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        How to Take Charge of Your Family Inheritance
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.In Oscar Wilde's celebrated 1895 comedy, The Importance of Being Earnest, one of the protagonists famously asserts, "All women become like their mothers. That is their tragedy." This is obviously hyperbolic, but one traditional piece of advice a young man commonly gets before getting married is never to say to his wife, "You're turning into your mother."The idea of becoming like your parent is ra...

      

      
        And the Oscar Goes to ... Something the Voters Didn't Watch
        Amogh Dimri

        There's faking it 'til you make it, and then there's faking it for years after you've already made it. Some Oscar voters who've long since made it into the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences have apparently embraced the latter. Last month, the elite film-industry group announced a new rule for the final round of voting for next year's Oscar winners. Academy members must now watch all of the films before casting their ballots--all of them, all the way through.That might seem like an obviou...

      

      
        America Is Having a Showboater Moment
        Jill Leovy

        Over the dozen years I spent covering the police as a beat reporter in Los Angeles, I came to realize there are two kinds of officers: showboaters and real cops.The showboaters strut around and talk tough. They think they know a lot but they don't. They get in your face when you turn up to cover a story and wax poetic about bad guys, knuckleheads, and gangsters. They praise blanket measures, crackdowns, sweeps. I had to learn how to get past them and find my way to the real cops, who tend to be q...

      

      
        Trump and the Crown Prince
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsThree years ago, Joe Biden visited Saudi Arabia and was pointedly not greeted at the airport by any of the kingdom's major leaders (a mere governor of a province was the highest-ranking official who showed up). This week when President Trump landed in Riyadh, Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman met him at the end of the jetway, shook his hand warmly, and walked him down the purple carpet. In Qatar, his entourage was greeted ...

      

      
        24 Books to Get Lost in This Summer
        The Atlantic Culture Desk

        Summer is, perhaps counterintuitively, the season when many of us find ourselves with our nose constantly in a book. Warm weather and long days stoke the desire to let time and obligations fall away, and to give yourself over to an absorbing novel, history, or memoir. With that in mind, The Atlantic's writers and editors have selected books to suit every mood or fancy. No matter where you are, you may want to transport yourself to another place, or pick up the novel everyone will be talking about;...

      

      
        The MAGA-World Rift Over Trump's Qatari Jet
        Russell Berman

        As Air Force One glided into Doha today, it was easy to imagine President Donald Trump having a case of jet envy.Hamad International Airport, in Qatar's capital, is sometimes home to the $400 million "palace in the sky," a luxury liner that Trump is eyeing. Qatar's royal family plans to give the plane to Trump as a temporary replacement for the aging Air Force One and then to his future presidential library after he leaves office. The Qatari aircraft was in Texas, not Doha, during the tarmac welc...

      

      
        The Mess at Airports Is Part of a Larger Pattern
        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.On this much, there is bipartisan agreement: The Federal Aviation Administration is in a bad mess. After years of exceptional safety, the U.S. air-travel system has recently been beset with near misses and, in one horrifying case, a collision. Air-traffic-control towers are badly understaffed, and contr...

      

      
        Trump's Real Secretary of State
        Isaac Stanley-Becker

        Steve Witkoff emptied his backpack on the conference table in his second-floor office, in the West Wing. He wanted to show me a pager given to him by Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and senior officials of the Mossad. The pager commemorates the intricate operation in which Israel detonated handheld devices used by Hezbollah, the Iranian-sponsored Lebanese militant group, killing or maiming thousands of its operatives.Witkoff located the gadget amid a tangle of electronics he uses to com...

      

      
        Trump's Tactical Burger Unit Is Beyond Parody
        Charlie Warzel

        The first months of Donald Trump's second presidency have included a systematic attempt to dismantle government agencies and pillage their data; state-sponsored renditions of immigrants; flagrant corruption; and brazen flouting of laws and the courts. The New York Times editorial board summed it up well: "The first 100 days of President Trump's second term have done more damage to American democracy than anything else since the demise of Reconstruction."But let us also not forget how extremely du...

      

      
        The Cynical Republican Plan to Cut Medicaid
        Jonathan Chait

        A generation ago, the Republican Party's preferred symbol of government-funded indolence was the "welfare queen," a quasi-mythical figure who collected checks to sit at home watching television. Today's GOP has fixated on an even stranger target: unemployed adults who take advantage of the taxpayer by collecting free ... health insurance.The fiscal centerpiece of the "big, beautiful bill" now making its way through Congress is to take Medicaid away from jobless adults. According to the Congressiona...

      

      
        A Week of Manufactured Trump Victories
        David Frum

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsIn this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum breaks down what he calls "the week of the four scams"--a stunning display of misinformation and corruption from President Donald Trump involving fake trade deals, manipulated markets, and even a personal jet from Qatar.David is then joined by Indian Member of Parliament and Chairman of the Committee on External Affairs Dr. Shashi Tharoor to examine the rece...

      

      
        Maybe <em>Star Wars</em> Is Better Without Lightsabers
        Shirley Li

        This article contains spoilers through the end of Andor.Andor, the Disney+ Star Wars spin-off series that concluded this week, traveled far, far away from the generally wholesome and fantastical adventures of the Jedi. The gritty story of Cassian Andor (played by Diego Luna), a disillusioned smuggler turned Rebel Alliance operative, trained its attention on ordinary people trying to survive an oppressive system. Andor was the TV prequel to the film Rogue One, which was itself a prequel to the first movie in the original Star Wars trilogy;...

      

      
        Just Let Your Kids Play With Makeup
        Faran Krentcil

        At least once a month, someone asks Kathryn Keough, a clinical psychologist at the mental-health nonprofit Child Mind Institute, if their child is in trouble. An expert on juvenile trauma and distress, Keough helps families navigate the fallout from scarring events or severe illnesses. But the inquiring parents aren't asking Keough whether their kid will recover after a tragedy. They're worried because their young daughters want to play with lipstick.Call it the fear of "girly-girl" culture--the p...

      

      
        The Honeymoon Is Ending in Syria
        Robert F. Worth

        Five months after its liberation from the police state of Bashar al-Assad, Syria sometimes looks like a country in civil war. Sectarian clashes have turned into street battles with rockets and mortars. In the southern province of Suweida, local leaders have denounced the new Syrian government as a band of terrorists, and they fly the flag of a Druze statelet that flourished a century ago.The country's new president, Ahmed al-Sharaa, has tried repeatedly to reassure Syria's religious minorities, s...

      

      
        Trump's Legal Strategy Has a Name
        Andrew O'Donohue

        Donald Trump's attacks on the courts lack recent precedent in the United States, but they follow a clear pattern seen in backsliding democracies around the world. In many countries, when political leaders challenge the courts, the end result isn't merely a win in a single policy dispute. These attacks have a deeper, more destructive effect: They systematically weaken the courts as a check on the executive's power--opening the door for governments to abuse that power to target opponents and endange...

      

      
        The Default-Parent Problem
        Olga Khazan

        When Austin Estes took his sick infant son to urgent care, he struggled to change his diaper in an exam room not equipped with a changing table. "Oh, if only Mom was here," the nurse said. Estes, an education-policy consultant in Washington, D.C., wondered why she'd think his wife would better handle an impossible diaper change.Justin Rauzon, a project director in Los Angeles, told me he listed himself as the primary contact on the intake paperwork at his child's pediatrician's office. But the of...

      

      
        Trump's Third-Term Ambitions Are Very Revealing
        Richard Primus

        President Donald Trump is cagey about whether he might try to stay in office after his current term expires. He frequently says that other people want him to do it, and the Trump Organization is selling Trump 2028 hats. In March, he said that he is "not joking" when he refers to a possible third term. More recently, he said that a third term is "something that, to the best of my knowledge, you're not allowed to do" but then immediately questioned the constitutionality of being prevented from runn...

      

      
        The End of Rule of Law in America
        J. Michael Luttig

        Updated at 10:45 a.m. ET on May 15, 2025The president of the United States appears to have long ago forgotten that Americans fought the Revolutionary War not merely to secure their independence from the British monarchy but to establish a government of laws, not of men, so that they and future generations of Americans would never again be subject to the whims of a tyrannical king. As Thomas Paine wrote in Common Sense in 1776, "For as in absolute governments the king is law, so in free countries the law ought to be king;...

      

      
        Silicon Valley Braces for Chaos
        Matteo Wong

        On a Wednesday morning last month, I thought, just for a second, that AI was going to kill me. I had hailed a self-driving Waymo to bring me to a hacker house in Nob Hill, San Francisco. Just a few blocks from arrival, the car lurched toward the other lane--which was, thankfully, empty--and immediately jerked back.That sense of peril felt right for the moment. As I stepped into the cab, Federal Reserve Chair Jerome Powell was delivering a speech criticizing President Donald Trump's economic policie...

      

      
        A Novel About Motherhood, Childhood, and Secrets
        Walt Hunter

        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.Honor Jones's debut novel, Sleep, starts with a child's perception of the world around her. I've known Honor, a senior editor at The Atlantic, since we were both children, and reading the book was a little like immersing myself in our own long friendship. I asked Honor a few questions about Sleep, which...

      

      
        America Is the Land of Opportunity--For White South Africans
        Nick Miroff

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.Updated at 6:35 p.m. ET on May 13, 2025. When the welcome ceremony was over, and the Trump officials drove off in their black SUVs, a dozen or so newly arrived South African refugees stepped out into the parking lot of a private terminal at Washington Dulles International Airport yesterday afternoon, still carrying little paper flags they'd been handed. Now it was time for a smoke.Will Hartzenberg, a tall, ...

      

      
        Dear James: I Have Debilitating Stage Fright
        James Parker

        Editor's Note: Is anything ailing, torturing, or nagging at you? Are you beset by existential worries? Every Tuesday, James Parker tackles readers' questions. Tell him about your lifelong or in-the-moment problems at dearjames@theatlantic.com.Don't want to miss a single column? Sign up to get "Dear James" in your inbox.Dear James,I have stage fright. I've had it since I was a little kid trying to perform at elementary-school talent shows. But the problem has persisted into adulthood, what with it...

      

      
        Indonesia's 'Silvermen' Beg for Survival
        Alan Taylor

        Yasuyoshi Chiba, a photojournalist with AFP, recently spent a rainy day in Jakarta with three men who had coated themselves in metallic paint, becoming "manusia silver," or silvermen, seeking donations from passersby. Rising prices and growing levels of unemployment have resulted in a recent rise in begging across Jakarta. The group followed here say that on a good day, they can earn as much as 200,000 rupiah ($12). After that, they return home, scrub off the irritating paint, and start again the...

      

      
        Due Process Is a Right, Not a Privilege You Get for Being Good
        Adam Serwer

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.President Donald Trump says he could bring back Kilmar Abrego Garcia, an immigrant his administration wrongly deported to the infamous CECOT prison in El Salvador. But he won't, despite the Supreme Court's order to "facilitate" the return of Abrego Garcia, who was deported unlawfully in the first place."If he were the gentleman that you say he is, I would do that," Trump told ABC News's Terry Moran last mon...

      

      
        ChatGPT Turned Into a Studio Ghibli Machine. How Is That Legal?
        Alex Reisner

        A few weeks ago, OpenAI pulled off one of the greatest corporate promotions in recent memory. Whereas the initial launch of ChatGPT, back in 2022, was "one of the craziest viral moments i'd ever seen," CEO Sam Altman wrote on social media, the response to a new upgrade was, in his words, "biblical": 1 million users supposedly signed up to use the chatbot in just one hour, Altman reported, thanks to a new, more permissive image-generating capability that could imitate the styles of various art and...
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How to Take Charge of Your Family Inheritance

You may be fine with becoming more like your parents or hate the idea. Either way, it's something you can control.

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.

In Oscar Wilde's celebrated 1895 comedy, The Importance of Being Earnest, one of the protagonists famously asserts, "All women become like their mothers. That is their tragedy." This is obviously hyperbolic, but one traditional piece of advice a young man commonly gets before getting married is never to say to his wife, "You're turning into your mother."

The idea of becoming like your parent is rarely offered as a compliment and even more rarely taken as one. People naturally resist the idea that some kind of genetic or environmental vortex is sucking them into being a version of someone else, especially when that someone is an immediate forebear about whom they probably harbor some ambivalent feelings. Even if your mom and dad really were in fact wonderful, and you felt nothing but love and admiration for them, we do still all want to be uniquely ourselves.

But are we? Social scientists and evolutionary biologists have been interested in this question for decades, not just in order to find genetic links to dread diseases, but also because we are curious to know the future of our relationships, worldly success, and happiness by seeing whether the personality characteristics that helped or hindered our parents are shaping us as well. Are you doomed to have an addiction because your father did? Will you bless others with a kind and gregarious spirit like your mother's?

The abundant evidence on this topic shows that we do indeed have a substantial genetic tendency to resemble our parents (and other relatives). But the similarity only goes so far, and depends a lot on how you see your past and on how you decide to build your own life. With knowledge and commitment, you can take a great deal of the good from Mom and Dad, but mostly leave behind the parts you don't like.

Read: Quaker parents were ahead of their time

Researchers studying the heritability of character have generally approached the subject by surveying parents and their adult children about their personality, focusing on the so-called Big 5 traits of extroversion, openness to experience, neuroticism, agreeableness, and conscientiousness. Using information about genetic similarity and statistical techniques, they generally find that, on average, about half of the variance (48 percent, to be precise) in overall personality can be chalked up to genetic factors, and the other half (52 percent) to environmental ones. Within this framework, extroversion tends to be slightly more genetic, whereas agreeableness and conscientiousness are more environmental. Studies have also shown that father-son similarities are somewhat more environmental than mother-daughter similarities.

A twist on the survey approach involves comparing adult-child pairs in biological and adoptive families. In a famous, and still influential, 1985 study using this approach, researchers found that, in most ways, shared genes have a much greater influence than shared environment. For example, the correlation in sociability between mothers and their biological children was 15 times greater than that between mothers and their adopted children; for self-acceptance, the finding was six times greater.

The heritability of personality is always interesting, but many people have a more pressing concern to avoid problems that tend to run in families, such as mood disorders and addiction. Major depressive disorder, for example, has been found to be about 30 to 50 percent heritable. A 2006 Swedish study of twins found that the heritability rate is 29 percent for men, 42 percent for women. Researchers believe they have identified the biological source of this phenomenon: a "short" variant of the serotonin transporter gene. They also note, however, that people who were subjected to stress by their parents in early childhood, which led to overactivation of the Hypothalamic-Pituitary-Adrenal Axis, are more likely to experience depression later in life.

Addiction is even more heritable; studies estimate genetic influence to be 30 to 70 percent of an addiction's cause. Although this makes the condition highly determined by inheritance compared with other traits, addiction is also more manageable than other inherited characteristics, through treatment and therapies that can modify behavior.

The popular wisdom that people become more like their parents as they age has a scientific basis. A 2020 study in the Journal of Personality and Social Psychology revealed that genetically similar people act more alike as they age--but only if siblings and parents share similar environments, such as living in the same general cultural milieu. So people who see their parents often, live in the same city, or share a similar community will probably become more like their parents

Unless, that is, you don't want to. Scholars in 2008 tested the personalities of parents and children, but also corrected their estimates for "regard," by which they meant an admiration for their parents that led children to want to emulate them. The higher the child's regard, they found, the greater the genetic influence the parents' personality had on the child's; the lower the regard, the lower the similarity. Researchers have correspondingly found that children who perceive rejection from their parents are less likely to resemble them, whereas those raised in a warm, loving home were more like their parents.

David French: The mistakes that parents make

Taken all together, the research suggests that if you admire your parents and want to be more like them, you can and will be, especially as the years pass. But if you would prefer to be less like them, you can do plenty to create your own path. To achieve that, focus on these two approaches.

1. Make the environment you want, and live in it.
 Anyone who has several children will tell you that they all seem different--and that this usually becomes only more apparent as they grow up. This can actually be a source of sadness for aging parents, because the differences among siblings--in beliefs, values, lifestyle--may grow so large that they seem like strangers to one another. As scholars have noted, such divergence is explained by the fact that even within families, the environment that each sibling experiences can differ sharply, and these environmental factors become all the more distinct as siblings move into their independent adult lives.

You can lean into this differentiation to create an alternative environment for yourself, one that contrasts with your family's. This enables you, in effect, to make this non-heritable half of your character more influential. For instance, if your parents spent their whole lives in one part of the country, try moving somewhere very different. If they rejected religion, you might try making it part of your life. If they drank a lot, don't drink at all. You get the idea. Your genes are fairly fixed, but the environment you live in is under your control.

2. Use the lever of regard.
 People tend to speak of their family background and upbringing in binary terms--either your childhood was wonderful, or it was awful. In truth, almost everyone's experience is more ambiguous than that, with both positives and negatives. Portraying your parents as either all bad or all good is not especially helpful for your emotional and psychological health.

You can make better decisions about your own adult life by listing the personality traits, beliefs, values, habits, and behaviors typical of your family, and putting a plus, minus, or zero next to each one, corresponding to whether that particular characteristic is one that you'd want to keep. This exercise sets a level of regard for each aspect of your family that you name. As noted above, regard has a strong influence on the genetic expression of parental traits in you--which makes it a handy lever to crank up or ratchet down the expression of a given trait.

Say that your mother was irresponsible with money; obviously, that gets a minus. Yet she was also a generous person; that gets a plus. She was also an extrovert, which is not a trait you feel strongly about, so it gets a zero. The list you create, and the rankings you give, can be revelatory the first time you do it, but I'd also suggest refreshing it and keeping it up-to-date. Then you can review it regularly, see if you still agree with yourself, and ensure you're making an effort to match how you live to the pluses and minuses of your regard.

Read: The parenting prophecy

One last thought: We are all someone's child, but you may also be, or may become, a parent yourself. Then your concern could be less how you're turning into your parents, and more whether your kids will resemble you. You'd like them to emulate your positive traits, of course, and avoid your negative ones. A good place to start is to be completely honest with yourself and not pretend that those negative traits don't exist or are somehow positive. For example, some people like to pat themselves on the back for always "telling it like it is!" But from your child's perspective--and maybe to your friends, too--you might just seem embarrassingly tactless or downright obnoxious.

Once you have honestly sorted out the positive from the negative, be open about these traits with your kids, listen to their feedback, and show that you're trying to change what's not winning their regard. Researchers have amply demonstrated how strongly kids are influenced by watching their parents make an effort to achieve something: When young children see their parents struggle for something and succeed, they persist more in efforts themselves.

You cannot make a better bequest to your child than an understanding that what matters most is not the human clay we inherit, but that we are each always a work in progress. And we ourselves can mold that clay.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/05/children-parents-genetic-inheritance/682804/?utm_source=feed
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And the Oscar Goes to ... Something the Voters Didn't Watch

The Academy has a new rule to address this problem. Good luck with enforcing that.

by Amogh Dimri




There's faking it 'til you make it, and then there's faking it for years after you've already made it. Some Oscar voters who've long since made it into the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences have apparently embraced the latter. Last month, the elite film-industry group announced a new rule for the final round of voting for next year's Oscar winners. Academy members must now watch all of the films before casting their ballots--all of them, all the way through.

That might seem like an obvious rule for voters of any award: View the works you're judging. But when I recently spoke with several Academy members about the new condition, the lack of consensus about how to judge a movie was striking.

"I am the first one to be on that list of people who don't watch everything," one film editor in the Academy told me. (All of my interview subjects in the Academy requested anonymity to speak candidly about their own behavior or the Academy's conduct.) "Wicked is totally uninteresting. I know I'm not going to vote for it, and I didn't really watch it," she added, referring to the Wizard of Oz prequel that was nominated for Best Picture this year. "I can only watch the things I'm interested in. Otherwise, for me, it's a waste of my time." The new rule won't change her habits, she told me. "I know what I like. I know what I don't like. If I start it and watch 10, 15 minutes and know I'm not going to vote for it, I'll just continue 'Play,' but I might not watch it. I'm just gonna walk away."

What exactly have the Academy's voting members been doing for the past nearly 100 years? Members have been encouraged to give all nominees a fair shake, but--aside from a few specialized categories--were not explicitly required to see a movie in competition from opening sequence to closing credits. Under the new system, to have their final-round ballots unlocked and counted, voters will have to either watch each nominee from start to finish via the Academy's private screening app or complete a form attesting to where and when they saw the film (if at an external venue).

David Sims: The Oscars have left the mainstream moviegoer behind

Some members I spoke with pointed out that the rule reform lacked teeth--if voters are willing to lie about having seen a movie at a festival or at the theater. "The Academy can't track you," one director in the Academy told me, "and you can just tick it off." The Academy's app isn't foolproof either. Voters can leave the movie running while cooking dinner or answering emails. But the point is that the Academy's honor system will now include the jeopardy of dishonor for cheating--given the theoretical risk of being caught in a lie.

One documentarian in the Academy told me that some tightening up was needed, but requiring voters to sit through all of the films in full was asking too much: "Filmmakers know very quickly whether something that they're watching is really special," he told me. "What is watching a film? Is it watching the first 25 minutes of a film? Does that count? Or do you have to get all the way through?" If we decide to award an Oscar for the Best Opening 25 Minutes, perhaps we can all agree that Saving Private Ryan deserves one retroactively.

Other members disagreed that filmmakers can distinguish greatness from mediocrity so quickly. The new rule should have come out a "long time back," the director told me. So why did the update come only now? "Not a lot of people saw The Brutalist in its entirety," he said. The film took home three Academy Awards. Perhaps some of the Academy's members felt they didn't need to sit through the three-and-a-half-hour run time (plus a 15-minute intermission in theaters) and come to an independent view of their own, because the Golden Globes voters had already garlanded the film with three of their biggest awards a few weeks before the Oscars. (The Academy declined my request for comment.) "The year-end films are Oscar-bait movies," the director said--meaning they come late enough to be fresh in the voters' memory but early enough to accrue critical buzz.

"I made it through 45 minutes," another documentary maker in the Academy told me. Watching it was "a big ask." A composer in the Academy, one of two I spoke with, told me that voters skipping the hours-long Brutalist was an open secret among his peers: "Several people were like, 'I can't. I started it and I couldn't finish.'" Its success considering its scant viewership "was definitely a head-scratcher to me and most of my friends," he said.

The Brutalist was not the first film in Academy history to win more acclaim than viewing minutes. According to the director I spoke with, the 2022 four-Oscar winner All Quiet on the Western Front was also scarcely watched by voters. Nodding off early makes for a reliable verdict too. "I fell asleep during Conclave," the documentary maker confessed.

The obvious question: How do movies that many Academy members find unwatchable end up being nominated for, or even winning, the highest honors in the industry? From my conversations with Academy members, one answer emerged: If not everyone who votes has time--or makes time--to watch every movie in full, an army of publicists is ready to capitalize on time-crunched voters' suggestibility.

Read: What college football and the Oscars have in common

The 2025 Best Picture winner, Anora, made headlines after its studio spent a good chunk of its $18 million marketing budget--triple the film's $6 million production cost--on its Oscars campaign, which included selling a line of film-branded red thongs. Generating word-of-mouth excitement among a body of 10,000 movie insiders is an expensive but crucial part of the game. The other composer in the Academy I spoke with told me that bigger-budget films have been known to co-host a private concert for Oscar voters at L.A.'s Royce Hall theater that is essentially "a cocktail party with drinks and hors d'oeuvres" to showcase their nominated score's composer. "You're basically at a campaign rally for very few films," he said.

The first composer told me that "when Barbie was a nominee, the year before last, Warner Bros. put on so many events." He offered a blunt appraisal of how Academy voting works: "It certainly isn't whether or not we watch the films. It's the extent to which we are being wined and dined"--then adding, "Not wined and dined, but given access." Particularly in determining votes for more niche award categories, film publicists play a big role. "There's so much competition," he said. Some people would consider the choices "overwhelming, and want to be told what to vote for." (Members are not, of course, under any obligation to vote in every category.)

Although Academy members tended to see the rule change as a housekeeping fix, online cynics read it as a confession of fraud and corruption. The controversy has put a spotlight on the gap between what the Oscars strives to be and what it actually is. Instead of celebrating what makes cinema great, it's made intra-Hollywood intrigue visible to the general public. "What's fascinating," William Stribling, a filmmaker who is not an Academy member, told me, "is that the public and moviegoing audiences are so heavily invested in this thing, which is really an internal, industry-celebrating-industry event."

By trying to make the Oscars fairer, the Academy inadvertently revealed that the award business hasn't been all that fair to begin with. But perhaps that's Hollywood's worst-kept secret already.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/05/oscars-academy-voters-rule/682803/?utm_source=feed
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America Is Having a Showboater Moment

The Trump administration talks tough on crime but shrugs off the work of real law enforcement.

by Jill Leovy




Over the dozen years I spent covering the police as a beat reporter in Los Angeles, I came to realize there are two kinds of officers: showboaters and real cops.

The showboaters strut around and talk tough. They think they know a lot but they don't. They get in your face when you turn up to cover a story and wax poetic about bad guys, knuckleheads, and gangsters. They praise blanket measures, crackdowns, sweeps. I had to learn how to get past them and find my way to the real cops, who tend to be quieter but know more.

America is having a showboater moment, summed up by federal agents imprisoning alleged immigrant gang members and shipping them abroad. To make itself look strong, the government plays up the danger they pose. Meanwhile, it shrugs off the unglamorous work of following due process and avoiding mistakes.

Read: The terrible optics of ICE enforcement are fueling a Trump immigration backlash

I've studied murder in America, so I have no illusions about gangs and what confronting them takes. In an online database of deadly violence, I chronicled more than 900 murders in Los Angeles County in a single year, and in my 2015 book, Ghettoside, I followed the patient investigative work that ultimately brought to justice the killers of an LAPD detective's son. I've seen the death and suffering that gangs inflict on thousands of Americans every year. And I find it infuriating that so many people, particularly on the left, seem to diminish America's homicide crisis. I understand the desire for a magic wand to make it go away.

But any idiot can pull off a police state. That isn't innovation.

Governments that imprison indiscriminately and ignore due process have been known to post extraordinarily low murder rates: In the late 2000s, Syria's dictatorship reported a criminal-homicide rate half that of the United States. Eliminating crime isn't difficult if you eliminate freedom.

But that ain't the business, to borrow a phrase I often heard in South L.A. True policing means fighting crime within a constitutional system--safeguarding freedom and security at the same time. This is more sophisticated than mere goonery, and it takes a legal sensibility. Real cops aren't just security guards, scarecrows, or social workers. They are legal professionals on par with prosecutors, defense attorneys, and judges. In the homicide units I observed for more than a decade, I never heard a detective complain about shepherding a case through the courts. They knew it was an integral part of the job.

Real cops don't skirt the rule of law; they wield it in defense of the weak. This ethic prevails even when the victims themselves are criminals, which they very often are. Most gang violence is the result of members attacking one another, and many victims have rap sheets as long as those of their assailants. Showboaters divide the world into bad guys and good guys, but that distinction falls apart when applied to gangs.

And the flashy roundups they favor are in sharp contrast to the way real cops work. The latter are subtle and focused; they don't squander limited resources on nonviolent or low-priority targets. The Trump administration claims to be focused on gang members, but even that can be too wide a net. When I was reporting in California, the gang members listed in the old state database outnumbered annual gang-related homicides by more than 100 to one. That's because only a small fraction of gang members were actually shooting people. The rest were lesser criminals, opportunists, hangers-on, partiers, teenagers seeking protection or just trying to fit in. I know of some boys who joined gangs under threat--and a few who were murdered because they refused.

Read: Airport detentions have travelers 'freaked out'

Real cops go after the killers and shooters, of course, but they try to win over everyone else. They work the weak links--gangs are full of defectors--and they give victims and witnesses the backing they need to stand up, stripping gangs of the power they derive from intimidation and coercion. The most successful cops assemble a quiet army of "friendlies," many of whom have lost family members to gang violence or been victims of it themselves. These officers receive more tips and have more success getting witnesses to cooperate. Their police work allows people to rely on the protection of the law rather than protection rackets run by gangs.

Neither the political left nor the political right lends much support to these kinds of efforts. Conservatives have long been too giddy about showboating. They reach for hammers when they should reach for scalpels. The current right-wing preference for federal intervention, indiscriminate sweeps, and emergency declarations will undermine the efforts of real cops who already face skepticism in many of their communities. The last thing they need is to be perceived as invaders.

Many on the left, meanwhile, disparage any solution that relies on enforcement--a position that can't adequately respond to the suffering of victims. A popular leftist line of thinking even holds that the only actual problem is moral panic or fear.

