariffs were coming. President Donald Trump had openly threatened a trade war on the campaign trail, and Cohen, an entrepreneur, heeded his words. His company, Peelaways, sells disposable and waterproof fitted bed sheets made in China that are popular with at-home and family caregivers. There's only so much price elasticity for disposable goods, so he prepared to absorb what he estimated would be roughly 15 to 30 percent tariffs, setting aside money to bring in more inventory before prices skyrocketed. It would hurt, but it would be doable. He thought he had the numbers mostly worked out. But when man plans, Trump laughs.

The latest figure for the administration's tariffs on China sits at 145 percent. Prices are expected to keep climbing for some goods; last week, Trump closed the de minimis loophole for China and Hong Kong, which had exempted them from paying tariffs on shipments of goods worth $800 or less, and wide-ranging tariffs are still set to go into effect for many countries. For any business that can't swallow an unanticipated and possibly huge price increase on imports, the first step is deciding if it will pass the cost to the consumer. If the answer is yes--as it often is--the next decision is how, or whether, to let the customers know.

Tariff transparency recently made headlines on the domestic front of Trump's trade war. After Punchbowl News reported that Amazon was considering adding a line showing the cost of tariffs for each product on its site, White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt held a public shaming of the company from her briefing-room podium, calling the move "a hostile and political act." CNN reported that a "pissed" Trump called Jeff Bezos, Amazon's founder. The company's representatives soon denied ever approving the idea, adding that it was never a consideration for Amazon's main site but rather for its spin-off store, Haul.

Although big, name-brand American companies are most likely to incur the administration's wrath over displaying tariff surcharges, other businesses have tough choices to make on how to go about raising prices. The result is a choose-your-own-adventure exercise in managing public perception. Screenshots of the checkout page of the online clothing company Triangl went viral for the astronomical "duties" surcharge. Temu, a Chinese e-commerce giant, added import charges to certain products on its site. Luxury brands aren't immune, either: Hermes announced price increases for American buyers to offset the tariffs, and Prada plans to raise prices by an undetermined amount later in the summer. Meanwhile, some business leaders aren't mincing words. Jolie Skin Co, an American shower-filter brand, told The Information that a "Trump liberation tariff" line will be added to checkout pages. "Technically WE are not raising our prices," the company's CEO and founder, Ryan Babenzien, wrote on LinkedIn. "We think transparency is the way to go here and I am giving Trump full credit for his decision."

Transparency is a high-wire act. Tariffs is such a politically loaded word that some companies hesitate to invoke it, out of fear of alienating their customer base--or inciting the administration's ire. But pointing a finger at tariffs can also help shift blame. Increasing prices without any clear explanation risks appearing opportunistic, Mike Michalowicz, a small-business expert, told me. All it takes is for some businesses to get caught profiteering before "the customer becomes suspect of not just them but of everybody."

The gaming industry is a prime example. Nintendo has a large manufacturing presence in China, and last month, it announced that the Switch 2 console would launch at the original price, but some of the accessories will cost more than previously expected. The company's representatives attributed the update to "changes in market conditions." If that phrase sounds familiar, it's almost word for word the explanation Microsoft offered after announcing Xbox price hikes last week, which will run as high as $100 more for some models in America. The absence of the T-word is a glaring omission. Such muddy messaging may help insulate companies from the administration's spite, but it invites backlash from customers who are quick to blame the good old-fashioned motive of corporate greed.

If some companies fear appearing opportunistic, others are trying to cash in while they still can. Marketing 101 teaches you to distinguish your company from your competitors, and Business 101 says to move inventory before the economy goes kaput. What better way to do both than to slash prices when everybody else is raising them? "Pre-tariff" sales are cropping up at furniture companies, fashion retailers, and carmakers. Their underlying message: Get it before you can't afford it.

Ford's latest campaign, "From America. For America," is trying to strike an optimistic tone. As Audi pauses car imports to the United States, and automakers hem and haw over price changes, Ford has been running an ad since last month touting employee-priced vehicles and their company's deep roots in American industry. It's a strategic ploy--already, Ford has reported double-digit sales increases (although an analysis from CarEdge found that some of Ford's more popular vehicles had better deals in March, before employee pricing went into effect). Other carmakers that manufacture models in America, including Mercedes and BMW, are promising to temporarily eat the cost of tariffs for some vehicles to keep prices from rising. But an expiration date for this generosity could be imminent: Last week, Ford's CEO went on CNN and couldn't say if prices would increase in the summertime.

With so much left uncertain in Trump's trade war, some small businesses are down to the wire. Many of them don't have the cash to stockpile inventory or the storage space to keep it. The owners of the American vegan-cheese company Rebel Cheese have roughly a month to decide what to do. Much of their cheese relies on fair-trade cashews imported from Vietnam, which faces the threat of 46 percent tariffs, and their inventory is dwindling. The company already went through a round of layoffs a few weeks ago; at this point, adding at least a 10 percent price increase seems inevitable, Fred Zwar, one of the co-founders, told me. They are considering breaking down the numbers for customers when they announce the change, but the sharp fluctuations of Trump's tariffs make the timing tricky: "We can't do a price raise today and then say, Hey, they raised it another 90 percent. We need to do another price raise tomorrow," Zwar said.

All of this feels like deja vu for Peelaways. Cohen dealt with Trump's seesawing tariffs during his first term, which also coincided with COVID-19's economic downturn. He laid off all six of his workers and restructured his business in order to stay afloat, leaving him with two C-suite executives overseas. This time around, he's running a leaner operation and slowly raising prices $1 a week until he hits a 15 percent increase. His plan is to test different newsletters to measure his customer base's feedback: One will include the standard fare (caregiver tips, customer reviews), and the other will acknowledge the tariffs' effects on pricing. But even having gone through this before, Cohen can't be sure he'll make it out again. "We're all just holding our breath," he said, waiting for "whatever the next tweet brings."

Related:

	The tariff man is coming for America's entrepreneurs.
 	Trump's hollow defense of tariffs






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	A crisis is no time for amateurs, Tom Nichols writes.
 	Europeans have realized their error.
 	The David Frum Show: The most corrupt presidency in American history




Today's News

	The Federal Reserve held interest rates steady. Federal Reserve Chair Jerome Powell said that the tariffs in place could generate stagflation and more unemployment.
 	India launched strikes at Pakistan, in retaliation for a terrorist attack two weeks ago in Kashmir.
 	Cardinals did not elect a new pope on the first day of the conclave in Vatican City.




Evening Read


Seth Wenig / AP



The Real Motive Behind the Real ID-Deadline Charade

By Juliette Kayyem

Today's deadline was largely artificial: According to the fine print of the regulations governing Real ID's implementation, Homeland Security has until the end of 2027 to phase in the program in full. So the administration took today's deadline to assure Americans that they could still fly, while it focused on another priority: immigration enforcement, rather than safety provision.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Trump finally drops the anti-Semitism pretext.
 	The impossible plight of the pro-tariff liberals
 	An "America First" deal with the Houthis




Culture Break


Illustration by Paul Spella / The Atlantic. Sources: Bettmann / Getty; Wally McNamee / Corbis / Getty; Steve Liss / Getty.



Read. A book by Pat Buchanan from 2011 shows how the woke right predates the woke left, Jonathan Chait writes.

Examine. Ellen Cushing explores why so many companies are inviting people to opt out of Mother's Day emails.

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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Congressional Republicans Have Two Bad Options

How to make sense of their stumbling progress--perhaps--toward a major fiscal bill

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.


To my embarrassment, I've never understood the mechanics of Congress as deeply as I'd like. In the past few weeks, I've struggled to parse the incremental developments in Republicans' "One Big Beautiful Bill"--that's actually what they're calling it now--to enact as much of President Donald Trump's agenda as they can. Usually, when I get confused about Capitol Hill, I call my colleague Russell Berman for guidance. Yesterday, he published a story on the "significant risk" (as the economist Mark Zandi described it) that congressional GOP moves could crash the economy. I spoke with him to understand where we are and how to know where we're going.

David A. Graham: Do I really need to pay attention to Congress right now?

Russell Berman: Yes, you do. Even though Trump has gone around Congress in many ways, Republicans are now debating a bill that is, in scale and potential impact on the deficit, much larger than anything we've seen in the past few years. This bill would extend the 2017 Trump tax cuts at a cost to taxpayers of some $5 trillion. It would surge funding for Trump's southern-border plan. It would increase military spending. It might reduce or eliminate taxes on tips, overtime pay, and Social Security benefits. It's a really big deal, and it's a big question mark whether and when they might get it done, in large part because the GOP can't agree on how--or even whether--to offset that $5 trillion price tag.

David: Remind me why it has to be one big, beautiful bill.

Russell: It doesn't. The Republicans in the Senate initially wanted to just give Trump his border funding and increase defense funding, and save the extension of the tax cuts for a second piece of legislation. In the House, the Republicans were concerned that it's hard enough to pass one bill. Eventually, Trump sided with the House, but if they reach an impasse, the next step probably is to break it up into multiple pieces of legislation.

David: Given how much control Trump seems to have over Congress, why can't the White House just tell them what to put in the bill and pass that?

Russell: Trump is not that interested in Congress. At many points during this process, Republican leaders have looked to him for leadership, and time and again, the president has said, Whatever, you all figure it out. They can't figure it out, but they need to reach an impasse for Trump to get involved and use his political weight.

David: Where are the Democrats in all this? Are they relevant at all?

Russell: The short answer is no, because the Republicans, just as the Democrats did under Joe Biden, are using the process known as reconciliation, which will get them around a filibuster in the Senate. Democrats, frankly, are pretty happy to just sit back and throw darts from the sidelines.

David: Your story makes it seem like the options here are either a success that threatens to tank the economy or a failure that tanks Trump's agenda and also possibly the economy. Is there another option?

Russell: The third option is to do a more fiscally responsible bill, which would extend the tax cuts but offset them with either spending cuts or tax increases elsewhere. But that's not likely to pass, because Republicans do not like tax increases of any kind, so what happens is usually just deficit-inflating tax cuts. If that were to happen this time, economists are telling me it could precipitate even more of an economic collapse. If the 2017 tax cuts were to expire at the end of the year, that would be a big tax increase on basically everybody at a time when, because of Trump's tariffs, the economy may be heading toward a recession--or will already be in one.

David: For people who struggle to follow every twist of this process, what can we watch for as an indication of where we're headed?

Russell: The things that we don't know are: Are they going to touch Medicaid? Are they going to be able to get these additional Trump tax cuts in the bill? Are they going to be able to raise the debt limit in this bill? If they don't increase the debt limit, you would have a potentially catastrophic default by the United States government, or Speaker Mike Johnson and Majority Leader John Thune would have to go to the Democrats to say, Help us again.

David: It seems like there are perpetually warnings of doom for congressional Republicans trying to pass legislation, and every time, Johnson pulls a rabbit out of a hat. Why would this time be different?

Russell: I wouldn't bet against them passing a bill, but there are all of these fail points, where if they reach an impasse over Medicaid, the particular nature of the tax cuts, or whether and how to pay for it at all--that's where we could see things collapse. They could just resort to extending the tax cuts and nothing else, which wouldn't accomplish a large part of Trump's agenda, but it would forestall a tax increase.

David: And because they're using reconciliation, is the expectation that whatever they don't pass now is not going to happen in this Congress?

Russell: The assumption is that a president really has a year and a half, because then you get into the midterm campaign, and it's hard to pass anything at that point anyway. In this case, it's even more condensed, because they have that deadline of the looming tax increase at the end of the year. It really is 2025 or bust.

Related:

	The "significant risk" that Republicans tank the economy
 	The missing branch




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Airport detentions have travelers "freaked out."
 	Trump's Kennedy Center debut: Les Mis and six-figure checks
 	Elon Musk's most alarming power grab
 	Putin's bread and circus had bread.




Today's News 

	Canadian Prime Minister Mark Carney met with President Donald Trump in the White House. Carney insisted that Canada is not for sale, to which Trump replied, "Never say never."
 	Friedrich Merz became Germany's chancellor after losing his first confirmation vote earlier today.
 	Trump announced that the U.S. will stop bombing the Houthis in Yemen.