Americans are right to be outraged by criminal homicides, though, including the fraction that illegal immigrants commit. The country has a real murder problem that has been neglected for too long, and certain groups, particularly Black men, have paid a disproportionate price.

But showboating isn't the answer. Any goon can impose repression. Real cops impose the law. That's the kind of toughness we need now.
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Trump and the Crown Prince

He's the American president Gulf leaders have been waiting for.

by Hanna Rosin




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

Three years ago, Joe Biden visited Saudi Arabia and was pointedly not greeted at the airport by any of the kingdom's major leaders (a mere governor of a province was the highest-ranking official who showed up). This week when President Trump landed in Riyadh, Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman met him at the end of the jetway, shook his hand warmly, and walked him down the purple carpet. In Qatar, his entourage was greeted by red Cybertrucks, camels, and dancers. The affection appears mutual and genuine. That is in part because Trump speaks the transactional language of the Gulf leaders he met with this week, and they appreciate him for it. As a gift, he gets a luxury jet from Qatar while U.S. citizens get ... ? That remains to be seen.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk with Hussein Ibish, a senior resident scholar at the Arab Gulf States Institute, about this new era of chumminess among the American president and Gulf leaders. What does it mean that Trump has not brought up any of Saudi Arabia's human-rights violations? Is that luxury jet just norm breaking or illegal? And how might this friendship influence Trump in his dealings with Israel as its prime minister, Benjamin Netanyahu, threatens to escalate attacks on Gaza?



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: Have you been seeing the pictures of Trump on the tarmac being greeted by various royals?

Hussein Ibish: Yeah.

Rosin: I wonder if you read it this way: He seems very relaxed.

Ibish: He is very relaxed. He's home. He's come home. This is, like--outside the U.S., this is his favorite place.

[Music]

Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic, and that is Hussein Ibish.

Ibish: I'm Hussein Ibish, and I'm a senior resident scholar at the Arab Gulf States Institute, and I write for many publications, especially The Atlantic.

Rosin: This week, we're watching the president's visit to the Gulf states: Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates.

The pictures we're referring to show Trump at the airport tarmac in Saudi Arabia being greeted by Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman in a royal welcome. Lavender carpets. Golden swords. Arabian horses. And Trump smiling through all of it. This is a stark contrast to a few years ago, when MBS, as bin Salman is known, was a pariah in the West for his human-rights violations.

So what does Donald Trump's new approach to the Gulf states mean for our Middle East policy? And why is Trump so at home there?

Ibish: He lives in a world of patrons and clients. He lives in a world where authority is not questionable. And that's very familiar. It's a very familiar space to--especially the Saudi royals, but--all of them. And he understands them, and they understand him. And he loves them, and they love him. He can be himself, the unedited version. He doesn't have to check his instincts. He just go[es] with it. And that's kind of unusual for Trump.

Rosin: The word that seems to summarize Trump's approach is transactional. That's the word that a lot of people use. So what are Middle East leaders getting from America, and what is Trump getting from them?

Ibish: Yeah, it's pretty straightforward, right? The Middle Eastern--not leaders, but--countries, what they're getting, ultimately, is protection. They're getting military protection, which is often unsatisfactory from their point of view. But they don't really have a good alternative to the United States, so they have to try to work to make it as good as possible. And that's what they're doing. They're buying goodwill from the U.S. They're also buying weapons, which they want and need. It's not, you know, purely just gifting.

However, what Trump is getting in return is lots of money, and more for himself than for the country. There is money coming for the country. There are these large weapons sales of missiles and other things to Saudi Arabia, the biggest weapons sale in U.S. history. And the U.A.E. is looking at buying over a million semiconductor chips from Nvidia. And so on. All three countries are buying lots of American stuff, which is a big boon to Trump's bid to revitalize American manufacturing.

But there's also a grifting angle here, right? Trump is getting a lot of money for his own company. We've never seen this before. We've never seen, even in the first Trump term: The level to which this state visit is also a private-business visit is amazing, because the projects include a Trump Tower in both Riyadh and Jeddah, in Saudi Arabia; another Trump Tower in Dubai, in the U.A.E.; and a Trump International Golf [Club] and resort in Qatar. There's also a cryptocurrency scheme connected to his sons, in which a U.A.E.-linked company has just agreed to invest $2 billion, with a B--$2 billion. The company is not going to look the same after this trip. It's going to go from being a very-successful-for-its-size mom-and-pop shop built on the vast inheritance that Trump's had from his father, Fred--but now he's taking it into the stratosphere.

I mean, the amount of financial clout that's coming to his family-owned, privately held business is just amazing. And what the Arabs are doing here is buying goodwill. It's an investment. It's an investment in Trump as a friend and, you know, ultimately also with the U.S. But right now Trump has, you know, instituted l'etat c'est moi: "He is the country, and the country is him."

And until somebody stops him or until he leaves the White House, that's the way it's going to be. And this is very understandable to a group of people who deal in patron-client relations as a matter of course.

Rosin: Okay, so just to summarize, the transaction is: They get protection, and what Trump gets is money for the country and money for himself.

Ibish: Exactly. They get protection and he gets money. We get money.

Rosin: Yeah, it's very clear when you describe it: The symbol, the concrete thing that is going to symbolize this trip for a long time, is this luxury jet from Qatar. How should we understand what this transaction is?

Ibish: Well, it's the absolute--I was waiting for you to bring it up, because it is exactly the kind of icon, the avatar of this trip. It says it all.

Qatar, which is an unbelievably rich country, has 300,000--maybe 400,000--citizens. Most of the country, between 2 and 3 million people, are ex-pat laborers, foreign workers, Arab and Western technocrats. But collectively, those 350,000 or so Qataris are the largest single exporter in the world of liquid natural gas. And obviously, all of the wealth goes to the citizens. I mean, it's just amazing. You've never seen a country with this level of per-capita wealth.

And it uses that money for national interests. In this case, what they've done is: One of the former prime ministers who is a royal has a jet, a luxury Boeing 747 that's kitted out not for a president but for a wealthy man who enjoys luxury travel on his own private plane. So what the Qataris have done is they've said: You can have the plane for use as president while you're in office, and after that it will be transferred to your presidential library, meaning he could still use it after that. So it's sort of been--they've very cleverly muddied the waters or blurred the line between private and public here, in order to give this plane to Donald Trump as an individual. They can say that they haven't, that they've given it to his presidency, right?

Rosin: This is so interesting. Basically, what you're saying is this is the president that the Gulf leaders have been waiting for. Trump is the man that they can finally deal with in the way that they want to.

Ibish: Yeah. Well, in a lot of ways I think that's true. I remember a certain high-ranking--or formerly very high-ranking--Gulf individual who said just as much in 2016, after he was elected. They said, He does the same things--and he listed a bunch of verbs that were unlawful actions--and said, We do that. And he does that.

It's not, obviously, unlawful in their countries. It's normative, but traditionally not allowed in the United States and in Western countries in general. And I think this man was absolutely correct when he said, We do this and he does that, and we do this and he does that, and that they would feel very comfortable with him.

They certainly would disagree about how much pressure he should put on Israel regarding Gaza, things like that. But I was thinking yesterday that there's really no daylight between Trump's positions on all the really most-important issues and those of Saudi Arabia. You can't find a major irritant there, which is really amazing.

Rosin: Such as what? What issues?

Ibish: Well, I mean, anything you think of--the war in Ukraine, the nature of U.S.-Saudi relations, you know, how business should be conducted, the Yemen war, talks with Iran (they both want a deal). They convinced him that lifting the sanctions on Syria was a good idea. They just agree, more or less, on just about any issue. That can change overnight, because if there was a spike in oil prices, they would disagree right away.

But I was contrasting that in my mind with the problems that the U.S. and Trump have with Israel right now, where there's disagreement about Gaza, about the cease-fire with the Houthis, about the talks with Iran, about the negotiations with Hamas. There are many irritants. Now, that's not to say the U.S. is closer to Saudi Arabia than it is Israel. I don't think that's true. The Israeli relationship with the U.S. is very deeply ingrained and protected by political influence in the U.S., especially from evangelical Christians on the right.

But yeah, I think Trump is sort of ideal in many ways from, say, a Saudi point of view.

[Music]

Rosin: So now that we've established the nature of this relationship and where we are now, I want to understand what it means--to the rest of us, not to Trump and his family. So when you hear about U.S. relations with Gulf states in the past, especially Saudi Arabia, human rights enters as a factor. Not always forcefully, but it's always--

Ibish: Well, it's definitely a rhetorical factor with most administrations. Whether they're Republican or Democrat, they do bring it up. Trump doesn't--ever, at all.

Rosin: Right. So how important is that departure or shift?

Ibish: Well, I mean, MBS has learned--and one of the big questions about him when he was a young, rash leader, you know, beginning in 2015, when he came in as defense minister, and a quick rise to where he is now, which is head of government. That is to say he is the prime minister of Saudi Arabia, so he runs the government.

And human-rights issues became very serious in his early years with the arrest of the dissidents, the sort of adventure in Yemen that was ill-advised and badly done, to put it mildly, and also the jailing of important people who are not perhaps on board fully with the changes--the reforms, the social liberalization, or other concerns that MBS had about them--who were jailed at the Ritz Carlton.

Rosin: Yeah, and of course, the 2018 murder of The Washington Post journalist Jamal Khashoggi, which the CIA concluded MBS ordered, although he denied it.

Ibish: I was coming to that. That's the big enchilada--right?--for many people, including me, because he was a friend of mine for 15 years. And I, you know, I was just--I'm still scarred by it, and I think I always will be.

[Music]

Ibish: MBS, what we've learned about him is that, you know, he's not a sociopath, in the sense that he's educable. The question about him was always, Is he young and, you know, rash and doing these things because he doesn't know better, or is he kind of nuts? And the answer is, No, he's educable. He's evolving. He's maturing.

Saudi Arabia remains a real human-rights violator from the point of view of human-rights norms. It executes a lot of people. Rule of law does not apply in the way we would expect. Dissidents--when they're found, when they exist--suffer, you know, arrest and imprisonment and long sentences. And even if they go as far as saying, Parts of the country should secede or leave Saudi Arabia, they can be executed. And they are sometimes. So it's not, you know, a happy story on human rights at all. But it's just way better than it was. And, you know, there are certainly more-alarming cases around the world.

You couldn't really say that around the time of the murder of Jamal, because Saudi Arabia was really one of the worst violators at that time. And now I think it's almost back to normative Saudi behavior, hardly a good standard--it's a very low bar--but it's very different than he was years ago.

Rosin: Okay, so we need to take a quick break, but when we come back, I want to talk about what this trip means for the ongoing conflicts in the Middle East and U.S.'s role in them. That's when we're back.

[Break]

Rosin: Okay, we're back. So I want to put this Gulf visit in the broader Middle East context. As Trump was heading to this trip, he made a number of deals that seemed like they were trying to clear away American entanglements in the region--so the U.S. cease-fire agreement with the Houthis and Yemen, the agreement with Hamas to release the last living U.S. citizen held hostage in Gaza, and then the announcement that the U.S. was going to lift sanctions on Syria. Do you see a pattern in this series of deals? Do you see a common goal? What is it?

Ibish: Yes. I think he's trying to reduce American exposure and involvement in conflict in the region--not only in the region, but in regional conflicts.

So for example, the lifting of sanctions on Syria is a response to Gulf countries saying to him, in effect, You say you want us to handle our problems. Fine. We want to, you know, invest in Syria and build. We can't have any influence in Syria if we don't spend money there, because we don't have a militia or an army in Syria. The only way to get their attention is by investing in reconstruction and in other services where we can build constituencies of friends who will represent our interests and, by extension, yours. And we can't do that if every time we write a check, we have to worry about the Treasury Department slamming us. So if you want us to handle our business, you gotta take these sanctions off.

The deal with the Houthis in Yemen is undoubtedly directly connected to another conflict-ending or conflict-containing policy of Trump, which is the negotiations with Iran. Trump definitely wants a deal with the Iranians, another version of the Obama peace deal--which he railed against but is trying to resurrect--but he wants it to be longer and stronger and tougher on Iran. And he can get all of that because of what happened to the Iranians under Biden.

I mean, he'll never give Biden the credit for having put Iran in this situation, but it was under his presidency that Iran was crippled in its regional status, and the biggest blow by miles was the Turkish-engineered downfall of Assad in Syria. You know, that's why the--letting the Saudis and the Emiratis and others, you know, do what they can in Syria without sanctions is part of that.

You know, he needs to take advantage of this moment of Iranian weakness and the fact that they need 20, 25 years to rebuild their power and to rethink their national-security strategy, because it was all based on the idea that Arab militia groups led by Hezbollah in Lebanon would provide a powerful forward defense against Israel and, ultimately, the United States. And that was tested and proved untrue. Hezbollah was decimated by Israel.

So Iran is in very bad shape. It needs to rethink everything, and it needs time. And Trump understands this, and Trump wants a deal because he doesn't want to be put in a situation of having to confront the Iranians militarily. And Iran wants a deal, and the only country left that doesn't want such a deal is Israel. With Obama, the Arabs were totally against it, but now they're all for it because they want calm and regional stability.

Rosin: So that is the one big, obvious point of disagreement, which you mentioned, is Israel.

Ibish: Yeah.

Rosin: This is coming at a moment when Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu is warning that he's going to escalate in Gaza. As you've been seeing this Gulf trip unfold, what do you think it means for Israel, Gaza, and America's role in all of that?

Ibish: I mean, it certainly incentivizes Trump to think very carefully about doing what he can to restrain Israel's worst impulses in Gaza.

The situation in Gaza is so dire after more than 70 days of complete blockade--no food, no medicine, no water, no electricity, no shelter, nothing, no supplies into Gaza. People have been reduced to the point of starvation. That's where we're headed here. And it's a crime--it's certainly a war crime, and it's probably a crime against humanity. What the Israelis are proposing to do is to go back into Gaza with full force, force all the population--2.2 million who are not Hamas fighters and cadres and officials--into a tiny enclave in the south, where they will be kept supposedly protected but actually kind of herded, where they'll be kept with what the UN says is very, totally inadequate plans for their food and water and medicine and shelter. Meanwhile, Israel proclaims it will scour the entire rest of the country for anything and everything connected with Hamas and destroy it. Gaza delenda est.

You know, the bottom line is: This is kind of the war that the most-extreme factions in Hamas have been waiting for. It provides them with an open-ended, long-term insurgency. Now, obviously, the Israelis can rely on brute force to crush Hamas. But I think they've started to get the hint that as long as there are Palestinians in Gaza, there will be some form of Hamas, because Hamas is not a list of people and equipment. It's a name. And if you take a bunch of Palestinians and some of them say they're Hamas, then there will be Hamas, and that's likely to persist no matter what Israel does.

And we're getting closer and closer to the end goal of where I think the logic of this for Israel goes, which is depopulation. Gaza has to be, you know, depopulated of Palestinians in order to be free of Hamas. And because the two go together in Gaza, under the circumstances.

Rosin: So given that that's the current situation, and given that Trump is now engaging in the Middle East, how does this change the calculus for how he and the U.S. engage?

Ibish: Everything that has happened in the region incentivizes him to stop the Israelis from going ahead with this plan, at least as it has been structured now. It's too extreme. It's too brutal. It's too genocidal. It's too over the top. And I really think the fact that he made such close friends again and reinforced his relationship with these countries that don't want that, both at the emotional and the strategic registers, that need it not to happen in every possible way, is really important.

It gives him every reason to hold the Israelis back and say, Guys, come on. Don't do this. Don't do this this way. Don't do it. And he's the only person in the world at the moment who has real leverage over Netanyahu, because of the nature of the Israeli-U.S. relationship.

Rosin: Yeah. Well, Hussein, this has been so clarifying. I really appreciate you helping us navigate and understand what this trip to the Gulf states might mean.

Ibish: Such a pleasure to be here. Thank you.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Kevin Townsend and Rosie Hughes. It was edited by Claudine Ebeid. We had engineering support from Rob Smierciak, 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, you can support our work and the work of all Atlantic journalists when you subscribe to The Atlantic at theatlantic.com/listener. I'm Hanna Rosin, and thank you for being a listener. Talk to you next week.
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24 Books to Get Lost in This Summer

<em>The Atlantic</em>'s writers and editors have chosen fiction and nonfiction to match all sorts of moods.

by The Atlantic Culture Desk




Summer is, perhaps counterintuitively, the season when many of us find ourselves with our nose constantly in a book. Warm weather and long days stoke the desire to let time and obligations fall away, and to give yourself over to an absorbing novel, history, or memoir. With that in mind, The Atlantic's writers and editors have selected books to suit every mood or fancy. No matter where you are, you may want to transport yourself to another place, or pick up the novel everyone will be talking about; some weekends all but demand the immersive allure of a cult classic. If you're already making plans, start the book you know you'll be reading all summer, or pack a page-turner for your vacation. And for the perpetually curious, any summer day is the perfect time to learn something completely new. Here are 24 books to read before fall comes around.

Transport Yourself to Another Place

Boys' Weekend




by Mattie Lubchansky

It's going to be a great getaway, Sammie's friends promise: Adam's bachelor party will take place in El Campo, a futuristic bastion of hedonism floating in international waters, where there will be no wives or girlfriends, just good old-fashioned dude time. What could go wrong? Well, for starters, Sammie, the best man, isn't a man at all--they are newly out as trans, uncomfortably trying to navigate the bro-ish culture of their college friend group. The guys swear they're all cool with it, but they're having a really hard time using the right pronouns. Also, El Campo seems kind of ... weird? A creepy finance cult is hanging around, everyone is acting a bit off, and Sammie is pretty sure there are monsters in the ocean and doppelgangers slowly replacing their friends. Lubchansky's graphic novel is vivid and delightful, full of noodly limbs, swirling tentacles, and cartoon blood and guts. El Campo, stocked with ghoulish, hyper-capitalistic entertainment (you can 3D-print and hunt your own clone), straddles the line between hysterical and hair-raising. Sammie's trip there goes poorly, but it's a lot of fun to read about.  -- Emma Sarappo



Isola




by Allegra Goodman

As a certified hater of cold weather, I surprised myself by spending a recent, bleak February tearing through Isola, a novel about a 16th-century Frenchwoman who gets marooned on an island off the coast of Canada--yes, in winter. One of the most unbelievable things about this book is that it's based on a true story. Marguerite de La Rocque de Roberval, Goodman's protagonist, really did travel to New France on a long sea voyage in 1542 with her relative and guardian, Jean-Francois. She angered him by falling in love with a young man aboard the ship, and in response, Jean-Francois did, in fact, abandon the pair on an island off the coast of Newfoundland. And Marguerite did actually manage to live there for years, scraping together a life on the hostile tundra. Her story captivated me on several different levels: As a first-time parent going through a brutal first winter with my infant son, I read Isola as a testament to human resilience. As a feminist, I discovered an allegory about the risks many women face when pursuing their desires. And as a participant in corporate America, I found unexpected lessons in managing up. Few other books can take you through Renaissance France, the arctic wilderness, and a thicket of sexist constraints in such an engaging way.  -- Olga Khazan



The Book of Records




by Madeline Thien

The Book of Records takes place in a postapocalyptic limbo called The Sea, where past, present, and future fold in on themselves and thoughts float in the air like dust. It's a giant structure--maybe also a metaphysical construct--on an island in the middle of an ocean, full of refugees from some vaguely described ecological and political catastrophe. Our narrator, Lina, is remembering the time she spent at The Sea with her father 50 years ago, when she was a teenager. The pair had interesting company there: Their neighbors were the philosophers Hannah Arendt and Baruch Spinoza and the eighth-century Chinese poet Du Fu. Or maybe these were their spirits; the reader isn't quite sure. Thien writes beautifully about the lives of these thinkers, and their tales of escape from political or religious oppression end up melding with Lina's own story: Her father, we discover, was also a dissident of sorts. With The Sea, Thien literalizes a state of mind, the in-betweenness that comes before one makes a major decision. The stories Lina absorbs in that out-of-time place all ask whether to risk your family or your life on behalf of an ideal--whether it's worth sacrificing yourself for another, better world you can't yet see.  -- Gal Beckerman



An Oral History of Atlantis




by Ed Park

In his new story collection, Park, the author of two approachably surreal novels, sends his reader on a set of mind-opening trips, drawing absurd connections and inventing wacky situations: A narrator's girlfriend insists on wearing a "housecoat" at home--a "sort of down-filled poncho with stirrups"; a man turns on his laptop one day to see his ex-wife walking across the screen. These oddball scenarios may make you laugh, but they can just as easily have you questioning your place in the universe. In "Machine City," an undergrad is fascinated by meta works of art--books within books, smaller paintings depicted within larger ones. He wonders whether the "interior" work is less authentic than the one in which it's embedded. And if a painting can contain a painter painting another painting, "could we ourselves be paintings, painted by some larger, divine painter--i.e., God?" He can't stop asking himself these kinds of questions, which won't help him get into law school. Even when Park writes about mundane experiences--his stories chronicle time spent online, on college campuses, and in post-divorce apartments--he is taking us someplace new.  -- Maya Chung



Pick Up the  Novel Everyone Will Be Talking About

King of Ashes




by S. A. Cosby

Cosby is a leading author of rural southern noir, and his latest crime thriller follows Roman Carruthers, a money manager for Atlanta's Black elite, who returns to the Virginia town where he grew up. Called home after a car crash puts his father in a coma, Roman soon finds out that his younger brother, Dante, is in serious debt to the town's notorious gang, the Black Baron Boys--and that the car wreck might not have been an accident. Roman quickly descends into a world of criminal schemes as he tries to repay what his brother owes. Amid the chaos, his mother, Bonita, who vanished 19 years ago, is never far from mind. Her disappearance is the most poignant part of an otherwise action-packed novel; Roman and his siblings love their father, but there's a local rumor that he killed and burned Bonita in the crematorium he owns--and they just don't know what to believe. The flashy sequences of violence feel apt for TV (Netflix, along with Steven Spielberg's production outfit and the Obamas' media company, is working on a series), but the novel's real draw is the quieter ache of a family torn apart.  -- M. C.



Katabasis




by R. F. Kuang

Kuang's follow-up to her best-selling literary novel, Yellowface, is cast in the mold of her earlier fantasy work, the Poppy War trilogy and Babel. Katabasis takes its title from the Greek term for a journey to the netherworld, but its protagonist, the Cambridge graduate student Alice Law, has something more ambitious in mind: She's going to venture to hell, find the soul of her freshly dead thesis adviser, Professor Jacob Grimes, and pull him back into the world of the living. After she does, Grimes can write her a recommendation letter that should guarantee her a tenure-track job in the cutthroat discipline of magic. Yes, Grimes is notoriously awful to his students, but Alice figures that's a price worth paying, and persists in her plan even when Peter Murdoch, Grimes's other advisee and Alice's rival, insists on coming along. Kuang synthesizes ancient mythology and modern academic convention to create an engrossing world in which magic can be studied and mastered like any other science. Alice and Peter's underworld romp is both a condemnation of the worst excesses of university culture and a celebration of the thrill of learning for learning's sake. In the end, Kuang reminds readers that there's more to life--and death--than work.  -- E. S.



Moderation




by Elaine Castillo

Girlie Delmundo--not her real name; she adopted it for her high-stress job--is a content moderator at a massive tech firm. Her work involves filtering through a carousel of online horrors so crushing that there are typically three or four suicide attempts among her co-workers each year. Girlie, however, is sardonic and no-nonsense by nature: She's an eldest daughter shaped by the 2008 recession, when her immigrant family lost everything. The job can't break her. But her life transforms when she gets a cushy position as an elite moderator for a virtual-reality firm. Suddenly, Girlie is enjoying perks such as regular VR therapy sessions, in which she experiences rare moments of bliss--swimming through cool water, touching the bark of a tree. The new gig is great, at least for a while. (All may not be as it seems there.) Her new boss, William, also happens to be a total stud, and his presence transforms Castillo's flinty satire of the tech industry into a sultry romance novel. As we watch Girlie's defenses melt, the book shows a woman slowly surrendering to human experiences that can't be controlled.  -- Valerie Trapp



Atmosphere




by Taylor Jenkins Reid

Jenkins Reid is best known for love stories that wrap themselves in the glamour of another era: The Seven Husbands of Evelyn Hugo conjures a velvet-and-red-lipstick vision of Old Hollywood; Daisy Jones & the Six peeks into the tense gigs and recording sessions of a Fleetwood Mac-style 1970s rock band. Atmosphere does the same, taking readers to '80s Houston at the dawn of the Space Shuttle program, where they meet Joan Goodwin, a meek astronomer turned astronaut candidate with few attachments or distractions. She's happily focused on her career, until another woman in her training cohort, Vanessa Ford, identifies something in Joan that Joan was wholly unaware of--and soon, the two fall headfirst for each other. As they watch Sally Ride, the first American woman in space, soar above them, each knows that they could be next. But when Vanessa's mission goes awry, Joan, tasked with relaying instructions from the ground to the shuttle's crew, must save Vanessa's life while hiding their relationship. The novel will make for suspenseful book-club fodder. It's also a tender ode to the wonder of both the stars and first love.  -- E. S.



Immerse Yourself in a Cult Classic



Cassandra at the Wedding




by Dorothy Baker

In March 2022, New York magazine published an article asking, "Why Is Everyone Suddenly Reading Cassandra at the Wedding?" It was a good question. The book--about a brilliant, struggling, self-involved graduate student, the titular Cassandra, who returns home for her twin sister's titular wedding--wasn't a hit when it was first published in 1962, or either time it was rereleased, in 2004 and 2012. Only more recently has it enjoyed a renaissance. I will be honest: I can't comprehend why it's ever been anything but a sensation. Perhaps, as the New York story suggests, it was ahead of its time--too frank about Cassandra's queerness, too preoccupied with the complex relationship between two highly intelligent women. (Baker doesn't spend as much time on the relatively two-dimensional men in their orbit.) But to my mind, the themes are timeless. Baker identifies the slippery edge between love and obsession, the impossibility of really seeing someone when you're holding them too close, the profound loneliness of knowing that you cannot gain access to anyone else's mind. Cassandra at the Wedding is smart, funny, and shattering all at once.  -- Faith Hill



Dolly




by Anita Brookner

In a lineup of literature's "unlikable" women, Dolly surely stands tall. She is haughty yet needy, demanding yet desperate to matter to those around her. She is perpetually aggrieved, perma-perfumed. Her niece, Jane, our narrator, bluntly identifies the problem: "Nobody loved Dolly: that was her tragedy. Nobody even liked her very much, and she knew that too." Brookner is beloved for her intimate, sharp-as-nails character studies; Dolly is not among her best-known novels, but it turns a particularly canny lens on the pettier side of human psychology, unforgettably capturing a woman who desires a much more splendid life--more wealth, more recognition, and, above all, more affection--than the one she's ended up living. Jagged edges can belie true vulnerability, of course, and as Jane enters adulthood and her relationship with her aunt deepens, she begins to see Dolly differently, as do we. The novel is, ultimately, a superb portrait of flawed charisma, of a woman who is irritatingly present, constantly angling, and utterly magnificent to behold.  -- Jane Yong Kim



Comemadre




by Roque Larraquy, translated by Heather Cleary

Any cult's real power lies not with its leader but with its followers, the people who find an individual or a creed convincing enough that they elevate them above anything else in their lives. A book with a devoted fan base follows the same trajectory--and Comemadre, which I have been fortunate enough to discover on the bookshelves of perfect strangers, has the telltale feel of an inside secret. Its dual narrative concerns a set of perverse medical experiments about human consciousness performed in an early-20th-century Argentine sanitorium and, a century later, an outsider artist who carries forth the legacy of these trials in grotesque ways. This eccentric novel--by turns a workplace comedy, a philosophical inquisition, and a smorgasbord of bodily horror--is given life by Larraquy's electric prose and by the merciless passions of his characters. Every sentence is as deliberate as an explorer who single-mindedly hacks his way through a jungle. Comemadre is a book that dares to imagine what lies at the outer limits of human morality. It's also sexy and hilarious--a story so fun that you'll want to pass it on to any reader with a strong-enough stomach, so that they too may be inducted into this fraternity of the bizarre.  -- Jeremy Gordon



Train Dreams




by Denis Johnson

Johnson's drama of the American frontier is barely a novel; the thin paperback can be started on a hot afternoon and finished by happy hour. Yet it has accrued a devoted following in the nearly 15 years since it was published, because it conjures a great expanse--the mythic West. Its main character, Robert Grainier, works as a contract laborer for the railroads running through Idaho and Washington State. Sweating and straining, he hauls down giant conifers in the region's old-growth forests. He feels a sweet freedom while riding over freshly laid rail, watching the wilderness blur by through a boxcar's slats. Train Dreams is not overly romantic about its time and place: In the first chapter, Grainier's boss orders him to throw a Chinese laborer off an unfinished bridge. A curse later seems to fall upon Grainier. He experiences God's cosmic vengeance, a cleansing fire racing across the dry landscape. Johnson has a cinematic style, lingering on images. But the novella barrels forward with the locomotion evoked in its title, until the end of Grainier's days, and the end of the Old West. Give it a few hours in June, and it may hold on to your imagination until August.  -- Ross Andersen



Start the Book You'll Read All Summer



The Known Citizen: A History of Privacy in Modern America




by Sarah E. Igo

A brick-size history of American privacy might not seem to be the stuff of summer-reading dreams, but Igo's thorough study of surveillance both personal and public is, in fact, an ideal book for leisure. Its topical value is self-evident: Few things are more directly relevant to this moment than matters of privacy and its erosion, and Igo's excavations of the past expose the concerns of our present. But The Known Citizen's pleasure-read status, I promise, is just as earned. Igo, a history professor at Vanderbilt University, weaves disparate fields--case law, criminal history, sociology, philosophy--into a story that is somehow as rollicking as it is illuminating. You'll learn from The Known Citizen. You might be tempted to chat about it with your fellow sunbathers. You might even find yourself wishing that the book were longer than its 592 pages.  -- Megan Garber



Paradise Bronx: The Life and Times of New York's Greatest Borough




by Ian Frazier

"I am always going on about plaques," Frazier writes drolly in his plainspoken yet magisterial survey of the Bronx, a long-neglected borough whose deep history is unacknowledged even by many of its champions--hence its lack of plaques. Among the sites where Frazier would like to nail one up: the childhood homes of John F. Kennedy and Sonia Sotomayor; the playground where hip-hop found its form; a glacial-erratic boulder that barely escaped Robert Moses's bulldozers; the scene of a murder that led to a 10-year gang truce. Frazier has previously cataloged famous middles-of-nowhere, including Siberia and the Great Plains. Here, he sets his eye on the tip of a hilly peninsula forever in between many somewheres--mainland and harbor, suburbs and cities, British territory and rebel strongholds, building booms and leveling fires. What remains consistent is the splendid topography of Frazier's prose, and the sense throughout his work that there are, in fact, no uninteresting places, just uninteresting writers. Over nearly 600 pages of tall tales, epic cookouts, and urban-planning nightmares, Frazier shows himself to be the kind of tour guide you'd follow anywhere.  -- Boris Kachka



The Emperor of All Maladies: A Biography of Cancer




by Siddhartha Mukherjee

About 2 million Americans will receive a cancer diagnosis this year, but the occurrence of the disease can often feel random--and terrifying. After two people I love had brushes with it in recent years, I found great solace in this empathetic, informative history, which reads less like a morbid compendium and more like a high-voltage mystery. Mukherjee, an oncologist and a science writer, sketches a close-up, inquisitive portrait of an illness that is, as he puts it, "built into our genomes." Across hundreds of pages, Mukherjee offers the gift of historical perspective: We learn of Imhotep, an ancient-Egyptian physician who wrote of tumorous lumps on a patient's breast around 2625 B.C.E. We read about 19th-century doctors armed with leeches and scientists who used textile dyes to develop chemotherapy; we're then introduced to 1970s American lobbyists hell-bent on finding a cure. Mukherjee's gripping descriptions of ingenious cancer research stand out today, as the Trump administration makes cuts at the National Institutes of Health and National Cancer Institute. The Emperor of All Maladies is expansive enough to offer something worthwhile to survivors, the bereaved, and newcomers alike. Dipping in and out of this book over a few months might inspire a new reverence for the mysterious human body.  -- V. T.



Lonesome Dove




by Larry McMurtry

If you aren't a fan of Westerns, please make an exception for Lonesome Dove. The 800-page epic starts slowly, as McMurtry introduces readers to a couple of former Texas Rangers and their bumbling ranch hands in 1870s South Texas. But once the crew sets out on a fateful cattle drive to Montana, confronting the hazards (both elemental and human) of the still-wild West, the novel becomes a dizzying adventure, pulling more and more characters into its wide, braided narrative. And it's those people, above all, who will keep you coming back. Even as he pushes the plot along, McMurtry gives them surprisingly rich interiority and complicated, deeply human motivations. Years ago, I spent an unhappy summer in New Orleans, with no car and little social life, and I passed the time with Lonesome Dove. Every afternoon was a countdown to the moment when I could go home and dig back into the story: I just couldn't wait to find out what would happen to all my friends on the trail.  -- Gilad Edelman



Bring a Page-Turner on Vacation



Be Ready When the Luck Happens




by Ina Garten

A lounge chair beside a pool in Florida, where I was vacationing with my family last winter, was the perfect place to devour Garten's celebration of luxury, good food, and togetherness. This memoir is a record of a life spent prioritizing adventure over prudence, indulgence over temperance. Garten buys a store in a town she's never visited, purchases a beautiful house she can barely afford, and wishes her husband well as he takes a job in Hong Kong while she stays behind. Her brio pays off, of course: That food shop was a success, and she went on to write more than a dozen cookbooks, become a Food Network star, and make pavlova with Taylor Swift. The book is escapist in the way that good, breezy reads often are. It was also, for me, inspiring: Be Ready When the Luck Happens gave me a bit of permission to imagine what I would do if I were the sort of person who embraces possibility the way Garten does. As I basked in the pleasant winter sunshine, I found myself thinking, What if we move to Florida, or to Southern California, or some other place where it's warm in January? I haven't followed through--vacation fantasies have a way of fading as soon as you get back to reality. But I was invigorated by imagining that I might.  -- Eleanor Barkhorn



The Hole




by Hye-Young Pyun, translated by Sora Kim-Russell

The less you know going into The Hole, the better; don't even read the book jacket. I promise you'll still be walloped by every revelation in this story, from its opening scene of the narrator Oghi looking up, confused and groggy, at a fluorescent ceiling, to its last, when he stares up at a dark sky. In between is a slow accumulation of quiet disturbances, as Oghi, an insecure middle-aged academic, moves from one physical location to another and then from memory to memory to deeper memory. He revisits his relationships with his wife and mother-in-law, who are the two other pillars of the novel (though never addressed by name). Settings of comfort--a bedroom, a flower garden, a backyard barbecue with friends--turn into sites of distress. Banal scenes later flood with meaning. The Hole uses simple prose to reach the edges of Oghi's trapped mind, dropping clues and red herrings about its characters' mistakes. What has Oghi done with his life? What has Oghi done, exactly? Dive into this claustrophobic book when you feel freest, momentarily untethered from responsibility, perhaps looking at an infinite horizon. You'll feel the contrast in your bones.  -- Shan Wang



Great Black Hope




by Rob Franklin

At the outset, the premise of Franklin's debut novel just sounds like a typical Labor Day weekend in Southampton: David Smith is arrested for possession of cocaine, and his father--a former university president also named David--hires a local lawyer to help clear his record. But as "the David Smiths" embark on their mission, the stakes escalate. The body of the younger David's socialite roommate, Elle, was found near the East River three weeks earlier, and the investigation into her death has stalled. His best friend, Carolyn, is busy juggling drug binges, sobriety programs, and ill-advised affairs. And most of the players, including the Davids, are members of an American Black elite whose privilege feels precarious, and whose children, Franklin observes, either "adopt the twice-as-good ethos of their parents' generation or rebel and in that rebellion sacrifice themselves." The author bakes the subgenres of party-monster satire, tabloid procedural, and Black coming-of-age into a richly layered inquiry into how to live a good life. If Tom Wolfe, Jay McInerney, and Margo Jefferson somehow collaborated, this might have been the delightful result.  -- B. K.



Stop Me If You've Heard This One




by Kristen Arnett

Cherry Hendricks wants to be a clown--well, a successful one: She dreams of reliable, full-time work where she can take her craft seriously, instead of cobbling together pet-store shifts and birthday parties in the wealthy neighborhoods of Orlando, Florida. Unfortunately, she has yet to hit it big, so her days are defined by her troubles with money and her emotionally distant mother, problems made only worse by the death of her brother. In between her shots at clowning stardom, Cherry makes impressive chains of bad decisions--most of them being illicit hookups with older women. But her passion for her art is unwavering no matter what new mess she puts herself in, and key to the novel's charm. Cherry's serious treatment of clownery transforms shiny pants and greasepaint from punch lines into the venerated tools of her trade. It allows Arnett to develop moving ideas about identity, performance, and comedy--as well as how it feels to love something (or someone, or somewhere) that doesn't necessarily love you back.  -- Elise Hannum



Learn Something Completely New



A Day in the Life of Abed Salama




by Nathan Thrall

Thrall's extraordinary, Pulitzer-winning work of narrative nonfiction describes a gut-wrenching tragedy in vivid, minute detail: In 2012, an 18-wheeler traveling down a rain-soaked highway outside of Jerusalem collided with a school bus full of Palestinian kindergartners. The bus flipped over and caught fire; the children were trapped inside, and six died, along with one of their teachers. Thrall, an American journalist based in Jerusalem, takes as his main character Abed Salama, a Palestinian man from the West Bank whose 5-year-old son, Milad, was on the bus. The author begins by narrating Abed's life story in order to illustrate how the daily indignities of Israeli occupation have accrued over decades, affecting the family's choices about where to live, work, and send their children to school. By the time Thrall gets to the bus crash, the conditions that made the accident possible--and deadlier--are obvious: The bus was traveling on a circuitous, traffic-choked route to a faraway location because of restrictions on Palestinian movement; even though the disaster happened seconds away from an Israeli settlement, almost half an hour went by before any help from that town arrived. This humane, sensitive account manages to convey infuriating social realities while never losing sight of the lives at the center of the story.  -- Clint Smith



The Arm




by Jeff Passan

The future of baseball is the future of elbows. Hurling a ball 100 miles an hour, hundreds of times a week, is really, really tough on the ligament that holds the arm together--so violent that more than a third of Major League pitchers have had what's commonly known as Tommy John surgery, named for the first player who underwent it. As Passan, a longtime baseball columnist, points out in this assiduously reported, viscerally rendered study of baseball's Tommy John epidemic, pitchers' arms are among the most valuable assets in all of professional sports. Fixing them is equal parts scientific miracle, big business, and human tragedy--a gnarly, technically complex procedure that requires months or years of painful recovery. Elbows are also the site of a reckoning for the sport: As pitchers throw harder and harder, they're burning out faster and faster, to the degree that some of the sport's greatest talents aren't actually playing much at all. Passan follows his story from the field to the operating room, focusing on the Little League aces wrecking their arms at the age of 13 and the baseball executives trying to find a way out of the game's slow-moving crisis. For fans, it is a reminder of the fragility of the game we love; for every reader, the book makes clear all that baseball demands--flesh and blood, sutures and scalpels.  -- Ellen Cushing



Dark Laboratory: On Columbus, the Caribbean, and the Origins of the Climate Crisis




by Tao Leigh Goffe

In this ambitious book, Goffe advances a simple but provocative thesis: Climate change began not during the Industrial Revolution, but back in 1492, when Christopher Columbus landed in the Caribbean. As a result of European settlement, the region came to function as what Goffe calls a "dark laboratory" of exploitation and extraction, which revolved around chattel slavery. The economy built atop the practice "irreparably scarred the natural environment": Deforestation, undertaken to create wide, flat swaths of farmland, released carbon; growing a single cash crop such as sugarcane on the same land year after year weakened soil; diverse flora and the "multitude of medicines and materials critical to Indigenous life" were eliminated. This is an urgent and frequently grim work, but it is also hopeful. From corals, which "have an incredible power to self-regenerate when damaged," we can learn about rebirth and resilience. From present-day island residents, we can draw lessons on the "art form" of climate survival. And Goffe is relentlessly engaging, leaving the academy's dusty archives and traveling from Jamaica to Sardinia, Hong Kong to Hawai'i, to discover better ways to live.  -- M. C.



Panic and Joy: My Solo Path to Motherhood




by Emma Brockes

At 37, Brockes still wasn't sure whether to become a mom. She wasn't itching for parenthood, her work as a journalist wasn't wildly lucrative, and she had a girlfriend she wanted to stay with but not have kids with. Yet she knew that, pretty soon, not choosing would be a choice in itself. This is how Brockes began her journey into America's fertility business, which she recounts from a Brit's perspective: alternately horrified, bemused, and awed; marveling at an industry that seems to be both a racket and a miracle. Panic and Joy is also the story of how she ended up a single parent who's not single, raising twins one floor down from that girlfriend and her child. I learned a lot about sperm donation, intrauterine insemination, and how fertility laws differ in the U.S. and the U.K. But I think what I'll retain the most is the great sense of comfort and relief that Brockes stirred in me. What a pleasure to read writing about motherhood that isn't deeply forbidding; to observe someone forming the family she wants, not the one expected of her; and to be handed a kind of model for how to do just that--not a prescriptive parenting guide, but a reminder that people can care for one another in a lot of different, imperfect, achievable ways.  -- F. H.




Illustrations by Andy Rementer
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The MAGA-World Rift Over Trump's Qatari Jet

Some of the president's biggest allies are panning his plan to accept the luxury aircraft.

by Jonathan Lemire, Russell Berman




As Air Force One glided into Doha today, it was easy to imagine President Donald Trump having a case of jet envy.

Hamad International Airport, in Qatar's capital, is sometimes home to the $400 million "palace in the sky," a luxury liner that Trump is eyeing. Qatar's royal family plans to give the plane to Trump as a temporary replacement for the aging Air Force One and then to his future presidential library after he leaves office. The Qatari aircraft was in Texas, not Doha, during the tarmac welcome ceremony that Trump received on the second stop of his Middle East trip. But questions about the gift's security and ethics have shadowed the entire week.

Trump has privately defended accepting the Qatari plane as a replacement for the current Air Force One, which dates to 1990. He has told aides and advisers that it is "humiliating" for the president of the United States to fly in an outdated plane and that foreign leaders will laugh at him if he shows up at summits in the older aircraft, a White House official and an outside adviser told us, granted anonymity to discuss private conversations. The outside adviser said that Trump has also mused about continuing to use the Qatari plane after he departs the White House.

But in a rare moment of defiance, some of the loudest cries of protest about the possible gift are coming from some of Trump's staunchest allies. "I think if we switched the names to Hunter Biden and Joe Biden, we'd all be freaking out on the right," Ben Shapiro, a Daily Wire co-founder, said on his podcast. "President Trump promised to drain the swamp. This is not, in fact, draining the swamp."

Even in Washington, a capital now numbed to scandals that were once unthinkable, the idea of accepting the jet is jaw-dropping. Trump's second administration is yet again displaying a disregard for norms and for traditional legal and political guardrails around elected office--this time at a truly gargantuan scale. Trump's team has said it believes that the gift would be legal because it would be donated to the Department of Defense (and then to the presidential library). But federal law prohibits government workers from accepting a gift larger than $20 at any one time from any person. Retired General Stanley McChrystal, who once commanded U.S. forces in Afghanistan, told us that he couldn't "accept a lunch at the Capital Grille." Former federal employees shared similar reactions on social media.

"Those of us who served in the military couldn't accept a cup of coffee and a doughnut at a contractor site because of the appearance of impropriety," retired Air Force Colonel Moe Davis, who also worked as a military prosecutor at Guantanamo Bay, wrote on X. "Now Trump is taking a 747 airplane from the government of Qatar for his personal use ... grift and corruption run amuck."

Read: There's no such thing as a free plane

Air Force One is the most famous aircraft in the world, an instantly recognizable symbol of American power. More than that, it's a White House in the sky, one outfitted with enough top-of-the-line security and communications equipment to run the government if needed. Famously, it harbored President George W. Bush for hours after the terror attacks of September 11, 2001, keeping him protected until he could safely return to Washington. Technically, any plane a president boards gets the Air Force One call sign. But when most people think of the plane, they picture the highly modified Boeing 747-200B aircraft, with its Kennedy-era light-blue, gold, and white color scheme. (There are actually two identical versions of the plane, one of which is usually used for additional staff on long foreign trips. A smaller version is also used domestically for airports with short runways.)

Permitting a foreign government to supply the signature American aircraft strikes many people as not just unpatriotic, but also an outrageous security risk. Although U.S. relations with Qatar have improved, especially as Doha has emerged as a crucial mediator in the Israel-Hamas war, the Gulf country has previously supported terror groups. In order to be swept for listening devices and brought up to American-military standards, the Qatari aircraft would likely have to be disassembled, inspected, and then rebuilt, a painstaking process that would take years and cost taxpayers hundreds of millions of dollars. Boeing was supposed to deliver a replacement for Air Force One last year, but significant delays have cost the plane maker billions on the project. The White House estimated last month that a new plane might not be ready until 2029; Boeing recently said that its goal is 2027.

For some in MAGA world, Trump's decision to accept a plane from a Gulf state is the antithesis of his "America First" foreign policy. It also clashes with his economic agenda to return manufacturing jobs and projects to the United States. Laura Loomer, whose influence with Trump helped lead to a recent purge at the National Security Council, has blasted the idea, posting on X, "This is really going to be such a stain on the admin if this is true. And I say that as someone who would take a bullet for Trump. I'm so disappointed." Mark Levin, another influential conservative voice, replied, "Ditto."

Trump's eagerness to accept such a lavish gift from a Middle Eastern power has put congressional Republicans in the awkward-but-familiar position of defending a move that they would denounce were it made by a Democratic president. Some have criticized the idea--gently. "I certainly have concerns," Senator Ted Cruz of Texas told CNBC. Saying he was "not a fan of Qatar," Cruz warned that the plane would pose "significant espionage and surveillance problems." Senator Roger Wicker of Mississippi, the chairman of the Armed Services Committee, also panned the offer, telling Politico that "it would be like the United States moving into the Qatari embassy."

Others have shown more willingness than usual to break with Trump. Borrowing the president's description of his economic policy, Senator Josh Hawley of Missouri told reporters that "it would be better if Air Force One were a big, beautiful jet made in the United States of America." Senator Rick Scott of Florida was more blunt, telling The Hill: "I'm not flying on a Qatari plane. They support Hamas." And Senator Cynthia Lummis of Wyoming burst into laughter when asked by reporters in a Capitol corridor if accepting the jet would be a good idea.

Yet GOP leaders have shown no indication that they plan to launch anything resembling the aggressive, lengthy investigations they conducted into the foreign entanglements of Hunter Biden or, in an earlier era, Hillary Clinton. Speaker Mike Johnson tried to draw a distinction between what he characterized as the secretive dealings of "the Biden crime family" and Trump's seemingly more transparent dealmaking. "Whatever President Trump is doing is out in the open," Johnson told reporters this morning. "They're not trying to conceal anything."

The speaker made little pretense of disguising the fact that a Republican-controlled Congress is unlikely to probe a Republican president, no matter how questionable their actions. Whereas GOP leaders framed their investigations into the Bidens and the Clintons as the solemn responsibility of the legislative branch, Johnson's remarks today treated Congress's oversight role as almost an afterthought. "I've got to be concerned with running the House of Representatives, and that's what I do," he said. "Congress has oversight responsibility, but I think, so far as I know, the ethics are all being followed."

The Senate's top Democrat, Minority Leader Chuck Schumer, declared that he would place a hold on all of the president's Department of Justice nominees until the possible transaction is scrutinized.

Trump seems to see no problems with accepting the gift. He called a reporter a "stupid person" for questioning its appropriateness, adding, "I would never be one to turn down that kind of an offer." And in a Truth Social post sent at 2:50 a.m. local time in Saudi Arabia today, before his arrival in Doha, he wrote, "Why should our military, and therefore our taxpayers, be forced to pay hundreds of millions of Dollars when they can get it for FREE." He added, "Only a FOOL would not accept this gift on behalf of our Country."

When I asked the White House for further comment, a spokesperson pointed me to the president's post. Trump has been frustrated with the current Air Force One for years and had thought that the new version--which was commissioned during his first term in office--would be ready for his second.

Jonathan Rauch: One word describes Trump

For years, the large majority of Republicans have chosen to ignore Trump's efforts to capitalize on the presidency to enrich himself and his family. Despite his promises, the president never did release his tax returns or totally divest himself from his business in his first term (his two eldest sons simply took over the day-to-day operations). Trump ignored the emoluments clause of the Constitution, which prohibits elected officials from accepting gifts from foreign states, sparking multiple lawsuits. Perhaps his most egregious example of pay-to-play was the Trump International Hotel, in the towering old post-office building just a few blocks from the White House. When a foreign delegation came to visit Washington, a fine way to curry favor with the chief executive was to rent a block of rooms at the hotel. And taxpayer dollars flowed into the Trump family's coffers every time he spent a weekend at one of his own resorts, and required staff and Secret Service agents to stay there.

The Trump International Hotel was sold during Trump's four years out of office, but the president's efforts to profit have become only more blatant. His business has made a move into cryptocurrency with a pair of "meme coins" and an exchange called World Liberty Financial, which issues its own token, just as Trump is in a position to back crypto-friendly legislation. An auction involving one of the meme coins, $TRUMP, concluded this week, with the top holders of the coin winning a dinner with Trump and a private tour of the White House. And American Bitcoin, a crypto-mining firm backed by the Trump sons, will soon go public, meaning that investors at home and abroad will be able to pour money into the company.

Trump's aides have focused on striking business deals while the president is in the Middle East this week--the White House announced $1.2 trillion in agreements with Qatar today, including a deal for the Arab state to buy $96 billion in Boeing jets--while also quietly trying to make headway on an Iran nuclear deal and a cease-fire in Gaza. But the trip has again cast a spotlight on the Trump family's business ties to lands not covered by his "America First" rhetoric. Trump arrived in Qatar two weeks after his son Eric Trump inked a deal to develop a $5.5 billion golf club just north of Doha. The Trump Organization has also secured new deals in Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, the other stops on the president's trip.

"If he can get himself a plane, he'll be laughing his way to the bank," Anthony Scaramucci, the former Trump official turned Trump critic, told us. "But I think it's just out there as a red herring to distract from the even bigger things that he's doing for himself."
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The Mess at Airports Is Part of a Larger Pattern

What's behind the Newark-airport fiasco

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.


On this much, there is bipartisan agreement: The Federal Aviation Administration is in a bad mess. After years of exceptional safety, the U.S. air-travel system has recently been beset with near misses and, in one horrifying case, a collision. Air-traffic-control towers are badly understaffed, and controllers have now twice lost--for about 90 seconds and 30 to 90 seconds, respectively--the ability to track flights coming in and out of Newark.

"Someone should have seen this coming in the last administration," Transportation Secretary Sean Duffy complained yesterday on CNBC.

In fact, lots of people saw it coming. Regulators, pilots, controllers, airline executives, and outside observers all warned for years that the system was falling behind and running on outdated technology. Yet successive presidential administrations and Congresses didn't act, lulled into a false sense of stability by a record 16-year stretch with no fatal commercial-airline crashes in the United States. The struggles of the air-safety regime are especially visceral--few news items are as dramatic as a plane crash, and many people are nervous flyers to begin with--but the FAA is a lot like much of the federal government: It functioned well for a long time, but years of inattention and underfunding have quietly driven it to the brink of collapse.

The idea that the FAA can be run on the cheap is an old and enduring one. In 1981, President Ronald Reagan broke a strike by air-traffic controllers demanding more favorable working conditions, firing some 11,000 controllers. One result was a huge influx of new hires, who typically work for 20 to 25 years--which meant big cohorts retiring in the mid-2000s and again around now. The FAA is currently 3,000 controllers shy of its target staffing; the controller in charge when a plane and a helicopter collided in January near the airport named for Reagan was doing double duty. Seeking to ensure safety, the FAA has implemented mandatory overtime--which is both expensive and risks fatigue among controllers, who are then more likely to make mistakes. Duffy is also offering a 20 percent bonus to controllers who stay past retirement age. (The FAA does not currently have a confirmed leader.)

The equipment and infrastructure of the FAA are similarly shaky. "We use floppy disks. We use copper wires," Duffy said after the first Newark outage. "The system that we're using is not effective to control the traffic that we have in the airspace today." An FAA official said today that a link between the Pentagon and Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport has been inoperable for years. The FAA embarked on a major overhaul of technology in 2007, but it's still not complete--in part because of underfunding. The 2013 GOP-driven budget-sequestration process slashed the agency's budget, but Congress allowed the agency to divert funds to pay controllers. Congress's appropriations for FAA equipment failed to keep pace with inflation, yet in 2016, Republicans in Congress proposed further slashing the FAA's budget because they were frustrated that the overhaul was not yet complete.

In January 2023, Delta Airlines CEO Ed Bastian made a plea on behalf of the FAA. "I think it's very clear that there has to be a call to action amongst our political leaders, Congress, and the White House to fund and properly provide the FAA the resources they need to do the job," he said on a conference call. Later that year, experts identified a series of problems at the FAA, writing in a report, "These challenges, in the areas of process integrity, staffing, and facilities, equipment, and technology, all have ties to inadequate, inconsistent funding." In 2024, when the Biden administration estimated that the FAA had a $5.2 billion shortfall simply to maintain some operations, then-FAA Administrator Mike Whitaker told a House committee that facilities were "somewhat famously underfunded."

The FAA has other problems as well, including regulatory capture by Boeing in the years leading up to a series of 737 Max failures. Although these issues predate the current administration, the Trump administration and Elon Musk's U.S. DOGE Service have done further damage, as my colleague Isaac Stanley-Becker reported in March. "Many jobs with critical safety functions are indeed being sacrificed, with any possible replacements uncertain because of the government-wide hiring freeze," he wrote. Donald Trump, meanwhile, baselessly and racistly blamed the January midair collision in Washington, D.C., on DEI programs.

The pattern of neglect observed at the FAA can be seen across the federal government. Other physical infrastructure, including bridges, dams, power lines, and highways, are in a serious state of decay. In 2014, a major scandal rocked the Department of Veterans Affairs health system when it emerged that officials, dealing with insufficient capacity, were hiding long waitlists. As Ed Yong wrote in The Atlantic in 2020, the coronavirus pandemic revealed years of deterioration that had weakened the nation's public-health system (and other systems).

The fact that government spending continues to grow is well known, but that growth is driven by mandatory spending on entitlement programs such as Medicare and Social Security, which grows as the American population ages and increases. Discretionary spending--that is, everything else--has for decades declined as a percentage of GDP. The U.S. is spending much less on these other government services than it did in 1962. Back then, discretionary spending was 12.3 percent of GDP; in fiscal year 2024, it was roughly 6.3 percent.

Musk is learning an accelerated lesson that few shortcuts exist in government; that's one reason DOGE has had to keep recalling federal employees and adjusting down its savings estimates. Everyone wants to cut waste, fraud, and abuse, but most government spending is not wasteful, fraudulent, or abusive. We can and should improve how the government works, but we can't actually get something for nothing. As with what's happening to American democracy itself, the risk is in creating a hollowed-out shell--one that appears solid but fails to deliver on its promise to the people.
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The Default-Parent Problem

By Olga Khazan

When Austin Estes took his sick infant son to urgent care, he struggled to change his diaper in an exam room not equipped with a changing table. "Oh, if only Mom was here," the nurse said. Estes, an education-policy consultant in Washington, D.C., wondered why she'd think his wife would better handle an impossible diaper change.


Read the full article.
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Trump's Real Secretary of State

How the president's friend and golfing partner Steve Witkoff got one of the hardest jobs on the planet

by Isaac Stanley-Becker




Steve Witkoff emptied his backpack on the conference table in his second-floor office, in the West Wing. He wanted to show me a pager given to him by Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and senior officials of the Mossad. The pager commemorates the intricate operation in which Israel detonated handheld devices used by Hezbollah, the Iranian-sponsored Lebanese militant group, killing or maiming thousands of its operatives.

Witkoff located the gadget amid a tangle of electronics he uses to communicate abroad in his role as America's shadow secretary of state. The back of the pager, he proudly told me, carries an inscription: Dear Steve, friend of the state of Israel. And then the acronym OTJ, for "One Tough Jew."

If one definition of Jewish toughness is the willingness to stand up to Netanyahu, who has frustrated American presidents going back to the days of Bill Clinton, then Witkoff, President Donald Trump's special envoy for more or less everything, deserved the label. He had just pressured the Israelis to accede to a January cease-fire and hostage agreement negotiated with the help of Egypt and Qatar. And just this week, working behind Netanyahu's back, he claimed another victory, pressuring Hamas through an intermediary to release Edan Alexander, the last living American hostage in Gaza.