Dispatches 

	The Weekly Planet: We live in a world where a Manhattan Project chemical became a household staple, Mariah Blake writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: John James Wood / Getty.



Breakfast Is Breaking

By Yasmin Tayag

Lately, breakfast diehards like me have noticed a troubling change. At my neighborhood diner, a breakfast plate that cost $11.50 in 2020 now costs $14--and it isn't just because of inflation. Although all kinds of food have gotten more expensive in recent years, traditional breakfast has had a particularly rough go of it. The cost of eggs has soared; supply shortages have driven coffee and orange-juice prices to historic highs. And that's not even taking President Donald Trump's tariffs into account ... The stream of staples that have made American breakfast so cheap for so long is now starting to sputter.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	This conclave will be different.
 	Endowments are next.
 	"Dear James": When my husband speaks, my brain turns to mush.




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: FPG / Archive Photos / Getty.



Listen. The latest episode of Good on Paper investigates the collapse of feminism.

Read. Keith McNally's new memoir is full of revelations, but one stands out, writes Serena Dai--his portrait of the restaurateur as an artist.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

Three weeks ago, I profiled Allison Riggs, the North Carolina Supreme Court justice who won her election by 734 votes last November but who still hasn't been certified as the winner, because her challenger, Jefferson Griffin, was seeking to change the rules of the vote after the fact. An update on that story: Last night, a federal judge ordered the state board of elections to certify her as the winner, though he stayed the decision for seven days to allow for appeals. That means the nation's final unresolved race might be coming to an end soon--but not quite yet.

-- David

Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Trump Is Hiding Behind His Lawyers

The president wants to seize new powers, yet he's also eager to hand off responsibility for hard decisions.

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.


Perhaps no president--including the ones with law degrees--has spent as much time around attorneys as Donald Trump. As a young man, he was infamously mentored by the ruthless Roy Cohn. Throughout his career, he's used litigation as a tool of business, public relations, and intimidation. Trump chews through lawyers at high speed, frequently because they either can't or, for ethical reasons, won't do the things he demands.

Given his typical view of the law as a tool, it's strange to see the president suddenly acting so deferential to legal advice. Several times in an interview with Meet the Press this weekend, Trump hid behind attorneys rather than answer difficult questions.

The host, Kristen Welker, first asked Trump whether he was defying the Supreme Court's order by not working harder to return Kilmar Abrego Garcia to the United States. "No. I'm relying on the attorney general of the United States, Pam Bondi, who's very capable, doing a great job," he said. "Because I'm not involved in the legality or the illegality. I have lawyers to do that, and that's why I have a great DOJ."

Next, Welker asked whether Trump agreed with Secretary of State (among other things) Marco Rubio that all people in the United States deserve due process. This isn't exactly a gotcha question, and yet Trump punted: "I don't know. I'm not a lawyer."

Her next question was even easier. "Don't you need to uphold the Constitution of the United States as president?" This is in the oath of office he's taken twice, and yet he replied, "I don't know. I have to respond by saying, again, I have brilliant lawyers that work for me, and they are going to obviously follow what the Supreme Court said."

Later, she asked Trump about his attempts to use the IRS to investigate Harvard and revoke its tax-exempt status, which Harvard and legal experts say is illegal. "Well, I tell you, I'm going to just follow what the lawyers say," he said. "They say that we're allowed to do that, and I'm all for it."

Trump said something similar to my colleagues Jeffrey Goldberg, Ashley Parker, and Michael Scherer in a recent Oval Office interview, in which they asked about his idea of sending American citizens to be imprisoned in El Salvador. "I said 'if,' 'if,' in terms of foreign prison, 'if it's legal,' and I always say 'if it's legal,'" he said. "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."

The law is complicated, and any wise president would consult good attorneys, but if someone is not ready to make basic judgments about the Constitution, perhaps he should not run to lead the branch of government that executes federal laws. Trump's supposed deference is particularly striking at this moment: On the one hand, his administration has embarked on one of the largest power grabs in American history, seizing authority that no president has ever claimed before and using the executive branch as a tool of retribution. On the other hand, he's traipsing onto Meet the Press pretending that he's just a simple policy maker at the mercies of the nerds with the case law.

This is balderdash, naturally. Trump understands very well that the law can be political, and he's consistently demanded that the lawyers who work for him not apply it neutrally. During his first term, he raged at administration attorneys who he felt were too eager to defend the law and the institutions of government at his expense. "Where's my Roy Cohn?" he demanded.

For his second term, he attempted to appoint an attorney general, Matt Gaetz, who was so unqualified that even congressional Republicans couldn't go along with it, leaving him to nominate Bondi. Since her confirmation, she and Trump have worked to tear down the traditional independence of the Justice Department--the very thing that insulates its lawyers from political interference. DOJ's pardon attorney was reportedly fired for opposing the restoration of gun rights for Trump's friend Mel Gibson. Career attorneys were fired at Trump's behest, without clear explanation, and the department slashed its Public Integrity Section. Trump directed the DOJ to investigate ActBlue, the major Democratic fundraising platform. He's also pushed lawyers out elsewhere, such as in the Defense Department.

Meanwhile, Trump has worked systematically to intimidate major law firms. For some, he has twisted their arm into humiliating agreements that involve providing huge quantities of free legal work for causes he supports. He's tried to punish those that refuse, though late on Friday, a federal judge permanently blocked his order targeting the law firm Perkins Coie. "No American President has ever before issued executive orders like the one at issue in this lawsuit," Judge Beryl Howell wrote. In short: The order was neither the action of a man who believes lawyers are neutral nor that of one who is deferential to the law.

Trump's supposed uncertainty in these interviews is not a sign of restraint. The president cannot both attempt to grab power and pass the buck. Whether to follow the Constitution is a decision for him, not for some lawyer.

Related:

	Read The Atlantic's interview with Donald Trump.
 	The destruction of the Department of Justice




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Is this the worst-ever era of American pop culture?
 	The "significant risk" that Republicans tank the economy
 	Don't look at stock markets. Look at the ports.