Witkoff's spectacular rise on the world stage--few people outside New York real-estate circles knew of his existence five months ago--has bewildered America's professional diplomats and eaten into the duties of Marco Rubio, the actual secretary of state (and interim national security adviser). Rubio came into his role with one enormous disadvantage: He wasn't a friend of Trump's.

Witkoff very much is. The two men have known each other for 40 years. He is a regular at the president's many golf clubs. Witkoff followed Trump into real-estate investing, a pursuit that made them both billionaires. He has been by Trump's side through bankruptcy, two divorces, two impeachments, two assassination attempts, and two inaugurations. Now Trump has asked his friend to solve many of the world's most dangerous problems, problems that have defeated generations of American presidents and diplomats.

Witkoff, who is 68, is more soft-spoken than the president, but equally predisposed to grandiose language. He told me, "We're going to have success in Syria; you're gonna hear about it very quickly. We're going to have success in Libya; you're going to hear it quickly. We're going to have success in Azerbaijan and Armenia, a place that was godforsaken almost, and you'll hear about it immediately. And ultimately, we will get to an Iranian solution and a Russian-Ukraine solution."

Read: Incompetence leavened with malignity

Witkoff has faced a precipitous learning curve, though he seems largely unbothered by the long history of American diplomatic failure in the Middle East, in particular. Like Trump, he is very much the transactionalist, and sees Ayatollah Khamenei and Vladimir Putin, among others, not as cruelly Machiavellian authoritarians captured by deeply felt and deeply antagonistic ideologies, but as clever negotiators, like so many real-estate lawyers he once faced in business, looking for the best possible deal. He appeared to interpret Putin's desire to meet with him not as a display of dominance but as a sign of the Russian leader's sincere interest in peace.

With the Israelis, he has shown more skepticism. To secure the January deal, Witkoff told David Barnea, the head of the Mossad, that he would have to answer to friends whose children would never return from captivity in Gaza if Israel didn't agree. In March, he left Doha believing he had agreement from Hamas to extend the cease-fire, only for the group to propose alternative terms.

"Maybe that's just me getting duped," he said at the time. The intransigence of the conflict had "humbled" him, as a person who works with the leadership of a Gulf country put it to me. It was around then that U.S. officials undertook direct dialogue with Hamas, a break with U.S. protocol; this week's concession by the militant group--negotiated with the help of Bishara Bahbah, the chairman of a group formerly called Arab Americans for Trump--sidelined Israel from the process entirely.

These developments stunned longtime experts. Witkoff "has been empowered to use tools that no administration has ever used," Aaron David Miller, a former State Department Middle East analyst and negotiator, told me. "We've never seen an administration separate itself from Israel like this."

Witkoff has no formal background in international relations. Nor does he have training or experience as a diplomat. To strike deals on matters as varied and complicated as the Russia-Ukraine war and the Iranian nuclear program, he is leaning heavily on intuition, his record of success in real-estate negotiations, and his personal friendship with the president. In recent months, he told me, he has read many books and watched Netflix documentaries on world conflicts (including Turning Point: The Vietnam War). He's come to believe, as Trump did with politics, that he can turn a lack of expertise to his advantage and succeed where the professionals have failed.

"This is sort of like 'Mr. Smith Goes to the Mideast,'" Senator Lindsey Graham, the South Carolina Republican, remarked to me.

Unsurprisingly, there is broad skepticism about Witkoff's chances of success. Some of Trump's own handpicked diplomats are said to have deep reservations about the Witkoff method. Witkoff shocked U.S. foreign-policy veterans by returning from his March meeting with Putin echoing Kremlin talking points in an interview with the former Fox News host Tucker Carlson. Putin, Witkoff said, "doesn't want to see everybody getting killed." The envoy seemed to validate Russian claims to eastern regions of Ukraine based on sham referendums staged there in 2022. Witkoff also enthused about Putin's personal charm, saying the Russian leader had been "praying for his friend" after Trump's ear was grazed by a bullet at a campaign rally last year. Witkoff said matter-of-factly of Putin, "I liked him."

Witkoff "seems to accept Putin's word at face value," William B. Taylor Jr., a longtime diplomat and former U.S. ambassador to Kyiv, told me. "The Russians are very skilled and very devious. Witkoff has little experience with them, so he can be taken advantage of." Witkoff's allies say he is simply trying his hand at flattery, a cornerstone of Trump's foreign policy.

Witkoff's role, which reprises some of the foreign-policy duties assumed by the president's son-in-law Jared Kushner in Trump's first term, rests on several premises: that international disputes are best resolved not by multilateral institutions but by the world's superpowers, represented by the personal emissaries of strong leaders; that business imperatives can overcome ancient hatreds, whether ethnic or religious; and that U.S. objectives are fundamentally pragmatic, not overly concerned with right and wrong.

Witkoff is a realist in the classic formulation of Hans Morgenthau; he thinks and acts "in terms of interest defined as power"--though he put it differently. "I'm not an ideologue," Witkoff told me. "Remember, I'm the amateur diplomat." I asked him if those were his words or borrowed from someone else. "My words," he replied, "but I say it tongue-in-cheek."

He let out a laugh. "Diplomacy is negotiation," he said. "I've been doing it my whole life."

Witkoff's life wasn't always like this. He made his name buying and selling real estate. He did that well, making enviable acquisitions that included the Daily News Building and the Woolworth Building in New York City, and amassing a net worth of about $2 billion.

What Witkoff lacks in diplomatic credentials, he makes up for in the president's confidence. Trump trusts Witkoff, aides and other allies said, because he succeeded in an endeavor that the president respects--making money--and because his loyalty is absolute. "A person like Donald Trump has many, many, many acquaintances, far too many to even name or count," Susie Wiles, the White House chief of staff, told me. "But I think he would say he has very few true friends outside of his family, and Steve has to be first among equals there."

Wiles is one of more than two dozen White House aides, current and former American diplomats, foreign officials, and business associates who spoke with me about Witkoff's role in high-stakes international negotiations. Some agreed to be interviewed on the condition of anonymity to discuss sensitive sticking points in ongoing talks or to offer candid assessments of Witkoff's capabilities. They revealed previously unreported aspects of his background, his relationship with Trump, and his approach to diplomacy--painting a picture of a happy but unlikely warrior, a new kind of diplomat for a president redefining America's role in the world.

I met Witkoff twice this month in his West Wing office. It's a spare room for a billionaire, outfitted with little beyond a desk, a plain conference table, and a chair where he rests his backpack. Images on the wall include a pastoral scene but otherwise mostly show Trump--Trump with Witkoff, Trump with Netanyahu.

During our conversations, Witkoff was loose and expansive. He chanted a portion of the Passover Haggadah, blamed Henry Kissinger for prolonging the Vietnam War to advance President Richard Nixon's political prospects ("I would never be able to live with myself," he told me), and declared Trump a "history buff" who is "extraordinarily well read."

Witkoff wears his own history around his neck. Seated across from me at his office conference table, he brushed aside his purple tie and unbuttoned his dress shirt to show me two Star of David pendants--one that had belonged to his father, and one that had belonged to his eldest son, who died of a drug overdose in 2011, at the age of 22. Witkoff has cropped graying hair and eyes that gleam when he discusses his many responsibilities ("I love it," he said of his high-flying role on the world stage) but can also betray terrible grief. "I do have this strong sensibility," he told me, "that my boy Andrew, who I lost, leads me to go do these things." After Alexander returned from captivity this week, Witkoff gave him the necklace that once belonged to his son.

Witkoff was born in the Bronx and raised on Long Island, the descendent of Eastern European Jews. His father made women's coats--taking over from Witkoff's grandfather after a heart attack--and his mother taught third grade. Growing up, he learned Krav Maga, a martial art used in Israeli military training.

Witkoff earned a bachelor's degree in political science and a law degree, both from Hofstra University, on Long Island. He first met Trump in the 1980s, when he was an associate at the New York firm Dreyer & Traub, which represented the mogul in real-estate transactions. Witkoff was at a delicatessen on East 39th Street between Park and Lexington Avenues late at night when Trump arrived without any money and, recognizing Witkoff from the firm, asked if he could spot him for a ham-and-cheese sandwich.

"I wanted to be him," Witkoff recalled in the March interview with Tucker Carlson. So Witkoff gave up legal work to invest in real estate. He started small, collecting rent at tenement buildings he owned in the Bronx, with a revolver attached to his ankle. He soon crossed into Manhattan and developed a reputation as a zealous investor with an appetite for risk, using borrowed money to snap up office buildings at deep discounts.

In 2013, he took on one of his most ambitious projects: the historic Park Lane Hotel on Central Park South. Witkoff partnered with the Malaysian financier Jho Low and other investors including Abu Dhabi's sovereign wealth fund to buy the property for $660 million, with plans to demolish the hotel and erect a soaring condominium featuring ultra-luxury apartments. But the plans unraveled, first because of a market downturn in 2015 and 2016 and then because Low was indicted on fraud charges in 2018. Witkoff wasn't accused of wrongdoing, and Jonathan Mechanic, a longtime real-estate lawyer in New York, told me that Witkoff was hardly the only person deceived by the Malaysian businessman, who is still a fugitive. "He managed to extricate himself, and I give him credit for that," Mechanic said.

In fact, it was the intervention of not one but two sovereign wealth funds from oil-rich Gulf nations that extricated Witkoff from the debacle. First, as the U.S. government moved to recover assets linked to Low, Abu Dhabi's sovereign wealth fund enlarged its stake in the hotel. Then, in 2023, the Qatar Investment Authority, based in Doha, stepped in and purchased the hotel for about $620 million, effectively taking over Witkoff's stake.

The series of transactions has prompted criticism of Witkoff--and suggestions that he is indebted to Qatar, whose role in long-festering regional conflicts is highly complex. Qatar is home to the largest U.S. military base in the Middle East, but it also maintains relations with Iran; it hosts Hamas political leadership yet engages extensively with Israel, including as a mediator in talks with the militant group. All the while, Qatar pours money into American institutions as a way to curry favor and influence. Its munificence is as conspicuous as can be: See the Boeing 747-8 "palace in the sky" that Trump has accepted, in his words, "FREE OF CHARGE."

David A. Graham: There is no such thing as a free plane

An April headline in Jewish News Syndicate posed the question bluntly: "Did Iran ally Qatar purchase Trump envoy Steve Witkoff?" Witkoff's colleagues dismiss this criticism as an attempt by Netanyahu's right-wing associates to thwart the envoy's diplomatic efforts because they favor confrontation with Iran. Witkoff declined to be quoted about the Park Lane Hotel but bristled at the suggestion that he was in the pocket of Qatar. He touted his pro-Israel bona fides by describing a visit, alongside a general in the Israel Defense Forces, to Hamas's network of tunnels in Gaza. "I was in the tunnels with the head of Southern Command. Does that sound like I'm a Qatari sympathizer?" he asked me. "I'm a Krav Maga double black belt." He added for emphasis: "Double black belt."

"I am no Qatari sympathizer," he said. "What I am is a truth teller."

Understanding how Witkoff became the president's everything emissary requires a lesson in how Trump plays golf.

"You have breakfast, and it goes as long as Trump wants it to go," Lindsey Graham told me. "Then you play golf, and then you have lunch."

At breakfast and lunch, Graham said, "you talk about all these things." In Witkoff's case, "these things" included how Trump's friend and golfing partner would like to occupy himself during a possible second term. After Trump secured the Republican nomination, in the spring of 2024, the post-golf lunch conversation included talk of Witkoff's future role. Graham described a conversation with Witkoff around that time: "I said, 'You want to run for the Senate?' He said, 'Hell no, I'd like to try to help in the Middle East.'" Witkoff expressed interest in an informal role, so Graham told him about envoys. "I think I'm the guy, maybe Mideast envoy," Witkoff replied, according to Graham.

Trump weighed in: "Yeah, whatever you want to do, Steve."

Trump's devotion to Witkoff owes in large part to his loyalty after the riot at the Capitol on January 6, 2021, when many onetime allies deserted the former president. "Steve was there for him in the worst hours of his life," Thomas J. Barrack Jr., a billionaire private-equity investor and Trump friend who is now ambassador to Turkey, told me in an interview. "In that four-year hiatus, most of the world thought that he was never going to be president again, or maybe never even see the light of day, but Steve stuck with Donald."


Francis Chung / Politico / AP



Witkoff took the stand to testify on Trump's behalf in 2023, during the New York attorney general's civil fraud case against the former president's family. Witkoff was golfing with Trump during the second attempt on his life, at his golf club in West Palm Beach in September. Witkoff's first grandchild, born last year, is named Don James, after the president.

In turn, Trump is rewarding Witkoff with a role that gives him an outlet for his grief. "It's a round trip for his healing of himself by doing something that's not commercial, that's not about money, that's somehow closing this karma gap for his son," Barrack told me. Witkoff has forged a special bond with hostage families, multiple associates told me, at one point whisking a family waiting for a White House meeting to dinner at Osteria Mozza, a popular restaurant in D.C.'s Georgetown neighborhood.

That personal motivation is part of what distinguishes Witkoff's outlook, said Kushner, who's not serving in Trump's second term but has offered counsel to the envoy. Witkoff, the president's son-in-law observed, is "not afraid of being yelled at." Addressing Witkoff's critics, Graham put it more colorfully. "I would tell them all to fuck themselves," the senator told me. "To the foreign-policy elite, what the fuck have you done when it comes to Putin? How did your approach work?"

When Witkoff started as an envoy, he came across as a "nice guy" who "didn't know anything about anything," as one person involved in his briefings put it to me. For a newcomer, he seemed surprisingly confident in himself, yet at the same time interested in other people's expertise.

His team is extremely small. He has a deputy, Morgan Ortagus, an experienced national-security professional and U.S. Navy Reserve intelligence officer who served as State Department spokesperson in Trump's first term. The envoy has only a few other aides but draws at will on the resources of the intelligence community and diplomatic corps. He has grown especially fond of a senior CIA official working on the Middle East.

"We're like a SWAT team," Witkoff told me.

After sensitive discussions abroad, he typically briefs some combination of the president, vice president, chief of staff, and national security adviser, among others. He has taken advice from a wide range of people, including intellectuals and former heads of state. Bernard-Henri Levy, the French philosopher and activist, has weighed in on the importance of Ukraine's struggle. In his quest to resolve Israel's war with Hamas, Witkoff has heard from Clinton, who made a trip to the Middle East in January, and former British Prime Minister Tony Blair, who has visited Witkoff in Washington. Blair's former chief of staff, Jonathan Powell, now national security adviser to Prime Minister Keir Starmer, has become an important interlocutor, spending time this month at Witkoff's rented townhouse in Washington. Miriam Adelson, the Israeli American physician and GOP megadonor, has become a "dear friend," Witkoff told me.

Witkoff's first diplomatic mission, even before Trump was inaugurated, was helping President Joe Biden's team secure a cease-fire and hostage deal. That required being firm with the Israelis. In the months since, the Trump administration has enabled Netanyahu's deadly blockade and bombing campaign in Gaza. The president has gone so far as to suggest permanently displacing Palestinians from the enclave and transforming it into a Mediterranean resort. Israel's announcement this month that it would intensify its war in Gaza prompted a shrug from Witkoff. The conduct of Hamas, he told me, "has been so poor that Bibi in certain circumstances has felt that he has no alternative." Any long-term resolution, Witkoff said, must involve the "total demilitarization" of Hamas.

Witkoff's approach has not been to restrain Israel but simply to work around Netanyahu to advance Trump's objectives, including a truce with the Houthis in Yemen and the release of Alexander. That breakthrough points up Israel's failure to release the other remaining hostages--a source of frustration for Witkoff, who reportedly told hostage families, "Israel is prolonging the war, even though we do not see where further progress can be made." Having support from the Israeli prime minister doesn't seem as important to Witkoff as having the backing of Israeli society. He told me, "If you look at the public opinion in Israel, it's split more than down the middle on behalf of getting the hostages out and having a negotiated settlement to this thing."

I asked Witkoff what he made of the expectation that Israel would be party to the discussions with Hamas and the Houthis, and he was unfazed. "I make of it that the president is the president, and I follow his orders," the envoy told me.

The president's orders took Witkoff to Moscow in February to pursue a deal: The Russians would release the American schoolteacher Marc Fogel in exchange for a cryptocurrency kingpin being held in a California jail.

As Witkoff was leaving the Kremlin and getting into a car with Diplomatic Security Service agents, his phone rang. It was John Ratcliffe, the CIA director. "We may have a problem," Ratcliffe told him. The cryptocurrency kingpin, Alexander Vinnik, was balking at returning to Russia, because he feared being killed there. Ratcliffe told Witkoff that he needed to inform Russia's domestic security service, the FSB, about the prisoner's objections--and he warned that Moscow might hold up the exchange.

Witkoff asked the driver to floor it. If he could get on the plane with Fogel, who had been imprisoned for bringing medical marijuana into Russia in 2021, and clear Russian airspace, the Kremlin wouldn't have time to backtrack. Witkoff arrived at the plane and introduced himself to Fogel as an emissary of the American president. But they couldn't leave just yet: This being Moscow in February, the plane had to be de-iced. Witkoff watched impatiently as an airport crew hosed down the left wing. Then the crew stopped.

"They're gonna pull Fogel off the plane," Witkoff told associates. "They deliberately only did one wing." The delay, it turned out, owed merely to a glitch with the de-icing machine. The crew finished the other wing and cleared the plane--Witkoff's own Gulfstream jet, which he uses for his international expeditions--to take off. It was snowing in Washington when they returned.

"Mark Fogel coming on my plane was one of the greatest blessings of my life," Witkoff told me. In geopolitical terms, the prisoner swap opened a line of communication between Witkoff and Putin at a time when Trump is seeking a settlement to Russia's war in Ukraine--and a broader reset in relations with Russia. Fogel's return had been a test of Kirill Dmitriev, the head of Russia's sovereign wealth fund: When Dmitriev offered himself as a back channel on behalf of the Russian president, Washington needed proof that he had sufficient influence with Putin to get an American hostage released. Dmitriev delivered, and Witkoff proceeded to meet with Putin three more times.

He has done so alone--without career diplomats, without a notetaker, without so much as a translator. Those were Putin's terms, and Trump endorsed Witkoff agreeing to them. Witkoff described Trump's attitude this way: "He wanted to gain knowledge from my visit. He trusted me to give him a good report. When I say a good report, I don't mean colored or shaded. I mean an accurate description of what happened so that he could make judgments." Witkoff said his role was "to almost be an active intelligence agent" for Trump. "I don't mean in a surreptitious way," he added.

Witkoff acknowledged in our conversations that a deal to end the three-year war, which Trump had promised to resolve on the first day of his second term, remains elusive. And he blamed Moscow and Kyiv equally for that: "50-50," he told me flatly. Under pressure from Washington, Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky has agreed to meet with Kremlin representatives tomorrow in Istanbul, in a face-to-face encounter resisted by European leaders who sought a cease-fire first. Witkoff is likely to be present for the talks, if they proceed.

The state of play is fluid but looks like this: Washington is trying to move both sides toward a solution that involves divvying up a handful of eastern regions of Ukraine, such that Moscow controls Crimea, which it seized illegally in 2014, along with Luhansk and Donetsk, but, in return, leaves Kharkiv and Zaporizhzhia to the Ukrainians. U.S. officials have good reason to believe they can persuade Moscow to accept a version of that arrangement--because it's not dissimilar from a plan put forward by Putin.

Phillips Payson O'Brien: Heads, Ukraine loses. Tails, Russia wins.

Witkoff has not visited Kyiv despite multiple invitations, a decision that U.S. officials say arises from the complexity of getting there and the envoy's ability to review satellite images of the damage. But his absence has baffled longtime Russia experts, including Michael McFaul, a former U.S. ambassador to Moscow who said the same emissary should be talking to Putin and to Zelensky. "It's called shuttle diplomacy for a reason," he told me. Keith Kellogg, an aide to Mike Pence during his vice presidency, was originally named special envoy for Ukraine and Russia but now handles just the Ukrainian part of the negotiations.

If the Russia-Ukraine peace efforts have not exactly gone to plan, Witkoff has found more reason for optimism on the Iran nuclear talks. "We may be there with Iran," he told me. "What looks like the most complicated could be the most likely."

I heard skepticism about Tehran's intentions from current and former American and Israeli officials, including a Trump-aligned senior diplomat in the region. Criticism of Witkoff's approach was summed up by Wendy Sherman, who as undersecretary of state during the Obama administration served as the lead negotiator for the 2015 Iran deal, which limited Tehran's nuclear program in exchange for sanctions relief. Iran's newly appointed foreign minister, Abbas Araghchi, "knows everything there is to know about this and speaks perfect English," Sherman, who went on to serve as deputy secretary of state under Biden, told me. "Unless you are at the top of your game, he will run circles around you."

Witkoff, she said, is out of his depth. "This is a man who met with Putin by himself; how is that smart?" Sherman asked. "I'm all for fresh perspectives, but negotiating a business deal is not the same as negotiating with Iran."

Witkoff, for his part, insisted that Iran would make historic concessions. "They're at that crisis point," he told me. "And that's when people make decisions." But his own lessons from real estate suggest that Washington will have to make sacrifices, too. In his newfound role as a negotiator, he said, lessons from business are "everywhere."

"Because deals are about figuring out how to get everybody kind of even," he told me. "So much of it is about understanding both sides and what you need to get both sides to the table. And then figuring out how you narrow the issues between both sides. I spent my whole life doing that."

Sometimes, it's not clear what deal Witkoff is seeking. That became apparent in the early overtures to Iran. Witkoff initially suggested that Washington would permit limited uranium enrichment, which Tehran has labeled "nonnegotiable," only to change his tune, saying any deal required complete denuclearization. A senior Israeli official expressed doubt that Tehran would accept Washington's terms but heaped praise on Witkoff, offering, "If anyone can reach a deal, it would be Witkoff."

I spoke with a wide range of officials from other allied countries, who chose their words carefully. They described Witkoff as personable and energetic. They said his relationship with the president counts in his favor; his counterparts appreciate that he seems to speak directly for the commander in chief. His shoestring staff is puzzling to them, because it makes coordination more difficult. And his public statements about Putin have alarmed them. As one European official put it to me, "He doesn't need to be a student of history or international relations, but it's not clear he understands what Putin's after or how he really operates."

I asked Witkoff how he sized up his place in history--if he ever mused about the fact that diplomatic heavyweights including Henry Kissinger, James Baker, and Richard Holbrooke had tried their hands at some of what he's attempting. He replied that he was unimpressed with Kissinger. "I watched a ton of stuff on Henry Kissinger," he told me. Among the details he learned is that the national security adviser persuaded Nixon not to end the Vietnam War before the 1972 election, because the conflict gave him leverage in the reelection campaign. "It was a sellout," Witkoff said with disgust.

I asked Witkoff what most surprised him about his work in government. He answered instantly: "What the press is like." The previous week, the New York Post, the tabloid owned by Rupert Murdoch, had published blistering criticism of his track record, suggesting he was in over his head. Witkoff told me he takes the criticism personally. "I don't want my mother reading something that is unkind," he said.

From the April 2025 issue: Growing up Murdoch

The envoy's image is of great concern to the White House, too. That became clear to me as I began working on this piece and received, unsolicited, praise from multiple top officials. A spokesperson sent me comments from Vice President J. D. Vance, who said, in part, that Witkoff's critics "know nothing about him and are attacking him because, unlike most diplomats, he actually serves the American people."


Anna Moneymaker / Getty



The White House also provided a statement from Rubio, whose role as secretary of state would traditionally involve representing Washington in the kind of high-stakes negotiations that Witkoff is leading. "Steve and I have a strong working relationship built on mutual respect and a shared commitment to advancing President Trump's foreign-policy agenda," he said. Witkoff returned the praise for Rubio, telling me, "My relationship with Marco is exceptional."

The relationship that matters most, however, is the one with the president, who seeks Witkoff's input not just on the geopolitical issues in his remit but on a range of other topics. They talk politics. They talk tariffs. They talk golf. One of Witkoff's sons, Zach, is in business with the president's sons through a cryptocurrency company, World Liberty Financial, mostly owned by a Trump family entity. Witkoff is a World Liberty Financial co-founder but told me he now has "nothing to do with it." He said he's in the process of meeting with the Office of Government Ethics and filing the necessary paperwork to divest from his businesses.

I asked him how long he expects to stay in his role, and he seemed to have no end date in mind. Second only to the critical news coverage, what has most surprised him is how much he enjoys his high-wire act on the world stage. "I can't get enough of it," he told me. "I mean, sometimes I complain. I say to my girlfriend, 'God, you know, let's get a boat, go away.' But I kind of don't mean it. The work is so worthy."

As I was working on this story, Witkoff delivered the keynote remarks at a celebration of Israel's Independence Day, hosted at the home of the Israeli ambassador. Everyone was vying for his attention when he arrived at the 11-bedroom mansion, including Cabinet officials, members of Congress, and the chief rabbi of Ukraine. I had spoken with the envoy in his office earlier that day, and we were scheduled to meet again the following afternoon, so I didn't occupy him during the ceremony. But when we shook hands, he confided that he had just been invited to brief ambassadors to the United Nations in New York, before his return to the Middle East. Then he drew close to me and spoke quietly into my ear.

"We actually know what we're doing," he assured me.



Jonathan Lemire contributed reporting.


 *Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic. Sources: Evelyn Hockstein / AFP / Getty; Sean Gladwell / Getty; Thara Kulsubsuttra / Getty. 
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Trump's Tactical Burger Unit Is Beyond Parody

Happy Meal Team Six

by Charlie Warzel




The first months of Donald Trump's second presidency have included a systematic attempt to dismantle government agencies and pillage their data; state-sponsored renditions of immigrants; flagrant corruption; and brazen flouting of laws and the courts. The New York Times editorial board summed it up well: "The first 100 days of President Trump's second term have done more damage to American democracy than anything else since the demise of Reconstruction."



But let us also not forget how extremely dumb this term has been. We now inhabit a world beyond parody, where the pixels of reality seem to glitch and flicker. Consider the following report from Trump's state visit to Saudi Arabia this week, posted by the foreign-affairs journalist Olga Nesterova: "As part of the red-carpet treatment, Saudi officials arranged for a fully operational mobile McDonald's unit to accompany President Trump during his stay." A skeptical news consumer might be inclined to pause for a moment at the phrase fully operational mobile McDonald's unit, their brain left to conjure what those words could possibly mean. (The Hamburglar clad in fatigues, perhaps? Ronald McDonald pulling on a Marlboro Red, an assault rifle slung across his back while on break from operating the Happy Meal command center/ball pit? A Death Star made of ground beef?) Thankfully, one's mind needn't wander far, as Nesterova attached a video of the fully operational mobile McDonald's unit (FOMMU): It's essentially a retrofit 18-wheeler made to look like a suburban fast-food restaurant, complete with modern wood siding and the golden arches.



The truck was reportedly parked near the state visit's "media oasis," perhaps also as an offering to journalists covering the president. The White House did not immediately respond to a request for comment as to whether Trump himself visited or ate at the unit. But the president's fondness for McDonald's is no secret.



It's worth emphasizing that all of this is pretty embarrassing. Multiple news outlets, including Fox News, framed the truck as an act of burger diplomacy; the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia pandered to a mercurial elderly man, ostensibly to guarantee that a slender beef patty was never far from his lips. As with all things Trump, it's hard to know exactly what to believe. Is the burger unit a stylized but mostly normal bit of state-visit infrastructure, or is it a bauble meant to please the Fast-Food President? In a world where leaders seem eager to bend the knee to Trump's every impulse, even the truly ridiculous seems plausible. The mere fact of all of this is unmooring. When strung together, the words fully operational mobile McDonald's unit overwhelm my synapses; there could be no funnier or dumber phrase to chisel out of the English language.



I don't quite subscribe to the notion that this kind of absurdity is a "distraction" from the many crises of the administration, as so many of the Trump era's pseudo events are claimed to have been. Coverage of the FOMMU is instead a side effect of the wild incompetence and corruption of the 47th presidency. Trump has a complete disregard for laws and expertise, and a unique shamelessness, both of which create fertile soil for inanity. A fast-food tanker makes sense only on a continuum with Trump's executive order to rename the Gulf of Mexico the Gulf of America, his spitballing about annexing Greenland or turning Canada into a state. It goes on and on. The Fox News host he hired to oversee the military, Pete Hegseth, reportedly wanted a makeup studio at the Pentagon (which Hegseth has denied). This week, Trump named his former defense attorney from his hush-money trial as the acting librarian of Congress.



See also: Trump's cryptocurrency projects, which are hardly veiled--and successful--attempts to enrich his family. Recently, Trump announced a crypto fundraising dinner where wealthy people looking to curry favor with the president--including foreigners--can purchase his meme coin for a literal seat at the table. In early May, the crypto-investment company World Liberty Financial--to which Trump has intimate ties--announced that a state-backed Emirati firm would use a Trump-affiliated digital coin to help fund a $2 billion investment deal in Abu Dhabi. Nearly every detail of World Liberty Financial co-founder Zach Witkoff's announcement, "made during a conference panel with Mr. Trump's second-eldest son, contained a conflict of interest," the Times reported. Similarly, earlier this month, the owner of a Texas freight company announced that it would purchase $20 million worth of Trump's meme coin, which it justified as an "effective way to advocate for fair, balanced, and free trade between Mexico and the US."



And then there's the gift to Trump of a $400 million super-luxury Boeing 747-8 jumbo jet from the royal family of Qatar, which the administration appears ready to accept as a replacement for Air Force One. (The plane will supposedly be transferred to the Trump presidential library as the president prepares to leave office.) This is nakedly corrupt, but Trump has called it "a very public and transparent transaction." As my colleague David Graham wrote recently, "One secret to his impunity thus far has been that rather than try to hide his misdeeds--that's what amateurs such as Nixon and Harding did--he calculates that if he makes no pretense, he can get away with them."



But Trump's brazenness isn't just a cover for his corruption. A headline on The Bulwark argued that Trump's "unquenchable, unconstitutional greed is deforming America." The verb choice here is especially apt. Trump hasn't destroyed institutions as much as he's distorted them, shaping them in his possibly Alibaba-ed gold-plated image.



And so the news that comes out of his administration is deformed as well. Instead of Snowden-esque stories of political intrigue, we get the shambolic equivalent: a national security adviser accidentally texting war plans to my boss on Signal; a government subagency, DOGE, named after a Shiba Inu meme and staffed in part by a 19-year-old who goes by the nickname "Big Balls." We get Elon Musk doing a Tesla infomercial on the White House lawn while the president gawps at the car's central console and exclaims, "Everything's computer!"



Those who try to play along with the administration are made to look absurd as well. Look no further than the tech titans milling behind Trump on the inauguration dais or Secretary of Commerce Howard Lutnick justifying Trump's disastrous tariff plan by arguing that Europeans "hate our beef because our beef is beautiful and theirs is weak." If you're Saudi Arabia, you embrace this dynamic by deploying a tactical burger unit for the leader of the free world.



The steady stream of bizarre news is the consequence of putting a person in charge of systems and institutions when he has no regard for those systems and institutions beyond his own self-interest. When these systems break under the stress of abuse, neglect, or general incompetence, bad things happen. Some of these things are straightforwardly bad: possibly illegal, horrific, cruel. Others would be scandals worthy of resignations if only there were political leaders able to enforce some accountability. But others are just weird mutations.



In this way, Trump's callousness, indifference, and corruption alter the very texture of our shared reality. They drag us all into a world of his making. A system that is healthy does not produce a fully operational mobile McDonald's unit. Such units are reserved for the dumbest timeline, which is the one we're currently living in.
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The Cynical Republican Plan to Cut Medicaid

Work requirements set up a thicket of paperwork that leads eligible Medicaid recipients to lose their insurance. That's the point.

by Jonathan Chait




A generation ago, the Republican Party's preferred symbol of government-funded indolence was the "welfare queen," a quasi-mythical figure who collected checks to sit at home watching television. Today's GOP has fixated on an even stranger target: unemployed adults who take advantage of the taxpayer by collecting free ... health insurance.

The fiscal centerpiece of the "big, beautiful bill" now making its way through Congress is to take Medicaid away from jobless adults. According to the Congressional Budget Office, the work requirement would save $300 billion over a decade and take health insurance from 7.6 million people. This would not come close to offsetting the deficit-exploding effects of extending and expanding the 2017 tax cut, but it's one of the only big spending reductions the congressional Republican caucus can agree on.

Jessica Riedl: Congressional Republicans might set off the debt bomb

Supporters depict work requirements as a matter of fairness and proper incentives. In a New York Times op-ed published this morning, the Trump-administration officials Robert F. Kennedy Jr., Mehmet Oz, Brooke Rollins, and Scott Turner define Medicaid as "welfare" and blame it for luring people into dependency and sloth. "Millions of able-bodied adults have been added to the rolls in the past decade, primarily as a result of Medicaid expansion," they complain. "Many of these recipients are working-age individuals without children who might remain on welfare for years. Some of them do not work at all or they work inconsistently throughout the year."

What this claim is hiding behind weasel words (many, some) is that, according to a recent academic study based on U.S. census data, a mere 8 percent of Medicaid recipients are able-bodied, working-age adults who don't have jobs.

RFK Jr. and his co-authors don't spell out precisely how work requirements are supposed to get their imagined Medicaid queens off the couch, but the implication is that the threat of removing free health care will prod these slackers into finding a job. ("We believe that work is transformative for the individual who moves from welfare to employment," they write.) But note that the expected fiscal savings depend on the get-a-job requirement not working. If every Medicaid recipient duly secured or sought work to the government's specifications, then they would keep their Medicaid benefits, and the requirement wouldn't cut spending. (Yes, some folks who got jobs would receive employer-provided health coverage, but many would still need Medicaid, because many low-paying jobs don't come with insurance.)

What actually will happen, however, is very different. The work requirements will create complex reporting demands that lead eligible Medicaid recipients--people who have jobs, or care for their children, or cannot work--to lose their health care.

This is not speculation. We know how Medicaid work requirements play out because the policy has been tried at the state level. Arkansas, for example, implemented work requirements in 2018. Researchers found that they utterly failed to encourage more employment among the Medicaid population. The work requirements instead forced Medicaid recipients to navigate endless, complex paperwork demands that many of them couldn't understand or keep track of, causing them to lose their Medicaid eligibility. The bulk of the savings came from denying coverage to eligible Americans, not able-bodied adults who don't want to work.

Georgia tried its own version of work requirements in 2023 and experienced even more extreme failure. Under its Pathways to Coverage program, the state expanded Medicaid eligibility, but forced recipients to verify their employment status or participation in other qualifying activities, such as volunteering or job training. After one year, just 4,231 Georgians had enrolled, about 2 percent of the eligible population. Incredibly, Georgia spent five times as much on the system to verify their eligibility as it did on their health care.

Sometimes studies produce conflicting results, but if supporters of work requirements had evidence that the policy does what it's supposed to, they would be touting it. The RFK Jr. op-ed seems to nod at the well-documented failure of work requirements, only to wave it away with a statement of faith: "Some will argue that work requirements create barriers to resources. We disagree. We believe that welfare dependency, not work, is the barrier." You can trust the data, or you can trust the heartfelt beliefs of four political appointees, two of whom are famous quacks.

You might wonder why Republicans have selected a policy that has failed so badly on its own terms as a national model. A cynical answer, and perhaps a correct one, would be that the policy is designed to fail. The complex reporting requirement screens out eligible applicants. Congressional Republicans can pretend they are not denying Medicaid to people who need it, because those people are theoretically able to access it. But those politicians can be sure that a huge proportion of eligible beneficiaries won't make it through the administrative burden, giving them an easy way to cut spending.

Annie Lowrey: The Republicans' budget makes no sense

Indeed, the GOP claims that the purpose of this exercise is actually to protect Medicaid beneficiaries. "When so many Americans who are truly in need rely on Medicaid for life-saving services, Washington can't afford to undermine the program further by subsidizing capable adults who choose not to work," Brett Guthrie, the chairman of the House Energy and Commerce Committee, wrote in a recent Wall Street Journal op-ed. "Not only does Medicaid lack a work requirement for able-bodied adults, but in many cases the federal government pays states more to cover working-age, single men than it does for vulnerable pregnant women or people with disabilities," the House Budget Committee asserts (without evidence, of course) on its website.

If spending too little on "truly" needy Americans was the issue, congressional Republicans could make their benefits more generous. Instead, they intend to use the proceeds from the work requirements on a regressive tax cut--almost as if the plight of low-income pregnant women and the disabled is not their real concern.

Even if it were possible to design a work requirement that screened out only able-bodied adults who choose not to work, a broader question remains: Why do that? On what moral basis ought we deny health-care coverage to people who aren't working?

Almost any economic system, even most socialist ones, will have some goods that people can access only through hard work, inheritance, or luck. The Republican Party is unique among major conservative parties around the world in its conviction that access to routine medical treatment should be one of those goods.

Although internal Republican divisions on the issue have drawn wide media attention, nobody in the party is really disputing whether to cut Medicaid--only how. On Monday, Senator Josh Hawley of Missouri published a New York Times op-ed of his own, in which he urges Republicans not to cut Medicaid. Yet even he has recently endorsed work requirements, cooperating with the pretense that this maneuver will not harm eligible recipients.

Even though work requirements poll well, the policy's Republican proponents don't have much confidence that voters will appreciate the way they function in practice. As a compromise with skittish members of Congress in districts with large numbers of Medicaid recipients, the work requirements won't go into effect until 2029, so that the legislators who voted to throw their constituents off their insurance aren't held accountable in either of the next two election cycles.

The professed concern with slackers sitting at home and enjoying their free Medicaid is a canard. The actual plan is to finance a tax cut that mainly benefits the affluent by taking away health insurance from people who have no other way to get it.
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A Week of Manufactured Trump Victories

Shashi Tharoor and the Trump grift machine

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 breaks down what he calls "the week of the four scams"--a stunning display of misinformation and corruption from President Donald Trump involving fake trade deals, manipulated markets, and even a personal jet from Qatar.

David is then joined by Indian Member of Parliament and Chairman of the Committee on External Affairs Dr. Shashi Tharoor to examine the recent India-Pakistan cease-fire and just how much (or little) credit the Trump administration can fairly claim for brokering peace.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome to Episode 6 of The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic.

At the very beginning of the first Trump presidency, back in 2017, I posted on Twitter the following thought: "Regular reminder that Donald Trump's core competency is not dealmaking with powerful counter-parties. It is duping gullible victims."

That warning has seldom been more needed than it has been needed in the past days, which I call the week of the four scams. Over these past few days, Donald Trump has taken credit or introduced one after another piece of outrageous fiction, which he is presenting to the world as some tremendous achievement. And we need to be warned against it and to protect ourselves against it.

Now, the first of the scams will supply the matter of my main conversation on the program today. That is Donald Trump's attempt to take credit for the India-Pakistan cease-fire. The India-Pakistan cease-fire is a real event. It actually happened. But Donald Trump's role in it was negligible, to say the least, as you'll hear when I speak to my guest today, Dr. Shashi Tharoor, who is chairman of the External Affairs Committee in the Indian Parliament and one of that country's leading voices for liberal and humane values.

But now let's talk, in the interval, about the three scams that took place here on the home front. Two of them are the so-called trade deals that Trump has taken credit for: one with Britain, one with China.

Now, these aren't deals in any traditional sense of the word. A trade agreement must be approved by Congress. It's a treaty. These are executive announcements, PR, press releases, concepts, plans, projects, noise. They don't amount to anything. Today, in May, American tariffs are dramatically higher than they were the day before Donald Trump took office. And the effort to make them scale up and to scale down is just a distraction, the way the dealer in a three-card monte game keeps up a line of pattern so that you don't notice that you are being deceived and robbed.

The fourth of the scams is Donald Trump's project to accept from the Emirate of Qatar the personal gift of a jet--a jet plane--that would accrue to him personally during his time as president and that would then be kept by him and by his heirs, through the guise of the Trump Library and casino and fast-food restaurant, or whatever he calls it, but nothing that is going to be like any kind of charity. And it looks like the plane will keep operating and be available to him and to his family for use afterwards.

It is the most astonishing act of brazen corruption in the history of the American presidency--in the history of many post-Soviet presidencies. I mean, it's un-American. It can't be compared to anything that has ever happened in American history. And it comes on top of the flow of funds to Donald Trump from all over the world via these strange meme coins that he keeps issuing, that someone is buying for no obvious business reason but as a way to direct funds to the pockets of the president.

Let's talk a little bit more about these two trade deals because there's going to be an enormous attempt to make them seem real. You know, in a three-card-monte game, and as well as the dealer, there are often people in the crowd who are there to back up the dealer stories, to nudge people away from the tables if they look too closely and to entrap victims. And a lot of the pro-Trump media plays the role of these kinds of ropers and bumpers, as they're called.

But those even in the independent media, we're not really very good at saying, This thing the president said, it doesn't mean anything. All that is happening here is the construction of a new apparatus of taxation that is imposed by the president at the president's discretion, that can be exempted by the president to people who give them favors or in exchange for various kinds of benefits--all of which is to shift the burden of taxation of the country from those best positioned to pay to those least positioned to pay.

Swirling around all of this commotion, all of this noise, is massive amounts of insider trading. We have had volatility unlike anything seen in financial markets since the great crisis of 2008-09, and people who study the markets notice a lot of short selling and a lot of rapid buying just before the president makes major moves, as if important market players have been tipped off and are making bets in the trillions on which they're reaping profits in the hundreds of billions. It is just an astonishing thing that is happening.

Meanwhile, the central act is the movement of taxation--because tariffs are taxes--from those best positioned to pay to those leased positioned to pay. A tariff is a tax on goods. It is a tax that falls on the consumer of those goods, and it is a tax on the consumer of anything that has any kind of imported component in it.

Now, maybe a way to think about this is: Imagine a poor family eating a meal at home. Their table is tariffed. Their chairs are tariffed. The plates are tariffed. The knives and forks are tariffed. If they're having a frugal meal of pasta or spaghetti, the Canadian wheat that probably is the major ingredient in that pasta--that's tariffed too. Now imagine a wealthier family enjoying a meal in a restaurant, perhaps to celebrate the enormous reduction in their taxes that they're going to get as a result of the Trump tax deal. Now, their tables and their chairs and so forth, the knives and forks--they might be tariffed too, although they probably come from Europe rather than China, so they'll be tariffed at a lower rate.

The most important cost in a restaurant meal is not the plate, not the chair, not the table, not the knife and fork, not even the food. The most important expenses are the wages of the chef, the wages of the server, and the rent on the space in which the restaurant is located. None of those things are tariffed. They are services, not goods, and so they escape the tax entirely.

Richer people tend to spend more of their income on services than they do on goods. Poorer people spend more on goods than on services. And richer people, of course, can save and invest more of their income, and that escapes tariffs entirely. And the more of the income you spend on the services, the less you pay in tariffs. The working man's car, that's tariffed; the rich man's chauffeur, not tariffed. The poor girl's dolls, of which she's allowed so few by the Trump administration--those are tariffed. When the rich family hires a nanny to play dolls with the girls, the nanny salary is not tariffed. Towels are tariffed. Membership in a swimming club, where you use the towel, that's not tariffed. The doorknob is tariffed, but the doorman on Fifth Avenue: no tariff on him.

It is very important when you listen to the Donald Trump show to keep your eye not on the game, but on the players and what they're about. And this jet story, this jet scam, is maybe the most revealing thing of all. It is just beyond shameful that such an offer would even get two minutes of consideration.

Look--foreign governments, authoritarian governments, especially those like Qatar, which have these bad ties to Hamas and Iran and which are trying to buy favor in the United States, they're always approaching people. There's a whole apparatus of distance to keep things like that away from the president. The president doesn't normally say no. The president normally never even learns that the offer was made in the first place. But in this case, there are no guardrails and no protections. And so in our fourth scam, the offer comes to the president, and the president wants to say yes.

Now, he may ultimately not be able to say yes. The gift of a jet to the president of the United States personally from a foreign Emirate, that may be too much even for Trump's usual apologists. But look how far we've come. Look how low we've sunk. It's a shame. It's a scandal. And the test for all of us is whether we can keep our eye on the main thing and to keep being shocked by things that are shocking.

And now my discussion with Dr. Shashi Tharoor. But first a quick break.

[Music]

Frum: A terrorist outrage in Kashmir killed some 25 Indians on April 22. India and Pakistan have since mutually retaliated one upon the other. As we record this dialogue on the morning of Sunday, May 11, in Washington--the evening of Sunday, May 11, in the subcontinent--a cease-fire has taken hold. To discuss the very distressing and worrying events in the subcontinent, I'm very proud and pleased to be joined by Dr. Sashi Tharoor.

To say Shashi Tharoor is an author and a member of the Indian Parliament is accurate so far as it goes but inadequate to the reality. His books have been massive sellers in India and the United Kingdom, and have had a great influence on all debate about Indian politics. He himself occupies a very important place as a politician that goes beyond the merely parliamentary. In a country where politics has for a long time been drifting in sectarian and authoritarian directions, Dr. Tharoor's public advocacy and political work elevate him as one of India's preeminent voices for secular and liberal politics.

A graduate of the University of Delhi and a Ph.D. from the Fletcher School at Tufts University, here in the United States, Dr. Tharoor spent much of his early career working in international organizations. He rose to be undersecretary general of the United Nations. In 2009, he was entered into Indian electoral politics and was elected to Parliament. He has been reelected three subsequent times, for a total of four--an unbroken career of success. He now heads the Parliamentary Committee on [External] Affairs in the Indian Parliament.

Thank you so much for joining us today at this time of tension. Maybe you can begin by talking about the cease-fire. A cease-fire has taken hold. The Trump administration claims a lot of credit for brokering it. Do they deserve that credit?

Shashi Tharoor: We were all a bit puzzled by President Trump's posts on Truth Social and on X, because India has historically been allergic to mediation. It doesn't believe it needs it, and it's unlikely to have invited mediation in a formal sense. On the other hand, it's true that the U.S. administration--in particular, Secretary of State and now also National Security Advisor Marco Rubio and, to some degree, Vice President Vance--have been speaking to Indian officials, as indeed, Indian officials have acknowledged. The foreign minister's tweets will tell us about these calls.

But it's one thing for the Indian foreign minister to say to the Americans, Look--if the Pakistanis do this, we will do that. Or if they hit us, we are going to hit them harder back, and quite another for the foreign minister to say, Would you mind relaying this message to the Pakistanis? India would never do the latter. They would do the former, and I think what happened then, perhaps, is that Rubio then called the Pakistanis and said, Look--I've been talking to the Indians, and this is what they're saying, so you might want to take this into account. And would you not like to move in a different direction? That kind of thing.

The initial Trump announcement gave the impression that the Americans and Indians and Pakistanis have been pulling an all-nighter, discussing everything jointly. That simply hasn't happened. And I think that's a misrepresentation of what role the U.S. played. But I certainly don't want to sound ungrateful for anybody who is willing to pull the Pakistanis down off the escalatory ladder that they had climbed onto.

There was a terrorist outrage in India. India chose to react in a very careful, calculated, calibrated, and precise way only against terrorist infrastructure. It didn't strike any Pakistani military installations or any civilian nor governmental installations, and basically signaled, Look--we are only after terrorists, and we did this strike at 1:30 in the morning so there wouldn't be too many civilians about. We want to avoid all collateral damage. It was a very responsible strike that the Indians conducted.

The Pakistanis chose to react with unnecessary escalation. They shelled very heavily civilian and occupied civilian inhabited areas of India, killing 22 civilians and hospitalizing a further 59 in the district of Poonch in Kashmir. And frankly, India had to respond--and did--very, very strongly. And when India responded, it also attacked places it had so far kept off limits. It hit Pakistani air bases, for example, very hard. Pakistan has, because there are no terrorist infrastructure in India to attack--Pakistan was assaulting Indian cities where ordinary human beings live. And that was simply unacceptable. We were able to use our air-defense shield to stop that, but we hit the Pakistanis hard where it hurt.

Now, this escalation was leading nowhere for nobody. As far as India was concerned, they delivered their message to the terrorists. They were willing to stop. As far as Pakistan was concerned, they didn't know when to say that their honor was satisfied. And if the U.S. helped them to step off that ladder, the U.S. gave them an excuse to climb down off it, so much the better, because India had no interest in a prolonged war.

What was very clear from the manner of the Indian strike to begin with, David, was that India was trying to signal from the very start: This is not the opening salvo in a long conflict. This is just a one-off retaliation to a terror attack, period. Nothing else. It's Pakistan that was taking it in the wrong direction, and I'm glad that stopped right now.

Frum: Well, let me ask you more about this American mediation. You'll remember that in 2001 there [was], again, another outrage against India. [Former Secretary of State] Colin Powell personally inserted himself and worked very hard, deployed a lot of threats, actually, against the Pakistanis to bring about a cease-fire in 2008 after the terror attack in Mumbai, another outrage on Indian soil. [Former Secretary of State] Condoleezza Rice was in person in the subcontinent and flew back and forth.

That's what American mediation has looked like in the past, from our point of view. And not to make this story about the United States when it's a story about the people of the subcontinent, but it does look like the Trump administration showed up, took credit for something that had already happened, and now its main interest seems to be not a structure of peace but scoring some Nobel Peace Prize nomination for Donald Trump.

Tharoor: (Laughs.) Oh, you said it, David. I didn't, and I probably would be unwise to say very much along those lines myself. I will say that mediation is possibly the wrong word. Mediation implies a request by both parties to be involved. In the two examples you gave, and a third example--the 1999 Kargil conflict, when President Clinton summoned the prime minister of Pakistan to Washington and told him to lay off, which he did--all those three cases were essentially the U.S. putting pressure on the Pakistanis, who in every case were in the wrong. They were the perpetrators of terror. They were the perpetrators of violence. And in the case of Kargil, they were the ones who had led an invasion of Indian territory. So in all those cases, the U.S. was telling one side.

I would say that in this particular instance, in as much as there was any strong American messaging coming, it was almost certainly directed principally to the Pakistanis, because India at no stage wanted to prolong a war. See, India, David, is a status-quo power. It is a country that basically would be very happy to be left alone. There's nothing Pakistan has that we want. We would be very happy to focus on our own growth, our own development, the well-being and prosperity of our own people. We are a high-tech economy, moving in that direction. We are trying to find a way forward in the 21st century. We are already the world's fifth-largest economy in dollar terms, and in purchasing-power-parity terms are third-largest. So that's where our ambitions and aspirations are.

We don't want to get bogged down into a meaningless war with a bunch of Islamist fanatics whose lust for our territory is what motivates them. When you are a status-quo power, what you want to do is to just continue with the way things are. Next door to us, unfortunately, is a revisionist power--a power that is not happy with the existing states of regional geopolitics and wants to upend it, and that's what the Pakistanis, sadly, are.

So they couldn't do it by conventional means. They kept losing formal wars against us. So from 1989 onwards, having learned an unfortunate lesson from the success of the mujahideen against the Soviet Union and Afghanistan, from Pakistani soil, the Pakistanis decided to turn that technique against us. And they started unleashing mujahideen by various names and various terror organizations, front organizations, into Indian territory to wreak havoc against innocent Indian civilians. They've been doing that since 1989. This is year 36 of Pakistani terrorism. You can understand that we really have lost patience with this.

Frum: One last question about the American role, because when you line up--and I should have mentioned--in 1999, 2001, 2008 and you see the pattern of the American involvement there, and then you contrast it with the pattern of American involvement in 2025, it does really look like the United States is a receding power in the world that mattered much more a quarter century ago than it does now, and that the Trump administration seems to want the accolades that it would get domestically from the assertion of great power status. But actually, it has given away that status, and maybe by its own neglect, maybe by some objective reality.

Tharoor: Yeah, and there was some slightly confused messaging also coming out of all of this that the first statements of Mr. Trump were that, Oh, these Indians and Pakistanis have been fighting for thousands of years, which is slightly odd because Pakistan has only existed for 77 years as a country. So they haven't fought anybody for a century, let alone centuries or thousands of years.

Then we had Mr. Vance saying, Oh, we have no business in this fight. Let them sort it out themselves. And then suddenly, within a day or two of these remarks, the same two people are taking credit for the cease-fire. I'm at a bit of a loss, frankly, about what they did. Certainly, there is no independent confirmation from the Indian side of any successful or serious negotiating effort by the U.S. here.

It's possible that they did this with the Pakistanis, and we might learn more from the U.S.--there's always stories coming out in the U.S. media from reliable sources in Washington as to what exactly America did with Pakistan. I'm sure we'll find out soon enough. But for now, I am at a bit of a loss, to answer your question, David. But the desire for accolades without too much of effort is a human foible, isn't it? It's something which too many people tend to want to do.

Frum: It runs stronger in some human beings than in others. In a few, it's the overwhelming passion of life.

Let me ask you: You alluded, I think, a little bit to what will be your answer to this question, but why is it so hard to reach an enduring peace in the subcontinent? The one smidgen of truth in Donald Trump's post about a thousand years is: For a thousand years, Hindu majority and Muslim majority--Hindu-ruled and Muslim-ruled--states have coexisted peacefully and successfully in the subcontinent. Why can't they do so now?

Tharoor: Well, I mean, that's the irony of all of this. I mean, it's utter nonsense to imply that there is a thousand-year battle between Hindus and Muslims. On the contrary, every great Hindu king had Muslim soldiers and generals on his side. Every great Muslim king had Hindu generals and soldiers on his side. And the two communities have coexisted ever since the advent of Islam on the Indian subcontinent, which was within a century after the birth of the prophets. Indeed, in my own state of Kerala, Islam came peacefully through traders and merchants bringing it as news from the Arab world rather than coming as some sort of foreign conquest.

So there's been a long and complicated history. But it's not all been hostile. The British during the colonial regime chose a very deliberate and deliberately militant policy of "divide and rule," where they actively fomented a distinctive Muslim identity as distinct from, a separate from a Hindu identity in order to prevent the two uniting against the British, as they had done in the revolt of 1857, when Hindus and Muslims alike rose up in arms against British rule. It was ruthlessly suppressed. The British butchered 150,000 civilians in Delhi alone in putting down that revolt.

And then they adopted a conscious policy of divide and rule. Divide and rule meant that when the Indian National Congress was established as a representative body of Indian nationalists--in those days, very decorous Indian nationalist agitation for rights and political rights in India against the British--the British actually paid to establish a rival Muslim organization, called the Muslim League, in order to undermine the Indian National Congress.

Finally, partition happened. Pakistan was carved out of the stooped shoulders of India by the departing British in 1947. And ever since, it has had to justify its existence as a separate country by an increasingly belligerent Islamism. This is why Pakistan was not only the source of these horrific attacks, such as the 26/11 attack, to which you alluded to--the butchery of 166 innocent people in Mumbai in 2008, all the earlier attacks on the Indian Parliament, the invasion of Kargil, and so on--but Pakistan was also the place that sheltered and protected Osama bin Laden for many years, until, as you know, he was found living in a safe house right near a Pakistani army encampment. This is Pakistan's history.

It is a country that has, unfortunately, armed, trained, equipped, guided, and directed terrorism from its soil for decades as an instrument of state policy. It is a malcontented state that wants territory that India controls and that it can't have. It is a bigoted state that believes that all Muslims belong to it, so that the first loyalty of Muslims, even in India, should be to Pakistan, which--I'm sorry--is never going to be the case.

It was very striking that one of the daily briefings that were being done by the Indian military featured an Indian woman colonel who was a Muslim. It was a very powerful message that India stood united. It was not about Hindu, Muslim. It was all about India standing united against terror.

Pakistan doesn't understand that, because their state is built on a totally different set of premises. It's also, to paraphrase Voltaire on Prussia, a situation where India is a state that has an army; Pakistan is an army that has a state. And that army really controls the state, runs the state, controls the largest share of that country's GDP and governmental budget--larger than any army of any country in the world controls of its GDP and national budget. So for the army to continue its disproportionate dominance of Pakistan, it needs to be able to have enough external demons, in addition to the demons it has nurtured in its own backyard, in order to be able to point to the fact that it is the sole savior of its people.

It's a very, very sad and pathetic story. The Osama bin Laden story was merely the tip of a very, very large mountain, I'm afraid, of this kind of thing. Hillary Clinton, rather memorably, said as secretary of state, when Pakistan tried to plead victim about its own terrorist problems with a group called the Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan, initially created by Pakistan, but which has deemed Pakistan to be insufficiently Islamist to its taste and that has turned out to be attacking Pakistan's military and political institutions--Hillary Clinton said, Well, if you nurture vipers in your backyard, some of them would turn around and bite you. And I think that was absolutely the right metaphor. That's what Pakistan has done. Vipers in your backyard is really a case of--to mix up the animals--the chickens coming home to roost in Pakistan.