Today's News

	President Donald Trump announced yesterday that he wants a 100 percent tariff on movies produced outside the United States.
 	Israel approved a plan yesterday to mobilize tens of thousands of reservists in an effort that would involve forcefully relocating the Palestinian population of Gaza to the south. A far-right Israeli minister said today that the plan is a means to "conquer the Gaza Strip."
 	Trump is ordering federal agencies to rebuild and reopen Alcatraz, a former maximum-security prison off the coast of San Francisco.




Dispatches

	Work in Progress: Annie Lowrey on how to prepare for the Trumpcession.
 	The Wonder Reader: Building a meaningful life is hard for young people to do right now, Isabel Fattal writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Jose Flores



Parenthood Cannot Be Optimized

By Hillary Kelly

Approximately no amount of online prep actually readies you for the experience of having a baby. The only thing that can prepare you for parenthood is experiencing parenthood. But that experience is free (well, after accounting for the skyrocketing costs of caring for that child). So what parenting experts are selling--via the latest tech and all-seeing algorithms--is the illusion of control.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Harvard begins to confront its anti-Semitism problem.
 	The pro-family policy this nation actually needs
 	The U.S. threat looming over Canada
 	The destruction of the Department of Justice




Culture Break


John P. Johnson / HBO



Watch. Season 2 of The Rehearsal (streaming on Max) takes Nathan Fielder's quest for self-betterment to new extremes, Shirley Li writes.

Laugh along. The guest host Quinta Brunson was the perfect fit to introduce a Saturday Night Live sketch that captured Millennial anxiety, Esther Zuckerman writes.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

As we edited this newsletter, another amazing instance of deference just dropped. Late on Friday, Trump posted an apparently AI-generated image of himself in papal garb on Truth Social. The official White House X account then reposted it. The idea was "funny" less in the haha sense than in retaining the form of a joke, and it followed Trump's (actually amusing) response to a reporter's question about the next pope, in which he said he'd nominate himself. Nevertheless, many Catholics were not amused, and this afternoon, Trump distanced himself from the image: "I had nothing to do with it. I had no idea where it came from. Maybe it was AI." No one tell him about the AI lawyers!

-- David



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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How to Stay in Touch With Your Friends

<em>The Atlantic</em>'s writers and editors share what they do when life gets in the way.

by Stephanie Bai




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


Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition.

Friendships sometimes fall to the wayside out of not malice but unintended neglect. When life's responsibilities pile up, performing the requisite (though enjoyable) friendship maintenance can sink lower and lower on the to-do list. So we asked The Atlantic's writers and editors: How do you like to stay in touch with your friends?



Lately, I've been trying to connect with friends when I find myself thinking about them--especially if it involves a funny memory that we share.

A recent example: I was driving on the Pennsylvania Turnpike a few weeks ago when a song came on the radio by a beloved female pop legend. My mind jumped to my friend Anne, whose husband is an old friend of said pop legend. Anne, however, is not a fan, because the artist was once very mean to her dog, Pancake.

Next thing I know, I'm calling Anne, whom I had not seen since before the coronavirus pandemic. I told her that I had just heard a song by this particular Grammy-winning, dog-hating singer--and that I did not enjoy the song, out of loyalty to Anne and to the memory of Pancake (since departed).

Great laughter ensued on both ends.

"I have nothing else. I just wanted to let you know I was thinking of you and why," I told Anne.

"Thank you!" she said, still laughing. "This makes my night."

The exchange took less than a minute. The joy lasted longer.

-- Mark Leibovich, staff writer

***

Don't get me wrong: I love--love--gabbing with the girls. But sometimes, I'm so tired that I can't hold up my end of the chat. I haven't a single juicy life update to share. I wish to simply listen to my friends talk--like a live podcast?--but conversation is apparently a "two-way street." In these moments, there's nothing better than sitting side by side, silently, in the dark.

I'm talking about movies! I've gotten in a lovely rhythm: Some pals and I have the app Mubi Go, which allows you to watch one film in theaters each week and does the work of choosing for you. This way, we know we'll get together regularly; it's just a matter of coordinating which day to watch. If the movie is one I've never heard of before, I like to show up without Googling the title, so I truly have no idea what I'm in for. Afterwards, we've got plenty to talk about; we compare notes over a snack or a drink, debating divergent interpretations or naming scenes that moved or frustrated us. And you know I'll be sending movie-review links in the group chat until the next showing--so the dialogue never ends, in the best way.

-- Faith Hill, staff writer

***

My roommate has a sweet, older black Lab named Ethel. Lately, I've been asking my friends to come with Ethel and me to the dog park near our apartment for some people-watching, especially now that the cherry blossoms are in bloom. We've seen a man playing the saxophone on our street corner, pickup-basketball games on the courts, and plenty of picnics along the field's perimeter. While my friend and I catch up and exchange gossip, Ethel also gets to socialize with some of her friends: Pluto the dalmatian, Ruthie the Samoyed, Anchovy the Chihuahua. Going to the dog park is great because it's low-commitment and endlessly entertaining; it gets me and my friends into the sunshine, and it gives Ethel an extra hour of playtime too.

-- Genevieve Finn, assistant editor

***

I'm always reading books, watching shows, and listening to music that friends have recommended to me (which may help explain the tens of thousands of minutes I logged on Spotify last year). We talk about what we liked and disliked, and I'll often send them recommendations of my own. It's an easy way to connect with friends who live far away or have busy schedules: Why not make some time to listen to a good song?

Occasionally, this practice has taken me outside my usual viewing and listening habits. Once, a friend asked me if I'd watch horror movies with him, a genre that I wasn't interested in--and a little afraid of. But he said that no one else would go with him, and I wanted to hang out. That's how I found myself sitting in the front row of a theater, watching vacationers get picked off one by one in Midsommar. I surprised myself by growing to like the genre. When the pandemic hit months later, we saw a horror movie together almost every weekend over Zoom.

Of course, friendship is about more than just having the same taste. But investing in those points of connection can lead to other conversations, ones that go deeper than what's on your screen or in your headphones.