Very sad story, but that's the problem we are living with next-door to us.

Frum: Pakistan is ideologically committed to the conflict, for reasons you described, but the wealth gap between India and Pakistan has been growing and growing and growing. Presumably, the power gap follows, although India has historically had difficulty turning wealth into power, for reasons you may want to explain.

At some point, you would say, However ideologically committed you are to this conflict, it's not working, so peace becomes your logical outcome. But in the subcontinent, as indeed in the Israeli conflict with the various anti-Israel rejectionist groups around Israel, the logic of power that political scientists would predict doesn't seem to work. Why does it not work between Pakistan and India, where they say, You know what? We've just lost too many times.

Tharoor: Yeah, but you've left out a very important force, unfortunately, in this equation, and that is China. China is sitting on our northern borders, nibbling away at our land. They have a long-standing frontier dispute with India. And Pakistan has been reduced to a client state of China over the years.

China's single-largest project under its Belt and Road Initiative is a massive highway through Pakistan called the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor, which is of inestimable economic value to China because goods coming from the Suez Canal and from the Gulf countries can now be offloaded at the Port of Gwadar--in the southwestern tip of Pakistan, in Pakistan's Balochistan Province--and transported on this Chinese-built highway all the way directly into western China. Whereas in the past, and right up to then, these goods had to go all the way around India, through the Strait of Malacca, into the South China Sea, be offloaded in ports like Guangzhou, in southeastern China, and then transported laboriously overland all the way across to western China.

They save 90 percent of the cost and 95 percent of the time by just being able to use Pakistan as a conduit for their goods into western China. So China has a huge interest in keeping Pakistan safe and secure and an obedient vessel state, which Pakistan is, indeed, happy to be. And China also has its own problems with India, which it would dearly like to cut down to size as a potential geopolitical rival in the area.

So when you talk about the power gap between India and Pakistan, the difficulty we have is: We have two fronts we need to be worried about. We have a Pakistan front and a China front. And cumulatively, I'm sorry to say, we are not in a position, most unfortunately, to fight a two-front war. So we have a very complicated mix of diplomatic, military, and geopolitical calculations to make every time Pakistan triggers a problem with us. We've got to make sure we hit Pakistan hard so that they learn a lesson, but we also have to make sure we don't go to such a point that China feels obliged to come directly to Pakistan's rescue.

The overwhelming majority of Pakistani weaponry--which means, I believe, as high as 90-odd percent of Pakistani weaponry--comes from China. That includes China's latest 4.5 generation J-10[C] fighter aircraft, their PL-15 missiles, and various other kinds of ammunition. So India's problem is that it is essentially having to juggle a number of geopolitical, diplomatic, as well as military considerations when it reacts to Pakistani provocations.

We want to send the terrorists a message. We want to hit back whenever Pakistan hits us, but we don't want to get to a situation where we might end up, quite frankly, provoking a more direct Chinese involvement, because India is not particularly keen on entering into a two-front war with both Pakistan and China.

So it's a complication. When you look at the power asymmetry, as you mentioned, you are not just comparing India and Pakistan; you're comparing India against both Pakistan and China, and then the comparison doesn't look that good for India.

Frum: But as China has colonized Pakistan in this way over the past generation, a succession of American presidents--starting with Bill Clinton, developing very rapidly under George W. Bush (the president for whom I worked), under President Obama a little maybe less energetically--have sought to build an American-Indian partnership that is closer and closer. And there are a lot of difficulties in the way of this, but there has been effort very much on the U.S. side, a little more doubt on the Indian side.

President Trump has just slammed India with a whole new set of punitive tariffs, undercutting all the fine things that he and his vice president say about India. How would you assess the state of that U.S.-India partnership so founded by Bill Clinton and nurtured by W. Bush and President Obama.

Tharoor: Well, you know, and even in the first Trump administration, it was going fine. I mean, I would've said that, in many ways, the India-U.S. relationship was above partisan politics, that it certainly transcends the political divide within India, and appeared to have transcended the political divide of the U.S.--because both Bush and Clinton, both Obama and Trump 1.0 all supported a very close relationship.

But everything has become very confused in Trump 2.0. There have been the tariffs, which certainly have hurt India quite significantly. There have been the very, very stringent policies with regard to immigration--including legal immigration, H-1B visas, spouse reunions, and so on--which tends disproportionately to hit Indian techies who provide a lot of IT services in the U.S. and who obviously want their families to join them and so on, who are going to find that challenging.

But even more, Mr. Trump's statement yesterday and today has been very troubling because it de facto handed Pakistan a victory that Pakistan has not earned. By choosing unnecessarily to imply an equivalence between India and Pakistan, it was equating the victim and the perpetrator. By speaking in terms of getting the two to sit down together and talk to end their thousands of years of conflict, apart from the fact that it hasn't been thousands of years, there is a fact that we are certainly not going to give Pakistan the satisfaction of earning negotiating rights at the point of a gun. We are not going to talk to the Pakistanis after what they have done to us by killing innocent civilians. And I'm sorry--if that's what Mr. Trump wants, he's not going to get it.

Thirdly, he has given the Pakistanis the victory of re-internationalizing the Kashmir dispute, which had been off the international agenda for quite some time, and he has done India the grave disservice of re-hyphenating India and Pakistan in the American imagination, which had been de-hyphenated since the days of Clinton. You will notice, David, that since the days of President Clinton, no American president has actually visited both countries on the same trip. They have very deliberately sent a signal that India is a country you deal with in its own right. It's not something we twin with Pakistan in the American imagination.

Sadly, Mr. Trump's post has done all of these four things, and I think it shows that he has not yet been rather well briefed. What's striking is that he has named a proposed assistant secretary of state for South Asia who is a very knowledgeable scholar about South Asia and about India, and who is himself partly of Indian American origin, and who would, I believe, know far better than to say the kinds of things that President Trump has said on Truth Social--which are, in that sense, an embarrassment to the last quarter century of American policy. It has really upended all of these fundamental assumptions of the U.S.-India relationship.

Frum: Now, let me ask you a question about--speaking about Indian in its own right--about Indian domestic politics. The political tradition from which you come and, indeed, your life's work has been to speak for India as a nonsectarian state, a state of Muslim and Sikh and other minorities. And I will note here for those who--you will know this history, but--many forget that the Indian army that liberated Bangladesh in 1971 was led by a Jewish officer, which is a detail that is often forgotten.

Tharoor: Yeah. Not led; it was more complicated. We had--the army was commanded by a Parsi Zoroastrian, the tiny minority. The general officer commanding the Eastern command, the forces that marched into Bangladesh, was a Sikh. The vice chief of the air staff was a Muslim. And the major general who was helicoptered into Dakar to negotiate the surrender of the Pakistani army at the end of that war was Jewish. Major General J. F. R. Jacob was a friend of mine, a remarkable gentleman, now no longer with us. But that was India, David. That's what India is all about. It's just a country of such immense diversity that it really is a microcosm of all that's fine about pluralism as a social construct.

Frum: That said, over the past decade and a half, India has emigrated away from that tradition to a great extent. And you see a rise of sectarian and authoritarian politics in India. And I don't say this to cast aspersions. We have seen it in the United States. Why should you be any different from the rest of the world? But it has become to the point where people sometimes fear India becoming a Hindu Pakistan--chauvinist, sectarian, authoritarian. How worried should we be? How strong are the forces of opposition to the tendency? And the last question--maybe we can break this into a separate part: How is this affecting the way the authoritarian and sectarian elements in the United States think about India?

Tharoor: Okay, so first of all, as far as India's concerned: I mean, this is a battle we fight daily on our own soil. And I have been--I hope I'm acknowledged as--being a very strong voice against sectarian tendencies in our politics. I believe strongly and passionately that every Indian has the same rights as every other Indian and that their religion, their language, their ethnicity, their color, the region or the state they come from have absolutely no bearing on their rights as an Indian and their contributions to this great country.

And in many ways, my notion of Indianness is comparable to most Americans' idea of civic nationalism in America, where you all belong and you're sheltered by this collective identity. You can be Jewish. You can be--whatever--Californian. You could be Hungarian speaking, whatever. But you are who you are because being American makes it possible. And it's the same for us in India. And you can be a good Muslim, a good Gujarati, and a good Indian all at once because that Indianness is what protects your ability to be all of that. And I fought for that idea, and I will do so till my last breath.

But having said that, when it comes to something like a conflict with Pakistan, it's very interesting how quickly some of these divisions in our internal domestic politics disappear. And as I mentioned to you, the striking sight in the daily briefings of an Indian woman military officer who is a Muslim sent a very powerful message, both at home and abroad: This is who we are. That's not who we are, not the guys across the border with their sectarian bigotry. And to my mind, that was actually a very welcome reminder.

The second paradox, David, is that this government--despite the fact that it has presided over some of the worst tendencies of bigotry and encouraged intolerance within Indian society--has actually been a remarkably good government when it comes to strengthening India's relations with the Arab and Muslim world. It's quite astonishing to see, for example, the closeness of India's relations with Saudi Arabia and the U.A.E. and Egypt, all of which have never been better. And it's striking that's happening on the watch of a government that domestically has been rightly criticized for some of its statements and actions with regard to the Muslim minority.

So there is hope yet. I do believe that we are going through a certain churn in our politics. You are quite right that it's reminiscent in many ways of what we're seeing around the world--the same degree of xenophobia and rejection of the "people not like us" kind of thing that you've seen in the U.S., in Brexit in Britain, in Hungary, in Erdogan's Turkey, and so on. Right across the world, there've been a lot of these tendencies, and we're seeing it rising in many parts of liberal Western Europe with the rise of AfD in Germany or the equivalent party in Austria. There have been suddenly elements given a free reign to say, We are more authentic representatives of the country than these people who worship foreign gods and speak foreign tongues. And that sort of thing, I'm afraid, is what has also been rising in India.

But I do believe that liberal, pluralistic, humane values have not been snuffed out. We are going to continue to keep them aloft in my country.

Frum: Well, you'll remember the Howdy Modi event in Houston, Texas, where in Trump's first term--

Tharoor: Right.

Frum: --where he gave a very personal greeting to Prime Minister Modi, of a kind that previous American presidents have tried absolutely to subordinate--to say, This is not a personal relationship. It's: Bush Clinton doesn't matter; whoever is the head of government in India doesn't matter. This is a national, nation-to-nation, people-to-people relationship.

But there do seem to be elements in the Trump administration (the vice president is one) that--I don't want to overstate this, but--seem to be indicating that a more Hindu, chauvinist India is what they want, just the way they want to see neo-Nazis or neofascists prevail in many European countries. And I know you're speaking to an American audience, and you want to preserve national unity, but can you talk a little bit about, from an American point of view: Are they right that the United States would be better off with a more Hindu, chauvinist India?

Tharoor: Look--I don't think the U.S. would be better off with one or the other kind of group in India. I think that the U.S.--this particular administration--may be equally comfortable with people of that persuasion. Whereas arguably, someone like Bill Clinton or Barack Obama would not have been comfortable with a more explicitly sectarian Indian government.

In fact, Obama made a famous speech in Delhi calling for greater religious tolerance at a time when Mr. Modi's government was still pretty new. So there is a difference, yes, in your domestic politics between a more liberal government and a government that considers itself more conservative. But ultimately, I still would like to believe, David, that this relationship is above and beyond that--that if tomorrow, a more liberal Indian dispensation came to power, that there would still be enough forces in America that would want to preserve a good relationship with it.

One factor, undoubtedly, is the extraordinary influence of the Indian American diaspora. It's now 3.4 million strong, which is, oh, a good 1 percent of your population, heading a little above 1 percent. And these are people with a tremendous contribution being made to America. They have the largest single median income of any ethnic group, higher than Japanese Americans, higher than white Americans. They're making significant contributions in a number of cutting-edge sectors. They're technologists. They're computer geeks. They're doctors and medical people. They're bio-technologists. They do all sorts of things in fields that America values.

They've not only done all of that--they've also got involved in your politics. There are Indian Americans among top fundraisers going back to George Bush Sr., whose leading fundraiser was an Indian American dentist in Florida. You've had Indian Americans on the campaign trail. You've had Indian Americans getting elected to office. Nikki Haley is an Indian American. Bobby Jindal is an Indian American. And of course, there will be more. There are half a dozen people of Indian origin in the U.S. Congress right now, today--six of them.

So you're looking at a community that's not only made a valuable contribution to America but that is visible, is active, is engaged in your social and political life, and therefore cannot be ignored. By extension, the country they came from and still in many cases care about cannot be ignored. Just as, you know, Jewish Americans have an impact on America's policy towards Israel, I expect Indian Americans to continue to have an impact on America's policy towards India.

And I believe that will be the case, whoever forms the government in India. I may be wrong, David. We'll find out the hard way. But as of now, the changing complexion of Indian politics may not make such a difference to the U.S. attitude to India, because there are now more and more sort of permanent structural factors sustaining that relationship, including the presence and role of the Indian diaspora in America.

Frum: Will the cease-fire hold?

Tharoor: I think so, yes. I don't really think that Pakistan has much to gain from starting a new misadventure, because India has been able to demonstrate that they can hit very hard. They've destroyed the runway in a major air base, called the Rahim Yar Khan Air Base, and have severely damaged another air base, the Air Marshal Nur Khan Air Base, which is right next to Pakistani military headquarters GHQ Rawalpindi, not far from the capital of the country. So I think it's been a sobering wake up to the Pakistanis that this is not an adversary you want to monkey around with.

Now, did they achieve their goals? Partially, yes. And Mr. Trump's statement would be cause of rejoicing in Islamabad, that, Look--we are back on the map with the U.S. They're treating us as the equal of the Indians. So they might feel that, Look--we pulled off something very good by doing what we did. I don't think they would see a reason now to get back again to the battlefield and possibly risk further defeat and further opprobrium.

They would actually feel they've actually pulled off something here. So I think not, and as far as India's concerned, India has never been the belligerent, has no interest, whatever, in initiating conflict, and ideally wants to be left alone by Pakistan to get on with its own business and focus on its economy.

So for all these reasons, I believe the cease-fire could hold, can hold, should be holding. But it's not even 24 hours yet. And in fact, on the first day of the cease-fire--which in our time zone, it's yesterday evening--I'm afraid the Pakistanis violated it in three places by sending missiles across to Indian cities, hitting civilian targets, homes, and cars. We were able to stop many of those missiles, but we did take a few blows. And we hit back, as well, in retaliation.

So the message is very clear, David. If the Pakistanis can't curb their hot heads and if they fire at us, we will fire back, and we will fire back very hard. But if they are able to curb their worst instincts and behave and actually hold their fire, we have no intention whatsoever of initiating any action. We would like the peace to hold, and we'd like to get on with our lives.

Frum: Thank you so much for making the time for us today.

Tharoor: Thank you, David. Really good speaking to you.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks to Dr. Tharoor for joining me on the program. Because of the substance and length of our discussion today, we'll omit the viewer-question part of the program this week. I hope you will send questions for next week's programs to producer@thedavidfrumshow.com, and I hope you'll join us again next week for the next episode of The David From Show.

Remember, if you like what you hear at the on The David Frum Show, you can support our work and the work of all Atlantic journalists when you subscribe to the Atlantic at theatlantic.com/listener. That's theatlantic.com/listener. And please like, subscribe, rate, review, share it any way you can, the content of this program, if you enjoy it and find it a value. We are already past in our first five episodes 1.5 million views and downloads on video and audio platforms. We hope to keep growing. We need your help to do that. So please rate, review, like, subscribe, share in any way you can, and subscribe to The Atlantic at theatlantic.com/listener.

Thank you. I'm David Frum. See you next week.

[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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Maybe <em>Star Wars</em> Is Better Without Lightsabers

The TV series <em>Andor</em> achieved greatness by challenging the franchise's good-and-evil dichotomy.

by Shirley Li




This article contains spoilers through the end of Andor.

Andor, the Disney+ Star Wars spin-off series that concluded this week, traveled far, far away from the generally wholesome and fantastical adventures of the Jedi. The gritty story of Cassian Andor (played by Diego Luna), a disillusioned smuggler turned Rebel Alliance operative, trained its attention on ordinary people trying to survive an oppressive system. Andor was the TV prequel to the film Rogue One, which was itself a prequel to the first movie in the original Star Wars trilogy; like its predecessor, Andor took its Star Wars storytelling seriously. The show held on to the franchise's core idea that there exists in the universe a constant tension between good and evil. But it boldly interrogated the origins of that dichotomy, focusing on what pushes someone to adopt one set of beliefs over another.

Yet whereas Season 1 examined how a political awakening develops, Season 2 dove further into that transformation's messy effects. The Rebels and Imperials, within their factions, disagreed over how to achieve their respective aims of overthrowing and protecting the emperor--whether to enact violence, carry out diplomacy, or do something else altogether. Believing in a common cause, the series suggested, can be an inspiring but dangerous endeavor. Many of the show's climactic moments were small in scale compared with the franchise's typical showdowns: One episode hinged on a character's ability to remove a recording device that had gotten stuck in an artifact, and another involved a scheme to help a politician escape from a building after she delivered an incendiary speech. Andor reflected the chaos of radicalization, meditating on the consequences of embracing an ideology.

That didn't mean the show avoided spectacle. Episodes 7 through 9 of Season 2 chronicled a citizen uprising on Ghorman, a planet the Empire began occupying for mysterious reasons, and a sequence showing the subsequent massacre of its people by Imperial forces is horrifying. But the scenes of Ghorman's ruin exemplified what made Andor stand out as a Star Wars drama: Rather than solely revealing the destruction through the eyes of its heroes, the show also tracked the perspective of Syril Karn (Kyle Soller), the devoted Imperial officer who spent much of Season 1 hunting Cassian. Stationed on Ghorman, he went from believing he was helping the Empire maintain peace to seeing firsthand what that "peace" meant, an experience that sent him into a state of shock. He was filmed in slow motion, which emphasized his disorientation. When he spotted Cassian, Syril pursued him through the crowd as if on autopilot--as if it's easier to go after your idea of an enemy than to question whether you've been the villain all along.

Read: Star Wars gets political

Andor's second season unfolded across four distinct arcs, which each began with a year-long time jump. Some people who'd just been introduced never returned. Others relocated and built new alliances, or made new enemies. As such, Andor required viewers to keep up with rapid developments, especially the characters' emotional shifts. The show was economical with its revelations; Cassian and his partner, Bix (Adria Arjona), for example, exchanged zero dialogue about how they managed to find and kill the man who had once tortured Bix. There were hints sprinkled throughout the season, however, that Bix was planning to take her revenge. Early on, Bix, in hiding while Cassian went on Rebel assignments, was tormented by memories of her abuse. By the time she reunited with Cassian, she'd regained some of her strength and confidence. Her fear had become anger, pushing her to take action.

As character bonds formed and frayed, Andor often paused the action to concentrate on more intimate moments: Cassian and Bix practicing a traditional dance from Ferrix, the planet they used to call home; the senator Mon Mothma (Genevieve O'Reilly), a key Rebel ally, comforting her daughter; Syril and the high-ranking Imperial officer he was romantically involved with hosting Syril's mother for a strained meal. Episode 10 in particular indulged in observing how people come to depend on one another, portraying how Luthen (Stellan Skarsgard), the shadowy Rebel leader, raised his assistant, Kleya (Elizabeth Dulau), as his surrogate daughter. After he died, she intended to quit the Rebel operation altogether, but Cassian tried to persuade her to stay, to make Luthen's efforts worthwhile. By the end of Andor, however, what Kleya chose is unclear. The conclusion felt true to the show's larger point that people commit to causes for a variety of reasons--including for the communities they create.

Read: How Disney mismanaged the Star Wars universe

Andor did make clear that the actions of one generation tend to affect the next. Mon, whose own marriage was shaky at best, didn't want her daughter to feel trapped in a relationship; she was devastated when her attempt to make her child understand her perspective failed. Syril's mother watched the news of his death with rapt attention; she'd pushed him to stand out among his peers, and his status as an Imperial martyr obviously filled her with some degree of pride. A friend of Cassian's joined with another, more aggressive Rebel leader, in part because of the resentment he felt from the way Imperial forces killed his father in Season 1. What these characters do now, Andor made plain, would influence a future they might never see, affecting people they might never meet.

The show's final shot, of Bix holding a baby implied to be Cassian's, underlined this idea, while also giving Andor a bittersweet bent. There were people who ignored the Empire's treachery, such as Mon's husband, who early in Season 2 advised the anxious guests at his daughter's wedding to "reach past this constant cloud of sadness," dismissing the ongoing political turbulence. And then there was someone like Bix, who saw that true joy couldn't be achieved while ignoring injustices. In Episode 9, after Cassian told Bix he intended to quit the rebellion so they could start a life together, Bix left him; that way, she could ensure that he would keep fighting. She seemed to realize that the Rebels had to win in order for there to be peace, even if that meant she'd never tell Cassian about her child. Andor, then, told a story not just about how rebellions start but about why they're necessary. Anyone who watched Rogue One knows that Cassian dies; anyone who watched the sequel trilogy knows that an oppressive regime rises again. Yet in only two seasons, Andor understood intimately that attaining peace, even for just a generation, sometimes comes at a high cost--and that a hard-won sense of hope can be the most valuable kind.
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Just Let Your Kids Play With Makeup

Many people consider it a red flag. It doesn't have to be.

by Faran Krentcil




At least once a month, someone asks Kathryn Keough, a clinical psychologist at the mental-health nonprofit Child Mind Institute, if their child is in trouble. An expert on juvenile trauma and distress, Keough helps families navigate the fallout from scarring events or severe illnesses. But the inquiring parents aren't asking Keough whether their kid will recover after a tragedy. They're worried because their young daughters want to play with lipstick.

Call it the fear of "girly-girl" culture--the princess movies, sparkly dresses, and, of course, makeup that Keough says become part of many little kids' orbits when they turn 3. These interests, the thinking goes, feed into a culture that grinds the spirits of bright young women into pixie dust by insisting that their outward appearance is ultimately more important than their actions. The concern is a frequent topic in Facebook parenting groups and modern advice columns, which feature questions such as what to do when a 3-year-old is obsessed with pink despite a hard-and-fast "No sparkle princesses!" rule. Recently, parents' anxiety has been stoked by YouTube and TikTok influencers who turn makeup routines into entertainment--popular videos that have led to an influx of fifth graders in Sephora aisles. Late last year, to cultivate a younger clientele, the beauty retailer Ulta even debuted tiny toy versions of popular makeup products, essentially collectibles shaped like eyeshadow palettes or lipstick. The response was robust sales--and panicked articles declaring that the toys were "hooking young kids on makeup" before their brains could reject such glitter-coated temptations. "The anxiety," Keough told me, "is very real."

But a child's curiosity about makeup isn't necessarily a red flag, or even a fluttery pink one. When a 3-year-old asks for a lipstick tube of her own, she's doing something that is, in Keough's words, developmentally "so normal"--and that can even be helpful. Today, many experts think that toys symbolizing makeup, or a spare amount of nontoxic cosmetics, can have cognitive and developmental benefits for preschool and elementary-age children, as long as they're used as part of child-initiated play. A knee-jerk rejection of girlhood signifiers--being against princesses, say--ends up putting a double standard on playtime that can cast girls themselves as weak or unwanted. Compare the kerfuffle over Ulta's lipstick figurines with Ferrari's similar partnership with Hot Wheels, which produced no discernible outrage at all. The typical clutter of boyhood rarely faces the same scrutiny as "girly" toys.

Read: How to have a realistic conversation about beauty with your kids

Little girls clamoring for lipstick is a healthy part of role-playing, Tara Well, a psychologist and Barnard College professor who specializes in personality development, told me. Children begin experimenting with their appearance early as part of their identity formation, the process of realizing that they are distinct beings with their own body and desires. A version of this type of play begins around six months, when babies become fascinated with their own reflection. (If you've ever held up a baby to a mirror and cooed "Who's that? Is that you?" then you've helped guide this practice.) By 18 months, toddlers will typically recognize themselves in the mirror, and they'll also use visual aids--dress-up clothes, masks, perhaps makeup--to role-play as caregivers or story characters, a kind of exploration that tends to continue for many years. This is why my goddaughter, when she was a toddler, would pretend to spray her grandmother's perfume on herself before coming to dinner, and why the 5-year-old daughter of a friend swiped a Sweet'N Low packet from the table when we were all at brunch, then rolled it up to look like a "pink lipstick" that she dabbed onto her face until her buttered toast arrived.

The act of creating pretend makeup or putting on the occasional swipe of real lip balm can also reinforce fine-motor and planning skills, Keough told me. Putting on (actual or pretend) makeup requires grip--and it teaches a child to identify and follow a simple sequence of events: uncapping the product, pinpointing the specific part of the face where it belongs, using it carefully, putting it away. When children "turn" regular objects into makeup, such as the sweetener packet at the diner, they're also developing problem-solving skills. Drawing pictures and building with blocks have similar benefits, Keough said, "but to say playing with makeup, or pretend makeup, is useless isn't accurate."

Trying to ban such "glamour play"--as Well described the practice of playing with items that deal with appearance--can also backfire. Such rejections can tamp down a child's natural curiosity and desire for agency, which might cause some developmental issues, such as loss of confidence in one's natural desire to explore the social environment, Well told me. That's especially true in today's highly supervised childhoods, where many young kids' sights, smells, and tastes are entirely prescribed by adults. Imagining a makeup-wearing future gives children the ability to feel a tiny bit of control and wish fulfillment, just as imagining having a beard or a mustache could. "A lot of kids will pretend to shave like Daddy," Keough told me. "People don't seem so concerned about that."

Many people have argued that there's a thin line between an interest in beauty and an embrace of unhealthy societal norms, such as the idea that a woman's worth is primarily determined by her appearance or ability to sexually attract a man. But the desire to wear makeup isn't always about appealing to the male gaze. Women wear lipstick in corporate boardrooms, congressional meetings, and places of worship--and not because they want a date. Many female leaders have made a signature cosmetic look, such as bold lipstick, a part of their visual calling card. Witness the fire-red lips of Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, who has said she often wears lipstick to get a confidence boost and as a tie to her Latina culture. Rabbi Rebecca Keren Jablonski, an author and religious leader in New York City, has said that she adopts a glam look partly so young people in her community can see that she's just like other adults they know, and not a distant, unapproachable figure.

When young women have agency to choose their own clothing and makeup, they can be more confident, less anxious, and even kinder, Shakaila Forbes-Bell, a London-based psychologist who specializes in aesthetics and mental health and is the author of Big Dress Energy, told me.

Women's sense of agency over their appearance can also, in certain arenas, influence cognitive performance. The authors of a 2012 paper on "enclothed cognition" suggested that clothes "can have profound and systematic psychological and behavioral consequences for their wearers." And a 2017 study found that female students scored higher on academic assessments when they applied their preferred style of makeup before taking a simulated exam.

Read: 'Intensive' parenting is now the norm in America

The desire to have control over our appearance--and to appear on the outside as we feel on the inside--begins in childhood, Forbes-Bell told me. "Letting kids look how they want," she said, "especially when they're playing, is so, so important." Does that mean all beauty products are great for all kids? Absolutely not, which is why some of the parental concern over kids' desire to use makeup is well placed: Some dermatologists have said that many brands popular on TikTok have stronger chemical compounds (such as retinol) that, though helpful for older adults, could irritate young skin. (Obviously, if you're too young to get drunk, you don't need a Drunk Elephant brand anti-aging serum.) More alarming is a 2023 study from Columbia University, which noted that children who've been exposed to personal-care products--not just makeup but also some hair gels--might absorb toxic chemicals from the formulas into their skin, eyes, and mouth. The scientists behind the study called for greater government restrictions, especially on products marketed to children.

Physical safety is one thing. A moral panic about playing pretend is another. Although it's true that no child, whatever their gender, should be told their worth is primarily communicated through their looks--and parents understandably want to reinforce that message--banning "girly" play can come with its own harms. At an innate level, children know that their appearance can help communicate who they are, and who they might want to be in the world. Pretending to apply makeup with toys, or occasionally smearing some real makeup on with adult supervision, can be a healthy way for kids to explore that idea--and a fun, even thrilling way to assert their sense of self. Letting children take the lead is the point, even if it leads to lipstick instead of Legos.
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The Honeymoon Is Ending in Syria

A former jihadist needs more than charisma to heal his shattered country.

by Robert F. Worth




Five months after its liberation from the police state of Bashar al-Assad, Syria sometimes looks like a country in civil war. Sectarian clashes have turned into street battles with rockets and mortars. In the southern province of Suweida, local leaders have denounced the new Syrian government as a band of terrorists, and they fly the flag of a Druze statelet that flourished a century ago.