-- Will Gordon, senior associate editor

***

Much has been made of how people of my generation (Millennials) and younger don't like to talk on the phone anymore. Texting is the primary medium of friendship these days. I accept this, and I do like to text (please, don't stop texting me, friends!). But since texting took over, the phone call seems to have become a drawn-out affair. My friends and I text to schedule a time to catch up over the phone, and block out an hour or two on the calendar. It's a Whole Thing, a big, hearty meal. As satisfying as this is, if that's the standard we hold, we'll be more reluctant to call one another regularly. And that's a real shame.

The snack-size phone call is a dying art, but I'm trying to keep it alive. I love a random, unscheduled chat. I love to hear my phone ring and not see "Potential Spam," as expected, but instead the name of a dear friend. I love to give a pal a quick jingle and chat for a few minutes while I'm walking to the store, or folding laundry, or even soaking in the bathtub. Hearing a friend's voice and having them keep me company in life's mundane moments is so lovely--even just for a couple of minutes.

-- Julie Beck, staff writer



Here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	Why are young people everywhere so unhappy?
 	Derek Thompson: Something alarming is happening to the job market.
 	What parents of boys should know




The Week Ahead

	Friendship, a comedy film starring Paul Rudd and Tim Robinson about a suburban man who meets his charming new neighbor (in select theaters Friday)
 	Season 2 of Poker Face, a mystery show about a woman who's a human lie detector (premieres Thursday on Peacock)
 	Pink Elephant, a new album from the indie-rock band Arcade Fire (out Tuesday)




Essay


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: ilbusca / Getty.



The End of the 'Generic' Grocery-Store Brand

By Ellen Cushing

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 ... 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.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	Thunderbolts* answers Marvel's biggest question.
 	Who's afraid of Gen Z's squeaky-clean, backflipping bro?
 	Six books you'll want to read outdoors
 	A new book challenges the Church's reputation on sex.
 	The conversation that moviegoers don't need to be having
 	Does anyone still hitchhike?






Catch Up on The Atlantic 

	Our cover story: Donald Trump believes he's invincible.
 	Inside Mike Waltz's White House exit
 	Tom Nichols: A witch hunt at the State Department




Photo Album


A bird lifts its head as it courts another bird. (Karsten Mosebach / GDT Nature Photographer of the Year 2025)



Take a look at the winning and honored photos from the GDT Nature Photographer of the Year competition.





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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The Link Between Happiness and Social Connection

Building a meaningful life is hard for young people to do right now.

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.


Think back to a good time you recently had with a loved one: an hours-long conversation with a friend or a perfect night of watching TV on the couch with family. I'd venture to guess you still feel a little surge of warmth when you recall it. It's an intuitive truth that everybody needs these experiences to live a happy life, and recent happiness research suggests that young people can only really flourish when they have "real-life human contact and love," Arthur C. Brooks writes. Social connection and community is important for human well-being--not least because it aids in the process of finding meaning and feeling that one's life has purpose, Brooks notes.

But young people are facing a series of roadblocks to finding that meaning: Institutions such as organized religion are in decline, and alternative communities are hard to find, especially when young adults are glued to technology. These trends are by now well-known--and yet the path to a better life might come down to incorporating a few basic principles, Brooks argues. The first one? "Put close relationships with family and friends before virtually everything else."

On Happiness and Connection

Why Are Young People Everywhere So Unhappy?

By Arthur C. Brooks

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

Read the article.

What the Longest Study on Human Happiness Found Is the Key to a Good Life

By Robert Waldinger and Marc Schulz

The Harvard Study of Adult Development has established a strong correlation between deep relationships and well-being. The question is, how does a person nurture those deep relationships?

Read the article.

The Anti-Social Century

By Derek Thompson

Americans are now spending more time alone than ever. It's changing our personalities, our politics, and even our relationship to reality.

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	Why Americans suddenly stopped hanging out: Too much aloneness is creating a crisis of social fitness, Derek Thompson wrote last year.
 	The easiest way to keep your friends: It's a little boring, a little type A, and a lot better than letting relationships fizzle, Serena Dai writes.




Other Diversions

	Marvel doesn't have to try so hard.
 	The elite college students who can't read books (From 2024)
 	Six books you'll want to read outdoors
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Trump's Hollow Defense of Tariffs

His usual marketing savvy is nowhere to be seen.

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.


Donald Trump's genius has always been marketing: himself, his properties, his political campaigns. But when it comes to the effects of his tariffs, the master has either lost a step or is facing a challenge that even he hasn't yet figured out how to spin.

"Somebody said, 'Oh, the shelves are gonna be open,'" the president said on Wednesday. "Well, maybe the children will have two dolls instead of 30 dolls, and maybe the two dolls will cost a couple of bucks more." Americans, he said, will not "have to go out of our way."

Presidents have asked Americans to sacrifice for the national good before. A few months after the United States entered World War II, President Franklin D. Roosevelt extolled those resisting the Axis overseas before making a plea to those at home. "There is one front and one battle where everyone in the United States--every man, woman, and child--is in action, and will be privileged to remain in action throughout this war. That front is right here at home, in our daily lives, and in our daily tasks," he said. "This will require, of course, the abandonment not only of luxuries but of many other creature comforts. Every loyal American is aware of his individual responsibility."

Three decades later, two presidents had less success asking citizens to give something up. "To help save scarce fuel in the energy crisis, drive less, heat less," Gerald Ford implored in 1974; voters bounced him in favor of Jimmy Carter, who in 1977 told the country, "All of us must learn to waste less energy. Simply by keeping our thermostats, for instance, at 65 degrees in the daytime and 55 degrees at night, we could save half the current shortage of natural gas." The speech became a symbol of Carter's shiftless presidency, fairly or not, and he, too, served only one term. No wonder George W. Bush encouraged Americans to consume and spend after 9/11.

Trump can't seem to decide whether he's asking Americans to sacrifice or not. On the one hand, he's acknowledging that tariffs will exact a cost, and he's framing that cost as necessary for taking on China. On the other hand, he also claims that Americans won't have to go out of their way. It's an easily mockable claim, and no one has mocked it as effectively as Rupert Murdoch's New York Post, which ran Trump's doll quote on yesterday's front page with the headline "Skimp on the Barbie."