The country's new president, Ahmed al-Sharaa, has tried repeatedly to reassure Syria's religious minorities, saying he wants peace and pluralism. He won some unexpected relief on the economic front yesterday, when President Donald Trump, who is visiting the Gulf states, agreed to drop all American sanctions on Syria. But he seems unable to remedy the structural flaws that have fed the violence of recent months. His fledgling state is too centralized, and too dependent on former jihadists he cannot control.

In March, Sunni Islamist gangs massacred Alawites on the Syrian coast, in attacks that left well over 1,000 people dead. Alawite friends tell me they live in constant fear, as these gangs roam the streets and sometimes confiscate their houses at gunpoint under the dubious authority of a "war-spoils committee." Several have asked for my help in escaping a country that now seems alien to them.

The latest crisis erupted late last month, when a Druze cleric was alleged to have insulted the Prophet Muhammad. Crowds of armed men thronged the streets in several Syrian cities, chanting for the blood of infidels. The audiotape of the cleric's offense turned out to be fake. But an old religious hatred had been rekindled. One video showed a small boy held aloft in a cheering crowd as he sang "Alawites, we will slaughter you all" and slashed the air with a knife. Soon afterward, gunmen attacked members of the Druze religious minority in towns south of Damascus, setting off fierce battles that left more than 100 people dead.

Read: Can one man hold Syria together?

Attitudes are hardening among the Druze, who have mostly refused to hand over their heavy weapons to Damascus. Many believe that the new government was behind the attacks, despite its denials. "We are defending ourselves against Salafi ISIS extremism and terrorism, disguised as a state," a Druze contact texted me earlier this month.

The attack on the Druze has drawn in Israel and shown just how vulnerable Syria's new state is. On May 2, Israeli warplanes fired missiles into a hillside next to Syria's presidential palace, in what that country's defense minister called a "clear warning" to leave the Druze alone. Israel appears to be exploiting the conflict to carve out a de facto zone of control in southern Syria, where the Druze are concentrated. It has also clashed with Turkey, the patron of the new Syrian government, which aspires to exert a similar dominance over the country's north.

Israel's incursions are fueling a vicious cycle inside Syria. They feed the perception that the Druze are a fifth column, supported by an outside power; hard-line Sunni Muslims see this as justification for more attacks. Most Druze resent Israel's behavior, but the more threatened they feel by their Sunni neighbors, the more inclined they are to demand greater autonomy for their sect and region. A similar pattern is visible with the Kurds in Syria's northeast, who distrust Sharaa and are trying to maintain some independence.

Israel and Turkey have been holding "deconfliction" talks in Baku, the capital of Azerbaijan, ostensibly aimed at avoiding military mishaps. To some Syrians, the talks resemble a vaguely colonial project to divide up their country, as the European powers did a century ago after the collapse of the Ottoman empire.

Sharaa, a former jihadist who led the fight to expel Assad in November and December, cannot do much about these internal and external challenges to his authority. He has spoken out repeatedly against sectarianism and says he wants to restore a pluralist and sovereign Syria. But without a real army, he is still dependent on the undisciplined jihadist legions who helped him defeat the Assad regime.

"Sharaa has a dilemma: How do you unify the country without having real control?" Joshua Landis, the director of Middle East Studies at the University of Oklahoma, told me. "His forces are Sunni supremacists, there's no getting around that."

Landis and others say that Sharaa has given up any hope he might have had to tame his unruly militias and has now adopted a tacit strategy of crushing the minorities into submitting to Sunni rule. If that is true, Sharaa could risk souring his improved relations with the United States and Europe, which have lifted the sanctions that were suffocating Syria's economy. Christians may be a minority in Syria, but their voices are loud in Washington, and perhaps especially with Trump loyalists like Sebastian Gorka, who more or less runs Syria policy in the new administration.

Read: Assad's opponents are building a new order

Paul Salem, the Beirut-based vice president for international engagement at the Middle East Institute, takes a more optimistic view of Sharaa. "The president is seemingly trying to inch in the right direction, with great difficulty," he told me, adding that the U.S. and others can still help Sharaa build a more open government that would help stabilize the region.

President Trump's meeting with Sharaa in Riyadh on Wednesday could help to advance that effort, Salem told me. Sharaa is urgently hoping to lure American investments in Syria. He has already tried to fulfill some conditions the Trump administration has laid out, including by arresting some Palestinian militants in Syria and reaching out indirectly to Israel to signal a desire for peace.

Syria is a shattered country whose reconstruction will cost hundreds of billions of dollars. Any kind of funding would make a big difference. Just being able to pay regular salaries to soldiers, police, and teachers would provide a bulwark against chaos.

But the recent sectarian bloodletting has exposed another problem, and it's one Trump can do nothing about. Sharaa's new government is far too centralized and desperately short on competent administrators. The Syrian leader has placed his family members and cronies in essential posts. He appointed 23 new cabinet members in late March--most of them figureheads without power. Almost nothing can be done without the direct involvement of Sharaa or Asaad Shaibani, his foreign minister and right-hand man. The machinery of state moves at a crawl; public employees are still being paid via Sham Cash, a dubious app launched by Sharaa's Islamist cronies before the fall of the Assad regime and plagued by technical failures.

Read: The end of a 13-year nightmare

Sharaa promulgated a new constitution in March that enshrines this concentration of power. There is no real check on the authority of the president, who directly appoints a third of the Parliament and indirectly controls the remaining two-thirds. The constitution also says the Syrian state "respects all divine religions." Many Islamists--including those in the new government--see that wording as a tacit exclusion of the Alawite, Druze, and Ismaili faiths. Members of those communities see the clause as an insult at best, and at worst, an invitation to violence.

Sharaa has great charisma, and many Syrians tell me, with conviction, that he is not to blame for the fanaticism in his camp. But if sectarian pogroms continue on his watch, those assurances will start to look hollow. Some people are already recalling the honeymoon granted to an earlier Syrian ruler, who seemed so mild-mannered in his first days that few could believe he was the one sending people to be tortured and killed.

"People used to say, It isn't his fault; Bashar's heart is good," Mohammad al-Abdallah, the executive director of the Syria Justice and Accountability Project, told me. "It was always the people around him who were to blame."
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Trump's Legal Strategy Has a Name

And it has been deployed by would-be autocrats around the world.

by Andrew O'Donohue




Donald Trump's attacks on the courts lack recent precedent in the United States, but they follow a clear pattern seen in backsliding democracies around the world. In many countries, when political leaders challenge the courts, the end result isn't merely a win in a single policy dispute. These attacks have a deeper, more destructive effect: They systematically weaken the courts as a check on the executive's power--opening the door for governments to abuse that power to target opponents and endanger democracy.

This fight takes place both inside and, importantly, outside the courtroom, in the arena of the public's opinion. Even though citizens generally agree that governments should obey court orders, several would-be authoritarians--such as those in Turkey, Mexico, and El Salvador--have managed to defy the courts, while keeping the public on their side. The interesting question is not why these leaders seek to turn public opinion against the judiciary--that much is obvious--but how they do it.

The pattern I have seen as I've studied democratic backsliding globally is what I call "court-baiting." To undermine public support for the judiciary, political leaders adopt policies that are popular but very likely illegal. Many courts then rule against the executive, and the executive uses their unpopular decision to condemn the judiciary writ large. Court-baiting is a potent strategy because it puts judges in a lose-lose position: Either strike down a popular policy and face public backlash, or allow the policy and erode legal limits on executive power. Such tactics are tailor-made to undermine judges' legitimacy, because elected leaders can claim to represent the "will of the people"--and thus democracy--when the courts block popular policies. Even when losing, these would-be authoritarians win.

Thomas P. Schmidt: The Supreme Court has no army

This strategy of court-baiting is difficult to defend against because political leaders determined to weaken the courts hold a key strategic advantage. The executive branch sets the policy agenda, whereas the judiciary is a reactive institution. Presidents can thus choose favorable terrain on which to do battle with the judiciary, challenging the courts on policy issues that are popular with voters. In the United States today, by clashing with the judiciary on numerous cases involving immigration, the president is following precisely this court-baiting playbook.

To understand this dynamic, consider a textbook example from Turkey. When Turkey's long-serving leader, Recep Tayyip Erdogan, first rose to power in 2003, he initially faced powerful constraints from the judiciary. Whereas Erdogan's party was religiously conservative, Turkey's courts were staunchly secular and issued dozens of decisions during Erdogan's first term to limit the government's sway over historically secular state institutions.

To take down the judiciary, Erdogan used the court-baiting playbook. He proposed a constitutional amendment perfectly designed to galvanize public support--and trigger a showdown with the judiciary. In Turkey, the courts had repeatedly upheld a ban that prevented Muslim women from wearing the Islamic headscarf at universities in the name of upholding the constitution's strict commitment to secularism. This policy was exceedingly unpopular. Erdogan's constitutional amendment, passed in 2008, lifted that ban.

The public loved Erdogan's amendment. More than 75 percent of Turkish citizens supported repealing the headscarf ban, as did 93 percent of voters in Erdogan's party. Even better for Erdogan, the headscarf issue resonated personally with many citizens. Roughly 70 percent of women in Turkey wore a headscarf at the time, and a significant minority of women--about one in five--said they would prefer to leave university rather than remove their headscarf.

Best of all, Erdogan's headscarf policy was well calibrated to cause a conflict with the courts. In previous rulings, Turkey's judiciary had explicitly struck down laws permitting the headscarf as inconsistent with secularism and thus unconstitutional. Faced with a highly popular but questionably legal policy, Turkey's Constitutional Court chose to go against public opinion. In a highly controversial 9-2 decision, the court ruled that Erdogan's constitutional amendment allowing headscarves at universities was itself unconstitutional, as it infringed on the bedrock, unamendable principles of Turkey's secular constitution.

This deeply unpopular decision created a golden opportunity for Erdogan to weaken the courts in the name of democracy. As one high-ranking Turkish judge told me in an interview, "The headscarf issue was a way for Erdogan to become the victim and win the support of the people. It was so popular." (As part of my research, I granted anonymity to all of the judges I spoke with in Turkey, because of the level of political repression there.) In response to the court's ruling, Erdogan argued that the judiciary was obstructing the "national will," or milli irade in Turkish. Erdogan proposed new constitutional changes in 2010--this time with provisions to increase the number of seats on the Constitutional Court and bolster government control over appointing and disciplining judges. This constitutional referendum passed with 58 percent of the vote.

This strategy of court-baiting is widespread across cases of democratic backsliding. Although the particular policies that leaders champion vary, presidents frequently antagonize the courts on national-security issues--a policy arena in which voters tend to support a stronger executive and weaker judiciary. That's what played out in Mexico under former President Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador, when he sought to empower the military to fight drug cartels and take over various civilian responsibilities.

In 2022, Lopez Obrador and his Morena party passed a law to hand control over Mexico's civilian-run National Guard to the military. This policy had significant support because the Mexican public expressed higher levels of trust in the military than in the police on the issue of combatting the cartels. Lopez Obrador further made the case that putting the National Guard in the military's hands was necessary to skirt the corruption endemic to Mexico's police.

Though popular, Lopez Obrador's policy was also almost certainly illegal. The civilian nature of the National Guard was explicitly enshrined in Mexico's constitution. But because Lopez Obrador and his party lacked the votes needed for a constitutional reform, they attempted to militarize the National Guard using ordinary legislation. Sure enough, Mexico's Supreme Court ruled in 2023 that the president's policy ran afoul of the constitution.

Lopez Obrador's response was to mobilize voters against the courts in the name of creating what he called a "true democracy." In 2024, after winning a landslide election victory, Lopez Obrador's coalition passed constitutional changes to fire nearly 7,000 judges, including all of the justices on Mexico's supreme court, and replace them with popularly elected ones. At the same time, Lopez Obrador's coalition renewed its push to bring the National Guard under military control--now with the supermajority needed for a constitutional amendment. With this strategy of court-baiting, Mexico's leader leveraged popular policies to lambast judges for being out of touch with voters and ultimately secured the majorities needed to subdue the judiciary.

In the United States today, President Donald Trump's administration is similarly baiting the courts. It is likely no accident that the Trump administration's most high-profile conflicts with the courts involve his signature policy issue: immigration. Last month, FBI agents arrested a Wisconsin judge accused of helping a migrant evade federal custody, and the Supreme Court found that the administration broke the law by deporting Kilmar Abrego Garcia, an immigrant who had been living in Maryland, to El Salvador. Of the 233 lawsuits filed against the Trump administration so far, almost one in four--53 legal challenges in total--concern immigration and citizenship.

Why challenge the courts on immigration? Because immigration is Trump's most popular issue. Immigration is thus the ideal policy arena for court-baiting--one in which Trump can put courts in the uncomfortable corner of blocking him on a popular campaign promise. As Trump himself posted on Truth Social in response to a Supreme Court ruling, perfectly articulating the logic of court-baiting, "I'm doing what I was elected to do, remove criminals from our Country, but the Courts don't seem to want me to do that."

Proof of the strategy's effectiveness is that citizens are more likely to support defying judges' decisions in cases about immigration. When asked in the abstract, a supermajority of 82 percent of U.S. adults think that the president "should obey federal court rulings even if he disagrees with them." But when asked specifically about immigration, 40 percent of adults and 76 percent of Republicans agree that "Trump should keep deporting people despite a court order to stop."

Certainly, not every legal move from the Trump administration reflects a calculated strategy. In the case of Abrego Garcia, who was deported against court orders to a prison in El Salvador, Trump-administration officials admitted that the deportation was an "administrative error." Yet key officials, in particular Trump's deputy chief of staff, Stephen Miller, have been strategizing for years about how to launch an immigration-policy blitz and push the boundaries of executive power.

By emphasizing the popularity of unlawful policies, Trump administration officials have followed the court-baiting playbook. When asked about a Supreme Court decision that found that Abrego Garcia had been illegally deported, Miller argued that the president's policy is that "foreign terrorists that are here illegally get expelled from the country." That policy, Miller stated, is a "90-10 issue," referring to hypothetical percentages to suggest that an overwhelming majority of Americans would support the president's actions. Other members of Trump's administration have similarly invoked security concerns to justify defying court orders on immigration. The president's top border official described Abrego Garcia as a "designated terrorist." The administration's gambit, in brief, is that immigration is a winning issue for challenging the courts.

How, then, can the judiciary and its defenders respond to court-baiting? The first lesson from other democracies is that courts themselves are limited in their capacity to shape public opinion--and therefore depend on allies outside the judiciary. Whereas presidents can dominate the news cycle with media appearances and policy announcements, judges have fewer and more bounded avenues for reaching public audiences. In the United States, when Chief Justice John Roberts issued a public statement rebuking Trump's calls to impeach judges, his announcement stood out as rare. Rather than making the case themselves, judges rely on external allies, such as civil-society leaders and elected officials, who can communicate with citizens about the value of upholding legal constraints on the executive.

Conor Friedersdorf: Donald Trump's cruel and unusual innovations

A second lesson is that the judiciary's defenders can combat court-baiting by reframing the executive's policies to undercut their popular appeal. For instance, when surveys ask if Americans support deporting undocumented immigrants accused of violent crimes, U.S. adults say yes by an 81 percentage-point margin. Little wonder, then, that Trump administration officials are attempting to frame the wrongfully deported Abrego Garcia as a "terrorist." But when U.S. adults are asked if they support deporting undocumented immigrants who have lived in the United States for more than 10 years, as is true of Abrego Garcia, Americans say no by a 37 percentage-point margin. In other words, to thwart court-baiting, an effective counterattack for the judiciary's defenders is to reframe the executive's policies to render them less palatable for voters.

Ultimately, however, constitutionalism means that society must accept an unpopular policy that respects constitutional limits over a popular policy that violates them. The very foundation of constitutionalism is that certain fundamental protections--whether for free speech or the separation of powers--must be beyond the reach of popular majorities. There will almost always be some policy that is popular but unconstitutional.

Perhaps the most important lesson from other democracies is that when politicians successfully bait the courts on a popular issue, the resulting erosion of checks and balances spills over into other domains, enabling the executive to wield power in much more unpopular ways. Turkey provides a sobering example. Turkey's leader initially weakened the courts in the name of passing popular policies, but he then abused his expanded power to clamp down on universities, erode the independence of the central bank, and imprison civil-society leaders, journalists, and politicians. In the United States, if Trump is able to weaken the judiciary by baiting the courts on immigration cases today, would he stop there? The experiences of other democracies offer a warning: Court-baiting starts by expanding executive power on a popular issue, but it can end with an unconstrained executive who destroys the cherished institutions of a free society.
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The Default-Parent Problem

Why do so many people assume that Mom knows what's going on with the kids, and that Dad does not?

by Olga Khazan




When Austin Estes took his sick infant son to urgent care, he struggled to change his diaper in an exam room not equipped with a changing table. "Oh, if only Mom was here," the nurse said. Estes, an education-policy consultant in Washington, D.C., wondered why she'd think his wife would better handle an impossible diaper change.

Justin Rauzon, a project director in Los Angeles, told me he listed himself as the primary contact on the intake paperwork at his child's pediatrician's office. But the office staff frequently ignores that information. "They usually reach out to my wife, who either tries to handle things (sometimes without the full context), patches me into the conversation, or tells them to call me," he told me in an email. "Exactly the sort of inefficient experience we want to avoid by listing me to call first."

Shannon Carpenter, who has written a book (and for The Atlantic) about being a stay-at-home dad, called his daughter's high school one day to let them know she was staying home sick. The school immediately contacted his wife to confirm that she really was ill. Years ago, he picked his son up from day care and another child asked why the boy was always picked up by his dad. "He has a daddy-mommy," the teacher said. ("The fuck?" Carpenter thought.)

Schools, pediatricians, random passersby--so many people assume that Mom knows what's going on with the family, and that Dad does not. If a child has a problem, they think, the first step is to contact the mother--no matter where she is or what she might be doing. Yevgeniya Nusinovich, a mom of four, told me that earlier this year, a doctor's office called her three times while she was in Taiwan for work, leaving messages for her in the middle of the night without ever trying to reach her husband. When Alexis Miller took an international flight with her husband and their 11-month-old daughter, they booked two seats together and one a few rows back. Her husband took the first shift with the baby, who started fussing. The flight attendant walked past Miller's husband and approached Miller to tell her to go help her baby calm down. Miller told her, "She is with her dad and she'll settle in a minute."

Read: A grand experiment in parenthood and friendship

I'm familiar with this phenomenon myself: I once got a call to confirm my son's physical-therapy appointment, told the office to call my husband instead, and gave them his number. I hung up. They called me right back.

This isn't just in our heads. Research backs up the idea that people tend to assume mothers are the default parent, even when they explicitly ask not to be. A few years ago, Kristy Buzard, an economist at Syracuse University, and her colleagues posed as fictitious parents and emailed more than 80,000 school principals, saying they were searching for a school for their child and asking for a call back. The researchers found that the principals were 40 percent more likely to call the pretend mothers back than the pretend fathers. Even in cases where the email came from the father, and the father said he was more available than his wife, the principals called the mother 12 percent of the time.

Part of the reason, Buzard posited, is "this underlying belief that moms are more available and are going to be more responsive." That suspicion was underscored by the fact that in areas with more Republican-voting, religious, and rural people--traits she and her co-authors used as a proxy for traditional gender norms--moms were even more likely to be called. Katy Milkman, a behavioral economist at the University of Pennsylvania, told me, "We have a stereotype of the mother as the caregiver." Many school administrators and doctor's-office staffers, she said, "probably are not going through a deliberate thought process where they're like, Huh, which of these two people should I call? Let me think about the probabilities of which of them is the caregiver." She told me that "people jump to conclusions, maybe without even realizing it."

Another explanation is that many kid-related institutions rely on software that's janky and outdated. "The data systems aren't smart enough to prioritize who gets called first," Jen Shu, a pediatrician based in Atlanta, told me. "I never know on any given day which one I'm supposed to call, because our system isn't smart enough to say, 'For today, call this parent at this number.'" The software, she said, can sometimes have only one email on file, and can text only the parent whose cell is listed as the main number. If a mom brings in a newborn for an appointment and fills out the intake paperwork and then goes back to work while her husband is on paternity leave, a reliable way doesn't always exist to notify the office that it should now contact the father. If the mother tells the receptionist, that person might not be the one whose job it is to update the patient's chart. If she tries to make the change herself online, the patient portal might not feed the new information into the doctor's records. "In this day and age," Shu said, "it should be easier."

Read: The isolation of intensive parenting

Of course, in many families, mothers are the primary contact. (Dustin Strickland, the assistant principal of North Murray High School in Georgia, told me that, based on a glance at his records, most families list the mom first.) Nevertheless, treating mothers as the default parent when they don't want to be can add annoyingness to their already annoyance-filled lives. Unwanted calls from school or the doctor's office can interrupt their focus at work, and passing the call on to Dad isn't always as easy as it might seem. In another survey of parents that Buzard and her co-authors also conducted, mothers were 30 percent more likely than fathers to say that outsourcing a job to their partner is "disruptive to their day and that they still have to be involved in the task even after asking their partner for help," a sentence that was surprisingly not followed by an upside-down smiling emoji. Some mothers get so fed up with the stress of being the one to field emails about flu shots and spirit-day outfits that they scale back at the office or stop working altogether. Buzard and her co-authors found that kid-related disruptions contributed to many women's decisions to take lower-demand jobs that offered greater flexibility, or to to be a stay-at-home parent.

For dads, getting treated as the backup parent creates its own frustrations. Rauzon keeps track of his son's asthma-medication regimen, and when the doctor's office calls his wife instead of him, managing his medications and treatments becomes harder. Similarly, when the day care that Estes and his wife use calls his wife at the office when their son is sick, even though Estes works from home, "it adds an extra unnecessary step," he told me. "I think people sometimes assume dads are just there for decoration."

These days, many dads want to step up, and the family runs better when they do. If only everyone else would catch on and let them.
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Trump's Third-Term Ambitions Are Very Revealing

The president sees the Constitution as an obstacle to be surmounted, not a repository of values that he must respect.

by Richard Primus




President Donald Trump is cagey about whether he might try to stay in office after his current term expires. He frequently says that other people want him to do it, and the Trump Organization is selling Trump 2028 hats. In March, he said that he is "not joking" when he refers to a possible third term. More recently, he said that a third term is "something that, to the best of my knowledge, you're not allowed to do" but then immediately questioned the constitutionality of being prevented from running again. When pressed about how he would serve a third term despite the Constitution's rule against being elected more than twice, he said, "There are ways of doing it."

In short, Trump is aware that if he wants to serve a third term, the Constitution--in particular, the Twenty-Second Amendment--presents a problem. But he's not precluding the possibility. Problems can be solved. Notice how he frames the issue: For the president, the Constitution is not a repository of values that he must respect. When it stands in the way of his interests, it is an obstacle to be overcome.

When Trump says, "There are ways of doing it," he has in mind work-arounds like the one he calls "the vice-presidential thing." The idea is something like this: The Twenty-Second Amendment says that "no person shall be elected to the office of the President more than twice." Construed strictly, the prohibition is on being elected, not on holding the office. So if Trump could be president after 2028 without being elected president--say, if he were elected vice president, and then the person elected at the top of his ticket resigned, thus making Trump the president--then he would not be violating the prohibition. After all, he would not be elected "to the office of the President more than twice."

Read: Trump says he is serious about staying in office past 2028

Whether this work-around would be legally valid is the subject of some controversy among experts in constitutional law. As a strictly textual matter, it makes sense. At the same time, it's a clear nullification of the purpose of the amendment. No one can know how the Supreme Court would resolve that tension three years from now.

But if the question of how courts would assess such a work-around is murky, Trump's willingness to promote the idea is enormously illuminating. It reflects his sense that where his interest in power is on the line, the Constitution is something to be evaded.

Usually, a dispute over how to interpret a constitutional provision is, at bottom, a dispute about what that provision is trying to achieve. When a court credits a plaintiff's argument about the plain text of a constitutional clause over a defendant's argument about the purpose of that clause, it generally does so because the mismatch between the text and the defendant's claim about purpose makes the court wonder whether the defendant is describing the clause's purpose correctly. Maybe the clause is trying to do what you're saying, the court implicitly says, but if that's what the clause were trying to do, it would probably be worded differently. And because we aren't sure about the clause's purpose, the safest course is to stick to the plain text.

Nothing like that applies in the case of the Twenty-Second Amendment. Everyone understands that the purpose of that provision is to limit the amount of time that any one person can serve as president. That purpose is so clear, and so sensible, that most Americans simply think that the Constitution imposes a two-term limit, rather than a two-election limit. Everyone, surely including Trump, understands that a two-term president who became president again would subvert the point of the Twenty-Second Amendment, whether or not he got into the office by being "elected." What distinguishes Trump from other two-term presidents is that he appears happy to subvert the amendment's purpose, if he can figure out a way. He isn't trying to respect the Constitution; he's trying to outsmart it.

For some roles within the legal system, trying to outsmart the law is normal behavior. Private tax attorneys try to find clever ways to minimize their clients' taxes, including by working around the rules when possible. Indeed, the rules are written with the understanding that the people who are governed by them will try to game them in just that way. But presidents are not supposed to treat the Constitution the way a private lawyer treats the tax code--that is, as an adverse force to be defeated. Indeed, the reason the Twenty-Second Amendment can be gamed if read literally is that its drafters did not bother to write it in an airtight way, because they assumed that future presidents would approach the Constitution in good faith--that they would understand, and respect, the point of the Twenty-Second Amendment. Trump must understand the purpose of the amendment, but he feels no obligation to respect it. If he can prevent it from standing in his way, he will.

This approach to the Constitution is typical for Trump. In his first term, when he benefited from foreign diplomats staying at his hotels, public-interest watchdogs contended that Trump was violating the emoluments clause, which prohibits federal officers from accepting "any present, emolument, office, or title, of any kind whatever, from any king, prince, or foreign state." The clear purpose of the clause is to prevent foreign governments from bribing American officials and, by the same token, to prevent American officials from using their office as a vehicle for personal enrichment. Trump refused to stop the practice, and his administration claimed that he wasn't violating the Constitution, because the money he was getting wasn't technically an "emolument" as 18th-century Americans understood that term.

Read: Why Trump says he's 'not joking' about a third term

Whether that argument was right about the 18th-century meaning of emolument is controversial. But the logic here is the same: The Trump administration chose to defend an obviously corrupt practice on the ground that it wasn't technically prohibited. Any previous president would have stayed a hundred miles away from even the appearance of that kind of impropriety, because everyone knows that presidents shouldn't line their pockets with the money of foreign governments. But in Trump's view, if there was an available way to argue that the corruption wasn't prohibited, the fact that it was obviously corruption didn't matter. Rather than treating the Constitution's anti-corruption clause (with its language about "any present ... of any kind whatever") as being sufficiently clear about whether federal officials should accept foreign payments, he argued a technical point and continued taking the money.

More than a century ago, Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. articulated what legal theorists call the "bad man" theory of law. The bad man, Holmes wrote, does not want to know what his obligations are. He wants to know only what will happen if he engages in a given course of action. If an action causes no adverse consequences to him--if he can get away with it--then the law provides no reason not to do it, even if someone with a different sense of law would regard that action as unlawful.

President Trump's attitude toward the Twenty-Second Amendment is a classic case of Holmes's bad-man perspective. Indeed, the bad-man construct captures Trump's attitude toward law in general. Rather than regarding law as the repository of values that officials should try to realize, the president regards it as a set of obstacles to be worked around as he pursues his interests. If his goals conflict with the project of the law--say, because the law embodies the idea that presidents should not use their office to profiteer, or that nobody should occupy the White House for long enough to risk the system's sliding into personalist strongman authoritarianism--he will disregard the project of the law and pursue his own goals, as long as he can get away with it.
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The End of Rule of Law in America

The 47th president seems to wish he were king--and he is willing to destroy what is precious about this country to get what he wants.

by J. Michael Luttig




Updated at 10:45 a.m. ET on May 15, 2025

The president of the United States appears to have long ago forgotten that Americans fought the Revolutionary War not merely to secure their independence from the British monarchy but to establish a government of laws, not of men, so that they and future generations of Americans would never again be subject to the whims of a tyrannical king. As Thomas Paine wrote in Common Sense in 1776, "For as in absolute governments the king is law, so in free countries the law ought to be king; and there ought to be no other."