This president is a particularly flawed messenger for this moment, because he is unlikely to personally suffer much pain from rising prices--one of the benefits of being the kind of guy who spends a lot of time in his literal gilded mansion. I've written before about the rhetorical agility that Trump uses to maintain his populist appeal and rail against elites, even as he is one of them. Some of Trump's advisers lack his ability to convince ordinary Americans he's just like them. Commerce Secretary Howard Lutnick (Forbes estimated net worth: $3.2 billion) this week defended the tariffs by saying that the U.S. needs to onshore manufacturing. "It's time to train people not to do the jobs of the past, but to do the great jobs of the future," he told CNBC. "This is the new model where you work in these kinds of plants for the rest of your life, and your kids work here, and your grandkids work here." These sound exactly like the jobs of yesterday, only without the guaranteed pensions and strong labor unions that made them sustainable and desirable.

To Lutnick's credit, he also wants his children to follow him into the same job--which is why his two 20-something sons are now leading Cantor Fitzgerald, the investment bank he left to join the administration. He's the same Trump aide who wrote off concerns about a Social Security shutdown stalling checks by insisting that his own mother-in-law (whose son-in-law, once again, is worth a few billion dollars) wouldn't be rattled to miss one.

But even Trump's anti-elitist trick is unlikely to work so well here, because Trump promised something very different on the campaign trail. He promised to end inflation, give Americans free in vitro fertilization, and slash taxes. Instead, the retail price of basic staples such as eggs continues to rise; these tariffs represent the largest tax increase in recent U.S. history, and Trump is now warning of a straitened Christmas. He presented tariffs as a way to pay for everything and anything, such as child care, and pretended that China, not American consumers, would pay the tariffs. Perhaps it's a good idea for Americans to cut back on cheap imported plastic goods, but coming from Trump, it's a bait and switch.

Trump appears to be inducing an entirely voluntary economic slowdown and asking voters to bear the brunt of it, but he doesn't give any indication that, like Bill Clinton, he feels their pain. His sliding approval on the economy shows that Americans have started to wonder why any of this is happening.

Related:

	The tariff damage that can't be undone
 	Trump's tariffs are coming for your chili crisp.






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Is Anthony Weiner ready to go another round?
 	A White House briefing straight from North Korea
 	Everything is the "Twitter Files" now.




Today's News

	The Trump administration proposed cutting $163 billion from the federal budget next year. The plan includes decreasing spending for the CDC, the National Institutes of Health, and education, and increasing funding for defense and border security.
 	President Donald Trump renewed his threat to take away Harvard University's tax-exempt status.
 	Supreme Court Justice Ketanji Brown Jackson condemned the attacks on judges from Trump and his allies.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: At some point, the Trump administration will have to face the mineral-security paradox it's creating: The country is now smoothing the path for mineral production while closing off its main destinations, Alex C. Kaufman reports.
 	The Books Briefing: Reading outdoors isn't always idyllic, but it can be sublime, Emma Sarappo writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic



'The Worst Internet-Research Ethics Violation I Have Ever Seen'

By Tom Bartlett

In an age of social media dominated by algorithms, Reddit took pride in being curated by a community that expressed its feelings in the form of upvotes and downvotes--in other words, being shaped by actual people.
 So earlier this week, when members of a popular subreddit learned that their community had been infiltrated by undercover researchers posting AI-written comments and passing them off as human thoughts, the Redditors were predictably incensed.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Megan Garber: Fox and frenemy
 	"Autocracy crushed my alma mater. Then I got to Columbia."
 	The Jim Crow economy is the true horror in Sinners.
 	A witch hunt at the State Department




Culture Break


Chuck Zlotnick / Marvel



Watch. The new Marvel film Thunderbolts* (out now in theaters) poses a surprising solution to the franchise's aimlessness problem, David Sims writes: stop trying so hard.

Stream. Streamers such as Zack "Asmongold" Hoyt have more political influence than ever, Spencer Kornhaber writes. What are they really saying?

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Take Your Book Outside

Reading al fresco isn't always idyllic, but it can be sublime.

by Emma Sarappo




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


When I went outside to read yesterday, the first thing I noticed was the sun on my face. I welcomed it, then wondered, Do I have sunscreen? Then I asked myself if I should have used the bathroom before heading to the park. I made it to a bench and opened my book just as a bold, chittering group of sparrows swooped down from a nearby perch; I watched them jostle one another. Then I set myself to my task: I wanted to make progress on an advance copy of a new memoir, but Michelle de Kretser's Theory & Practice was also in my bag, and I had Sharon Kay Penman's When Christ and His Saints Slept loaded on my e-reader--plus I knew I had just a couple of chapters left in Adam Higginbotham's Midnight in Chernobyl. When I was a few pages into the memoir, a carpenter bee started making lazy laps around me. A leaf drifted onto my head; the light forced me to squint, then dig through my bag for my sunglasses. A cowbird joined the sparrows; the chirping competed with the hum of air-conditioning units. Chapter break: I looked up and a very happy dog was playing fetch in a park specifically marked as not a dog park, and I smiled to myself. A tiny red bug crawled across my phone; boat horns from the nearby Potomac rang out; planes soared overhead. I admired the blooming wisteria, then violently sneezed.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	Dear James: A riddle about reading
 	"Guest House," a poem by Issa Quincy
 	A new book challenges the Church's reputation on sex.


In the midst of the chattering and barking, the heat prickling my skin and the wind blowing my hair in my face, what did I gain? Certainly not an optimized reading experience. At the office, I could dispel distractions with a quick trip to the bathroom or water-bottle station; automatic curtains would block the bright sun. But I agree with Bekah Waalkes, who wrote for The Atlantic this week that some books just make "a case for leaving your reading nook and getting out into the world." It's important to savor pleasant days while they're here, she notes. Outdoor reading is not always idyllic; I was up against pollen, bugs, and the looming threat of bird poop. But it can be sublime.

And, in fact, the many distractions forced me to marshal my attention. I pushed myself into a unique state of focus, actively choosing each paragraph over everything that was happening around me. Every page I finished was an achievement, and the author's words floated in my head, on top of the pleasant mix of noises, smells, and breeze. When my mind slipped off the page, I barely cared. My memories of the chapters I read are now tied together with images of the world's natural rhythms: unfurling irises, creeping spiders, the flowing river--and periodically, an unexpected, uncontrollable sneeze.






Six Books You'll Want to Read Outdoors

By Bekah Waalkes

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

Read the full article.



What to Read

Fish Tales, by Nettie Jones

"You're not crazy to me," one character tells the narrator of Fish Tales, a 30-something Black woman named Lewis Jones. "You're daring. Most people cannot even imagine life the way you live it." That life includes nights out on the town in 1970s Detroit and disco-fueled Manhattan, copious amounts of cocaine, and sexual encounters both outlandish and, at times, demoralizing. This frenetic novel, first acquired by Toni Morrison and published in 1983, has become something of a cult classic, and it's easy to understand why: It approaches relationships with raw and unvarnished honesty. A new edition forthcoming from Farrar, Straus and Giroux in April promises to bring additional audiences to Jones's sharp, fast-paced look at the highs and lows of the human heart.  -- Rhian Sasseen

From our list: Six older books that deserve to be popular today





Out Next Week

? Second Life, by Amanda Hess

? Little Bosses Everywhere, by Bridget Read


? Old School Indian, by Aaron John Curtis







Your Weekend Read


Illustration by Lorena Spurio



Does Anyone Still Hitchhike?

By Andrew Fedorov

But I also hitchhike because I love it. The rides I've caught across America have opened my sense of the country. Each was an encounter with someone whose perspective I could hardly have imagined, as someone who's spent much of his life on the East Coast and in politically siloed bubbles. Especially when politics feels intense, hitchhiking has kept me from forgetting that decent people are everywhere. It's a way of testing the tensile strength of the social safety net. It shows that when you're at your most vulnerable, whether by circumstance or choice, people will be willing to help. You hitchhike to know you're not alone.

Read the full article.



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


Sign up for The Wonder Reader, a Saturday newsletter in which our editors recommend stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight.


Explore all of our newsletters.
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When Presidents Sought a Third (and Fourth) Term

Winning more than two elections was unthinkable. Then came FDR.

by Russell Berman




This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.


President Donald Trump has been back in the White House for just more than 100 days, and he's already thinking about a third term. For much of American history, the notion would have been laughable.

Nearly a century ago, the historian John Bach McMaster surveyed the first 138 years of the presidency and hazarded a prediction in the pages of The Atlantic: "Should the time come when a president who has twice been elected to office seeks a third election, he will surely meet great opposition, for the no-third-term doctrine is still strong."

Within 13 years, he would be proven wrong. In 1940, Franklin D. Roosevelt coasted to an unprecedented third term, capturing 55 percent of the popular vote and a whopping 85 percent in the Electoral College. As the writer Gerald W. Johnson observed the following year, 27 million voters "trampled down the thitherto sacred third-term tradition in order to reelect the chief New Dealer."

Roosevelt was breaking no law at the time he sought a third term. The two-term presidential limit was a mere custom established when George Washington stepped down voluntarily after eight years in office. Two presidents--Ulysses S. Grant in 1880, and FDR's fifth cousin Theodore Roosevelt in 1912--had previously tried (and failed) to return to the White House for third, nonconsecutive terms. Roosevelt's victory was not a surprise, and certainly not to readers of this magazine at the time. Barely a year into FDR's second term, the journalist J. Frederick Essary made a prediction that would hold up much better than McMaster's: "If Mr. Roosevelt runs a third time," Essary wrote, "he will be renominated and reelected."

But no president would do so again. Roosevelt won a fourth term in 1944, as the nation chose not to replace its commander in chief during the height of World War II. The president's worsening health was unknown to the public, and he died less than three months after his fourth inauguration, in April 1945. His death, and the end of the war soon after, revived a debate over whether to formalize what McMaster called "the unwritten law of the Republic." America's founders had considered writing a term limit into the original Constitution as a way to prevent a power-hungry president from becoming too much like a king. After Roosevelt's death in office, and after having just fought a war to defeat dictators in Europe, that argument gained new momentum. In 1951, the states ratified the Twenty-Second Amendment, which says that "no person shall be elected to the office of the President more than twice."

Such an ironclad prohibition would seem to rule out a third term for President Donald Trump. But that hasn't stopped him or his biggest supporters from musing about the possibility of another run in 2028. "I'm not joking," he told NBC News last month. "There are methods which you could do it." (As if to prove the point, or to troll his critics, the official retail website of Trump's company is now selling Trump 2028 hats.) When my colleague Ashley Parker asked Trump about a possible third term last week, he said it was "not something that I'm looking to do." But he was clearly intrigued by the idea: "That would be a big shattering, wouldn't it?"

To get around the Twenty-Second Amendment, Trump's allies have floated the idea that he could run for vice president on the ticket of, say, J. D. Vance in the next election. If Vance won, he could resign, thereby making Trump president without him having to be "elected" to the office more than twice. (The Twelfth Amendment, however, seems to cut off that path, because it states that "no person constitutionally ineligible to the office of President shall be eligible to that of Vice-President of the United States.") Or Trump could simply run for president and dare the Supreme Court to throw him off the ballot in the middle of an election.

Should the Supreme Court blink, the decision of whether two terms of Trump are enough would fall to voters. The president has never been as popular as FDR was during his years in the White House. But if history is a guide, it would be wrong to assume the public would automatically uphold a long-established limit. Just ask Essary: "It is difficult to believe that the mass of the people care very deeply about the third term in itself," he wrote in 1937. "There is nothing in our experience as a nation to prove that they do care; and there is much to indicate how little the average man concerns himself about the matter." It's a sentiment that, some nine decades later, Trump might be willing to bet on.
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Mike Waltz Joins an Unhappy Fraternity

Even without Signalgate, the president wasn't likely to keep his national security adviser 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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Pete Hegseth Is Running Out of Excuses

A set of scandals and turnover at the Pentagon undermine the already flimsy case for his leadership.

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.


Updated at 6:01 p.m. ET on May 7, 2025

Of course Pete Hegseth had other Signal chats.

When Atlantic editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg revealed last month that top Trump administration officials, including the defense secretary, were using the messaging platform to discuss highly sensitive information, such as specific war plans, the fact that they had added a journalist somewhat overshadowed the chat's existence.

The casual tone in the messages that Goldberg received, however, implied that circulating classified details in this way was not surprising or unusual to the people involved. Indeed, The New York Times now reports that Hegseth also shared sensitive attack details in a second Signal chat, this one including his brother, a Pentagon employee surely hired on merit alone, something that Hegseth cares deeply about; his personal lawyer, also on the Pentagon payroll; and his current wife, a former Fox News producer.

As the Times dryly noted about the former two participants, "It is not clear why either would need to know about upcoming military strikes aimed at the Houthis in Yemen." Aides had warned Hegseth not to have sensitive discussions on Signal or on his personal phone, according to the Times' reporting. At this point, does anyone believe that the two Signal chats we know about are the only Signal chats?

The latest article, like Goldberg's, raises questions about whether highly classified information is really safe. Members of the military expressed anger after the first leak, noting that breaches could put them in danger, and that if they had handled such material the same way, they would have received serious discipline.

The broader takeaway is about how dysfunctional the Pentagon already is, just three months into the Trump administration. One of the most quietly stunning phrases of the latest scoop could easily escape notice: "according to four people with knowledge of the chat." The fact that four separate people were willing to speak about this to the Trump-detested New York Times is an indication of dysfunction, just as the constant stream of leaks from within the first Trump White House laid bare the internecine warfare there.

Only last week, three top aides to Hegseth were placed on leave and then fired amid an investigation into other alleged leaks. (The Pentagon has not made clear what, if anything, the men are accused of doing, nor what evidence exists.) Meanwhile, Hegseth's chief of staff is being reassigned. And yesterday evening, the former Defense Department spokesperson John Ullyot published a column in Politico describing "a month of total chaos at the Pentagon" and "a near collapse inside the Pentagon's top ranks."

You don't have to take Ullyot at face value. (In fact, given that he claims that "President Donald Trump has a strong record of holding his top officials to account," you probably shouldn't.) He resigned earlier this month, after being the point man defending the removal of a Pentagon webpage devoted to the pioneering Black baseball player (and Army veteran) Jackie Robinson. Whatever motives, ulterior or not, that Ullyot has, his decision to air his complaints publicly is both an indicator and a likely driver of dysfunction. It also puts the lie to Hegseth's attempt to write off the controversy as a media creation driven by "anonymous sources."

Hegseth was always manifestly unqualified for the job of defense secretary. Set aside the serial infidelity, the accusations of alcohol abuse (which he has denied), and the questions about extremist views: Even without these, he had nowhere near the resume to run the armed forces. Though he is a veteran, Hegseth had not otherwise worked in government, and the organizations he had run were tiny, especially compared with the Department of Defense. He was picked because he looked good on TV, where he'd been a Fox News personality, and was loyal to the president.

Hegseth's apologists argued that this would be okay. What he needed to do to succeed at the Pentagon, they said, was set broad goals and then leave it to other staffers to implement them. His job was to manage that. (One flaw in that logic was that Hegseth had been accused of mismanagement at two separate nonprofits; Hegseth has denied any accusations.) The rate of turnover at the Pentagon shows that Hegseth is unable to keep the kind of top staff around him necessary to actually run the place.

We've become accustomed to Keystone Kops routines at the White House, but seeing them crop up at the Pentagon is disturbing. The country can run with a bumbling White House; can it keep itself safe with an inept Defense Department? (Elsewhere in heavy-handed metaphors, a bag belonging to the secretary of Homeland Security was swiped from a restaurant this weekend.) Trump remains outwardly supportive of Hegseth and said today that the new Signal story was a "waste of time."

A secretary facing the scandals that Hegseth has might well have been forced out by now in any other administration--though, to be fair, they might also never have been confirmed or even nominated in the first place. The president's reluctance to get rid of Hegseth apparently stems from his belief that he let the media push him around too much during his first term, and that if he cans any official who's under fire, he will only encourage and empower the press. This is a dangerous game to play with national security, though. If Trump is unwilling to take a political loss now, what kind of geopolitical loss does he risk later?

Related:

	The Big Story: The fallout from the Signal controversy
 	Hegseth has all the wrong enemies (From March)






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	The real legacy of Pope Francis
 	Chinese manufacturers seem ready for a trade war.
 	What it means to tell the truth about America
 	The scramble to save rural health care from DOGE




Today's News

	Pope Francis died this morning at the age of 88 after suffering a stroke and heart failure.
 	The ACLU reported to the Supreme Court that the Trump administration was prepared to carry out deportations of Venezuelan migrants against the court's orders. (The government maintains that the migrants received advance notice of their removals with time to file legal claims.)
 	Nadine Menendez, the wife of former Senator Bob Menendez, was convicted of multiple corruption charges in a federal trial.




Dispatches 

	Work in Progress: The United States could prevail in a trade war against China if it does everything right. The problem is that the Trump administration is doing everything wrong, Roge Karma writes.
 	The Wonder Reader: As grandparents take on more caregiving, their relationships with both their kids and their grandkids may start to look different, Isabel Fattal writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Nemanja Knezevic / Connected Archives



You've Probably Already Met Your Next Best Friend

By Faith Hill

If you're a lonely adult in an American city, please know that people are trying very hard to help you. A few examples: The organization Project Gather hosts food-centered hangouts--potlucks, bake sales, mushroom foraging--across the country. The company Timeleft, operating in more than 300 cities, matches groups of five strangers for dinner every Wednesday. Belong Center offers "Belong Circles," 90-minute gatherings led by "trained community architects." Block Party USA seems to, um--advocate for the concept of block parties?
 Ventures such as these make up a growing friendship industry, and they claim a lofty goal: Not only do they want to get people off their phone and out of the house; they want nothing less than to cure Americans of alienation.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Hitler's terrible tariffs
 	The worst job in America
 	Migrants are heading south.
 	What we lose when we're priced out of our hobbies




Culture Break


HBO



Watch. The Last of Us (streaming on Max) went too far in the wrong direction with its most shocking moment, Shirley Li writes.

Listen. The latest episode of How to Age Up explores the best ways to feed ourselves in the dizzying era of food trends.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

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




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2025/04/pete-hegseth-signal-group-chat-scandal/682529/?utm_source=feed
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