Donald Trump seems also not to understand John Adams's fundamental observation about the new nation that came into the world that same year. Just last month, an interviewer from Time magazine asked the president in the Oval Office, "Mr. President, you were showing us the new paintings you have behind us. You put all these new portraits. One of them includes John Adams. John Adams said we're a government ruled by laws, not by men. Do you agree with that?" To which the president replied: "John Adams said that? Where was the painting?"

When the interviewer pointed to the portrait, Trump asked: "We're a government ruled by laws, not by men? Well, I think we're a government ruled by law, but you know, somebody has to administer the law. So therefore men, certainly, men and women, certainly play a role in it. I wouldn't agree with it 100 percent. We are a government where men are involved in the process of law, and ideally, you're going to have honest men like me."

And earlier this month, a television journalist asked Trump the simple question "Don't you need to uphold the Constitution of the United States as president?" Astonishingly, the president answered, "I don't know." The interviewer then asked, "Don't you agree that every person in the United States is entitled to due process?" The president again replied, "I don't know."

This is not a man who respects the rule of law, nor one who seeks to understand it.

Thus far, Trump's presidency has been a reign of lawless aggression by a tyrannical wannabe king, a rampage of presidential lawlessness in which Trump has proudly wielded the powers of the office and the federal government to persecute his enemies, while at the same time pardoning, glorifying, and favoring his political allies and friends--among them those who attacked the U.S. Capitol during the insurrection that Trump fomented on January 6, 2021. The president's utter contempt for the Constitution and laws of the United States has been on spectacular display since Inauguration Day.

For the almost 250 years since the founding of this nation, America has been the beacon of freedom to the world because of its democracy and rule of law. Our system of checks and balances has been strained before, but democracy--government by the people--and the rule of law have always won the day. Until now, that is. America will never again be that same beacon to the world, because the president of the United States has subverted America's democracy and corrupted its rule of law.

Tom Nichols: The judiciary's last stand

Until Trump exits public life altogether, it cannot be said either that America is a thriving democracy or that it has a government "of laws, not of men."

History has already documented Trump's subversion of America's democracy through his attempt to overturn the results of the 2020 election, his emphatic and steadfast repudiation of the fact that he tried to steal the presidency from the American people, and his perverted denial that January 6 was one of the darkest days in American history.

Now, in the first few months of his second administration, Trump has proved himself an existential threat to the rule of law in America.

When Trump again assumed the presidency in January, he--like every American president before him--swore an oath to faithfully execute the laws of this nation, as commanded by the Constitution. In the short time since, Trump hasn't just refused to faithfully execute the laws; he has angrily defied the Constitution and laws of the United States. In America, where no man is above the law, Trump has shown the nation that he believes he is the law, even proclaiming on social media soon after assuming office that "He who saves his Country does not violate any Law."

From the moment he entered the White House on January 20, 2025, Trump has waged war against the rule of law. He not only instigated a worldwide economic crisis with his hotheaded, unlawful tariffs leveled against our global trading partners and our enemies alike; he deliberately provoked a constitutional crisis with his frontal assault on the federal judiciary, the third and co-equal branch of government and guardian of the rule of law--grabbing more and more power for nothing but power's sake.

On his first day back, foreshadowing his all-out assault on the rule of law, Trump pardoned or commuted the sentences of 1,200 January 6 rioters. Soon, he began to persecute his political enemies--of whom there are now countless numbers--and to fire the prosecutors for the United States who attempted to hold him accountable for the grave crimes against the Constitution that he committed after losing the 2020 election.

Also within those first 100 days, the FBI arrested the Wisconsin state judge Hannah Dugan in her Milwaukee courthouse on federal criminal charges that she was "obstructing or impeding a proceeding before a department or agency of the United States" and "concealing an individual to prevent his discovery and arrest," because she invited an undocumented immigrant appearing before her on misdemeanor charges to exit her courtroom by way of the jury door rather than the front door of the courtroom. The evidence, at least as revealed so far, does not come close to supporting these charges.

The arrest and prosecution of judges on such specious charges is where rule by law ends and tyranny begins. The independent judiciary is the only constraint of law on a president. It is the last obstacle to a president with designs on tyrannical rule.

Appearing on Fox News, the attorney general of the United States, Pam Bondi, defended the evidently unlawful arrest: "What has happened to our judiciary is beyond me," she said. The judges "are deranged, is all I can think of. I think some of these judges think that they are beyond and above the law. They are not, and we are sending a very strong message today if you are harboring a fugitive ... we will come after you and we will prosecute you. We will find you."

No, Ms. Bondi, our judges do not think they are above the law, and no, judges are not deranged. They are simply upholding their oath to support and defend the Constitution of the United States--the same oath you took.

It is now entirely foreseeable that arrests of judges will occur in the federal courts across the country as well. To read the criminal complaint and related FBI affidavit that led to Judge Dugan's arrest is to understand at once that neither the state courts nor the federal courts could ever hope to administer justice if the spectacle that took place in Judge Dugan's courthouse on April 18 was to occur in state and federal courthouses across the country.

Stephen I. Vladeck: What the courts can still do to constrain Trump

It's impossible to imagine that the federal government could ever prove the charges against Judge Dugan. But that was not the point of the FBI's arrest.

Only hours after Dugan's arrest, the public learned that the Trump administration had deported a 2-year-old American and the child's mother and sister to Honduras, as the child's father frantically tried to stop the unlawful deportation. The detention and deportation of the child "is without any basis in law and violates her fundamental due process rights," a petition filed on her behalf said. Federal Judge Terry A. Doughty, who was appointed by Trump, ruled that "it is illegal and unconstitutional to deport" a U.S. citizen, and set a hearing for May 16 because of his "strong suspicion that the government just deported a U.S. citizen with no meaningful process."

The rule-of-law casualties of these presidentially provoked national crises are mounting by the day. America cannot withstand three-and-a-half more years of this president if his first few months are a harbinger of what lies ahead.

Trump has spoiled for this war against the federal judiciary, the Constitution, and the rule of law since January 6, 2021. He has repeatedly vowed to exact retribution against America's justice system for what he falsely maintains was the partisan "weaponization" of the federal government against him.

No one other than Trump and his most sycophantic supporters believes that the government's attempts to hold him and others accountable for their actions that day amount to "weaponization." With the world as witness, Trump attempted to thwart the peaceful transfer of power--committing perhaps the gravest constitutional crime that a president could ever commit. The United States had no choice but to prosecute him for those crimes, lest he be allowed to make a mockery of the Constitution of the United States.

It is Trump who is actually weaponizing the federal government against both his political enemies and countless other American citizens today.

Consider his attempts to ruin Chris Krebs, the former Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency chief who in November 2020 refused to endorse the president's lies that the election had been rigged against him. Trump has now directed the Department of Justice to investigate Krebs--for what, who knows?

Trump is supremely confident, though deludedly so, that he can win this war against the judiciary and the rule of law, just as he was deludedly confident that he could win the war he instigated against America's democracy after the 2020 election.

The Declaration of Independence, referencing King George III of Britain, reads, "A prince, whose character is thus marked by every act which may define a tyrant, is unfit to be the ruler of a free people." Order after order issued by this tyrannical president has been blatantly unconstitutional or otherwise illegal. Trump has provoked a global economic crisis with his usurious tariffs, for which he does not have authority under the Constitution and laws of the United States, and he has provoked a constitutional crisis with his defiance of a direct order from the Supreme Court--to return Kilmar Abrego Garcia to America--and orders from other lower federal courts that he is bound by the Constitution to follow and enforce. He has viciously attacked judges, putting their safety and that of their families at risk, and he has already called for the impeachment of a federal judge who ruled against him and his administration, drawing rebuke from the chief justice of the United States (Trump's sidekick, Elon Musk, has called for the impeachment of many more).

Tying the nation's judiciary up in Gordian knots, Trump has gleefully stymied the federal courts with the sheer volume of his unlawful actions. To date, more than 200 legal challenges have been filed against the administration since he returned to the White House, most of which have already been preliminarily, if not finally, successful.

As Trump continues to ravage and usurp the constitutional powers of the Congress of the United States, his adoring Republican Congress has predictably been conspicuously absent.

Only the Supreme Court is left now to rein in this president's lawlessness, and although the Court is making some limited efforts in that direction, it is already apparent that not even that institution can stop Donald Trump. He will ignore even the Supreme Court whenever he wants.

As Trump turns the federal government of the United States against Americans and America itself, the bill of particulars against him is already longer than the Declaration of Independence's bill of particulars against King George III and the British empire.

Paul Rosenzweig: The destruction of the Department of Justice


Anna Moneymaker / Getty



For not one of his signature initiatives during his first 100 days in office does Trump have the authority under the Constitution and laws of the United States that he claims. Not for the crippling global tariffs he ordered unilaterally; not for his unlawful deportations of hundreds of immigrants to the Terrorism Confinement Center (CECOT), El Salvador's squalid maximum-security prison; not for his deportation of U.S. citizens to Honduras; not for his defiantly corrupt order from the Great Hall of the Department of Justice to weaponize the department against his political enemies; not for his evil executive orders against the nation's law firms for their representation of his political enemies and clients of whom he personally disapproves; not for his corrupt executive orders against honorable American citizens and former officials of his own administration, Chris Krebs and Miles Taylor, a former Homeland Security chief of staff who dared to criticize Trump anonymously during his first term; not for his unlawful bludgeoning of the nation's colleges and universities with unconstitutional demands that they surrender their governance and curricula to his wholly owned federal government; not for his threatened revocation of Harvard University's tax-exempt status; not for his impoundment of billions of dollars of congressionally approved funds or his politically motivated threats to revoke tax exemptions; not for his attempt to alter the rules for federal elections; not for his direct assault on the Fourteenth Amendment's birthright-citizenship guarantee; not for his mass firings of federal employees; not for his empowerment of Musk and DOGE to ravage the federal government; not for his threats to fire Federal Reserve Board Chairman Jerome Powell; not for his unconstitutional attacks on press freedoms; and finally, not for his appalling arrest of Judge Dugan.

Amid the ocean of unconstitutional orders, Donald Trump's executive orders targeting some of the most prestigious law firms in the country because these firms represented or employed Trump's personal enemies in the past are the most sinister and corrupt, which is saying something.

Some of the firms--Paul Weiss; Latham & Watkins; Skadden, Arps, Slate, Meagher & Flom; Kirkland & Ellis; and Simpson Thacher & Bartlett--cut "deals" to avoid the president's persecution. In doing so, they shamefully sold out their own lawyers, clients, and the entire legal profession, including the handful of courageous law firms--such as WilmerHale, Perkins Coie, Jenner & Block, and Susman Godfrey--that rightly and righteously decided to fight the president instead. It is the sworn duty of all American lawyers to denounce the president's lawlessness, not to ingratiate themselves to him.

The utter unconstitutionality of these executive orders is perfectly captured by the following remarkable paragraph from Perkins Coie's brief filed against the Trump administration by the legendary Washington law firm Williams & Connolly. I would venture to say there has never been a paragraph like this written in a brief before a federal court in the 235 years of the federal courts' existence, every word of the paragraph indisputably correct.

Because the Order in effect adjudicates and punishes alleged misconduct by Perkins Coie, it is an unconstitutional violation of the separation of powers. Because it does so without notice and an opportunity to be heard, and because it punishes the entire firm for the purported misconduct of a handful of lawyers who are not employees of the firm, it is an unconstitutional violation of procedural due process and of the substantive due process right to practice one's professional livelihood. Because the Order singles out Perkins Coie, it denies the firm the equal protection of the laws guaranteed by the due process clause of the Fifth Amendment. Because the Order punishes the firm for the clients with which it has been associated and the legal positions it has taken on matters of election law, the Order constitutes retaliatory viewpoint discrimination and, therefore, violates the First Amendment rights of free expression and association, and the right to petition the government for redress. Because the Order compels disclosure of confidential information revealing the firm's relationships with its clients, it violates the First Amendment. Because the Order retaliates against Perkins Coie for its diversity-related speech, it violates the First Amendment. Because the Order is vague in proscribing what is prohibited "diversity, equity and inclusion," it violates the Due Process Clause of the Fifth Amendment. Because the Order works to brand Perkins Coie as persona non grata and bar it from federal buildings, deny it the ability to communicate with federal employees, and terminate the government contracts of its clients, the Order violates the right to counsel afforded by the Fifth and Sixth Amendments.


And the same can be said for all of Trump's executive orders targeting the nation's law firms, lawyers, and legal profession. They are manifestly unconstitutional, and every single federal court to consider them has immediately stayed their implementation over the defiant, contemptuous arguments made by Department of Justice lawyers.

Paul Rosenzweig: The pathetic, cowardly collapse of Big Law

Last month, a federal judge blocked Trump from punishing Susman Godfrey, calling the retribution campaign Trump has waged from the White House against the nation's top law firms "a shocking abuse of power." The judge said the order was nothing but a "personal vendetta." Other federal judges have blocked Trump's executive orders targeting Jenner & Block and WilmerHale.

The federal judge who initially heard the challenge to the Perkins Coie executive order said at the time that Trump's order sent "chills down my spine." Earlier this month, the judge finally ruled that the order is unconstitutional and permanently enjoined its enforcement, admonishing Trump and reminding the country that "eliminating lawyers as the guardians of the rule of law removes a major impediment to the path to more power" for the president. The judge praised Perkins Coie and the other firms that have challenged Trump's corrupt abuse of power: "If the founding history of this country is any guide, those who stood up in court to vindicate constitutional rights and, by so doing, served to promote the rule of law, will be the models lauded when this period of American history is written." In blistering criticism for the firms that sold out to Trump rather than fight him, she wrote, quoting an amicus brief from the case, that when lawyers "are apprehensive about retribution simply for filing a brief adverse to the government, there is no other choice but to do so."

No court in the land will ever uphold any of these executive orders, and Trump knows that. He knows he need not win any of these cases in court to achieve what he wants. He will ruin the lives and livelihoods of lawyers and other American citizens and upend these institutions long before the courts render their final decisions on these orders. That's his whole point.

The president has provoked a constitutional crisis by defying orders of the federal courts in his efforts to send undocumented immigrants overseas.

To justify his mass deportations, the president has invoked the Alien Enemies Act. But he does not have the authority under that law to deport immigrants. He has done so nonetheless, and without even a thought of providing the deportees the due process to which they are constitutionally entitled. We already know that some of the immigrants were deported unlawfully.

Originally part of the Alien and Sedition Acts of 1798, the Alien Enemies Act authorizes a president to deport foreign nationals from countries with which the United States is at war or that have invaded (or threatened to invade) the United States. The president claims that the U.S. has been "invaded" by undocumented immigrants, justifying their immediate deportation without due process of law.

Nearly every lower federal court to address this wartime law's applicability has rejected Trump's reliance on this law for his illegal deportations. Recently, a federal court in Texas roundly rejected Trump's argument that alleged members of the Venezuelan gang Tren de Aragua could be deported on the authority of the Alien Enemies Act, finding that the "plain, ordinary meaning" of the law's requirement of an "invasion" of or a "predatory incursion" into the United States refers to an invasion or incursion by military forces. Tren de Aragua is obviously not a military power or force, the court said.

Earlier this month, two other federal courts, in Colorado and New York, also stopped the administration from deporting immigrants under the Alien Enemies Act. The federal court in Colorado said there was no foreign nation or government invasion or predatory incursion to justify the administration's deportations. "Respondents' arguments are threadbare costumes for their core contention: 'As for whether the Act's preconditions are satisfied, that is the President's call alone; the federal courts do not have a role to play.'" Said the judge, "This sentence staggers. It is wrong as a matter of law and attempts to read" Article III "out of the Constitution."

Katherine Yon Ebright and Elizabeth Goitein: Trump is attempting to use wartime powers in the United States

The Supreme Court was highly unlikely ever to uphold Trump's deportations under the Alien Enemies Act, even before the White House Deputy Chief of Staff Stephen Miller last Friday announced in a blatantly anti-constitutional statement that Trump is "actively looking at" suspending the Constitution's writ of habeas corpus.

The very purpose of the "privilege" of the writ of habeas corpus is to provide these deportees and detainees the right to challenge their deportations and detentions. Trump doesn't have the power to suspend habeas corpus. Article I of the Constitution provides that the writ of habeas corpus "shall not be suspended, unless ... in Cases of Rebellion or Invasion." Illegal immigration to the U.S. is not even arguably an "invasion" that would justify suspension of the writ of habeas corpus. The Supreme Court is now on clear notice of Trump's definition of rebellions and invasions--and will have to take this into account when he uses the same logic to justify his patently unconstitutional deportations.

The case of Kilmar Abrego Garcia illustrates perfectly why Trump's deportations run afoul of the Constitution. In March, Abrego Garcia was arrested, mistakenly deported to El Salvador, and imprisoned. He remains imprisoned in El Salvador to this day, despite a direct order from the Supreme Court that Trump "facilitate" his release and return him to the United States. As a Maryland federal judge, Paula Xinis, put it five days after the Court's ruling, "To date, what the record shows is that nothing has been done. Nothing."

Late last month, in an interview with ABC News, the president acknowledged that he "could" get Abrego Garcia back. He just refuses to do so. Abrego Garcia could well spend the remainder of his life unconstitutionally imprisoned in El Salvador because of Trump's defiance of the Supreme Court and the Constitution.

Trump continues to lambast the federal courts for enforcing the Constitution, pronouncing that he should be able to deport all undocumented immigrants without any trial to determine whether their deportation would be in violation of the Constitution. "I hope we get cooperation from the courts, because you know we have thousands of people that are ready to go out, and you can't have a trial for all of these people," Trump told reporters in the Oval Office. "It wasn't meant. The system wasn't meant. And we don't think there's anything that says that."

"We're getting them out, and a judge can't say, 'No, you have to have a trial. The trial is going to take two years,'" Trump went on. "We're going to have a very dangerous country if we're not allowed to do what we're entitled to do."

He couldn't be more wrong. The system actually was "meant" to provide due process, and it is of course the Constitution of the United States that says so. It is for that reason that judges can indeed say, "You have to have a trial," and presidents are supposed to listen. That's what rule by law, not by men, means.
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Trump's unilateral ordering of massive tariffs on our global trade allies and enemies alike has been his most stupendous initiative and his most colossal failure.

By presidential edict on April 2, the president declared that foreign trade and economic practices have created a national emergency, and he imposed tariffs ostensibly under the authority of the International Emergency Economic Powers Act of 1977. No previous president has ever invoked this national-emergency law to order tariffs, let alone the kind of massive, sweeping global tariffs of unlimited duration that Trump has attempted.

Nick Miroff: How the Trump Administration flipped on Kilmar Abrego Garcia

His unconscionable tariffs immediately roiled the markets of the world, slowing growth and hastening inflation and recession domestically and around the globe. The United States is now weeks into a global trade war with no end in sight as the world's economies languish.

The Constitution grants Congress the sole authority to regulate foreign commerce and levy taxes, including import tariffs. Congress has delegated to the president the power to impose limited tariffs unilaterally and adjust them in limited instances when such tariffs are urgently necessary to protect the nation's security. But the present circumstances do not even arguably qualify as an "emergency" under the IEEPA.

As the Stanford law professor and former U.S. Court of Appeals Judge Michael McConnell has said, "No statute expressly authorizes the president to impose tariffs for the nonemergency purposes of raising revenue, improving our long-term balance of trade or winning unrelated concessions on miscellaneous issues."

The president is already facing a plethora of lawsuits from states, businesses, and conservative political groups challenging his sweeping tariffs, correctly arguing that the president has usurped Congress's power to levy taxes and tariffs. These lawsuits will almost certainly prevail, if for no other reason than the Supreme Court recently held that, as to "major questions," a law must explicitly authorize a president's actions. The IEEPA, which never mentions the word tariff, does not even begin to explicitly authorize the president's tariffs.

When Powell, the Federal Reserve chair, predicted that Trump's unlawful tariffs would cause "higher inflation and slower growth," Trump needed a scapegoat as always and threatened to fire him. Trump knows he is forbidden by statute and by the Supreme Court's 1935 decision in Humprey's Executor from firing Powell except for cause.

"Powell's termination cannot come fast enough!" Trump posted on Truth Social. Later that day, he repeated his view from the Oval Office. "If I want him out, he'll be out of there real fast, believe me," the president said.

On the heels of this presidential outburst, White House Deputy Chief of Staff Stephen Miller's America First Legal Foundation was even so brazen as to sue Chief Justice John Roberts, the Judicial Conference of the United States, and the Administrative Office of the United States Courts in a shocking attempt to seize control of the coordinate branch of government. America First Legal Foundation is arguing that the Judicial Conference and the Administrative Office are executive-branch agencies that "must be overseen by the President, not the courts."

The Judicial Conference is the policy-making arm of the federal judiciary, and the Administrative Office runs the federal court system. Neither executes anything nor supports any executive function. Neither is even arguably an executive-branch agency controllable by the president. This lawsuit, like so many actions taken by this president, is just one more reprehensible attempt to threaten and intimidate the federal judiciary.

The Framers of the Constitution of the United States may never have foreseen the multitudinous independent agencies and departments of today's federal government, let alone the Judicial Conference or the Administrative Office, but I am certain of this: If they had, they would have forbidden that any of these governmental organizations, and especially the Federal Reserve, the Judicial Conference, and the Administrative Office of the Courts, would ever come under the control of any president as irresponsible as this one.

Jonathan Chait: A loophole that would swallow the Constitution

Knowingly or not, Trump has staked much of his presidency on the so-called unitary executive theory, which would give him absolute control over these institutions and the entire federal government, including the independent departments and agencies, a stake that is entirely dependent upon the Supreme Court overruling Humphrey's Executor. By insisting that he has the power to fire Powell and in his reckless threats to do so, and through Miller's threatening lawsuit, Trump has already made the most compelling argument possible that the Supreme Court should never overrule Humphrey's Executor.

Other priority initiatives of this administration--Trump's attacks on existing federal programs, federal elections, colleges and universities, birthright citizenship, and press freedoms--are just as unlawful.

On January 20, the president signed executive orders freezing foreign aid and funding for energy programs. Since then, he has prevented billions of dollars of congressionally appropriated funds from being disbursed in violation of the Impoundment Control Act of 1974, which limits the president's power to hold back (that is, impound) appropriated funds. The president once called the Impoundment Control Act "clearly unconstitutional" and "a blatant violation of the separation of powers" but has now impounded billions upon billions of dollars in appropriated funds on the authority of that law.

Presidents can't just declare laws unconstitutional and refuse to enforce them. It is Trump's impoundment of these appropriated funds that is clearly unconstitutional, not the Impoundment Control Act. It is his impoundments that are a blatant violation of the separation of powers.

Trump's DOGE wrecking ball suffers from the same constitutional infirmities. As Alan Charles Raul, a former White House associate counsel for President Ronald Reagan, wrote in The Washington Post, "Congress has not authorized this radical overhaul, and the protocols of the Constitution do not permit statutorily mandated agencies and programs to be transformed--or reorganized out of existence--without congressional authorization." He went on, "The DOGE process, if that is what it is, mocks two basic tenets of our government: that we are a nation of laws, not men, and that it is Congress which controls spending and passes legislation. The president must faithfully execute Congress's laws and manage the executive agencies consistent with the Constitution and lawmakers' appropriations--not by any divine right or absolute power."

Nothing else need be said.

Consonant with this understanding that Trump's executive order gutting much of the federal government is unconstitutional and otherwise in circumvention of the laws preventing a president from unilaterally reorganizing the federal government, last Friday a federal court ruled that Trump may broadly restructure the federal government in the way he wishes only if Congress authorizes him to do so.

The judge quoted from the earlier landmark case, Youngstown Sheet & Tube Company v. Sawyer: "In the framework of our Constitution, the President's power to see that the laws are faithfully executed refutes the idea that he is to be a lawmaker. The Constitution limits his functions in the lawmaking process to the recommending of laws he thinks wise and the vetoing of laws he thinks bad. And the Constitution is neither silent nor equivocal about who shall make laws which the President is to execute."

Anne Applebaum: This is why dictatorships fail

The court said that the plaintiffs challenging Trump's executive order and the Office of Management and Budget and DOGE's implementation of that order are likely to succeed on their claims that Trump's executive order is beyond his powers and authority, as he "has neither constitutional nor, at this time, statutory authority to reorganize the executive branch," and temporarily blocked implementation of Trump's order until further proceedings.

Perhaps most worrying of all is Trump's unlawful assertion of power over federal elections, power that is constitutionally committed to the states in the first instance and reserved to Congress in the second. Where he has no authority at all, Trump has claimed extraordinary unilateral authority to regulate federal elections, usurping the powers of not only the 50 states but also Congress. Trump's March 25 executive order flips the constitutional structure on its head.

The federal courts will never allow this unconstitutional power grab. To give the president any power over federal elections would allow a president to change election rules to serve his self-interest and his party. Indeed, the very first federal court to address the matter temporarily blocked key parts of the order in an opinion that is destined to be upheld on appeal. "Our Constitution entrusts Congress and the States--not the President--with the authority to regulate federal elections," the federal judge Colleen Kollar-Kotelly wrote.

Trump's attacks on colleges and universities, the free press, and the Fourteenth Amendment's birthright-citizenship guarantee all likewise contradict the Constitution and laws of the land.

Trump has mercilessly and unlawfully bludgeoned the nation's colleges, universities, and law schools with lawless order after lawless order. His federal government cannot commandeer higher education's governance and dictate the viewpoints that are taught at the country's colleges and universities. The First Amendment zealously guards such decisions from the federal government.

The Constitution categorically forbids the president from wielding the power of the purse (which is not even his to wield) to punish the nation's institutions of higher education for exercising their First Amendment rights.

When Harvard University called Trump's hand on his blatantly unconstitutional attack on the nation's oldest institute of higher education, Trump characteristically doubled down on his lawlessness, withholding billions of dollars more in federal funding from Harvard. Incensed by Harvard's refusal to submit to his unconstitutional attack, Trump later said the government was going to take away Harvard's tax-exempt status. "It's what they deserve!," he announced on Truth Social.

A federal statute forbids the president from "directly or indirectly" requesting the IRS to "conduct or terminate an audit or other investigation of any particular taxpayer." Violation of the statute is a crime punishable by fine and imprisonment.

No other president would ever have launched the broadside on the plain command of the Fourteenth Amendment's birthright-citizenship right that Trump relished launching on his first day in office. Contradicting the clear language of the Fourteenth Amendment, controlling federal statute, and Supreme Court precedent, the president's order does not simply deny citizenship to children of undocumented immigrants; it denies citizenship to children whose parents are legally present in the United States if they don't have permanent status when their children are born.

Jonathan Chait: The constitutional crisis is here

There is not a chance in the world that the Supreme Court will agree with Trump's assault on the Fourteenth Amendment. Only through a constitutional amendment could the president's invidious aim be wrought.

Finally, for years now, Trump has pronounced the free press in America "the enemy of the people." So it was no surprise that the media would be among the first he would target with his unconstitutional edicts. As he has crushed every institution, organization, and U.S. citizen on his road to absolute power, the president's onslaught against the First Amendment-protected free press has been particularly vile. But as with most else, the federal courts have slapped down Trump in every free-press challenge that has made its way to them. Trump's vindictive response was to have his Department of Justice announce that it would not hesitate in the future to subpoena reporters' telephone records and compel their testimony to ferret out and prosecute the leakers in the administration, which unsurprisingly is already leaking like a sieve.

The 47th president of the United States may wish he were a king. But in America, the law is king, not the president.

Donald Trump may wish he could dictate his unconscionable global tariffs; dispense with due process and deport whomever he pleases, citizen and not; and vanish away huge swaths of the federal government without check or rebuke. He may wish he did not have to contend with the First and Fourteenth Amendments, the free press, or the Constitution's birthright-citizenship guarantee. He may wish he could ignore the Constitution's elections clauses and run America's elections from the White House. And he may wish he could intimidate the nation's lawyers and law firms from challenging his abuse of power and commandeer them to do his personal bidding.

But it is these constitutional obstacles to a tyrannical president that have made America the greatest nation on Earth for almost 250 years, not the fallen America that Trump delusionally thinks he's going to make great again tomorrow.

After these first three tyrannical, lawless months of this presidency, surely Americans can understand now that Donald Trump is going to continue to decimate America for the next three-plus years. He will continue his assault on America, its democracy, and rule of law until the American people finally rise up and say, "No more."

From across the ages, Frederick Douglass is crying out that we Americans never forget: "The limits of tyrants are prescribed by the endurance of those whom they oppress."





This piece has been updated to clarify the attribution of a quote from the Perkins Coie ruling.
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Silicon Valley Braces for Chaos

The center of the tech universe seems to believe that Trump's tariff whiplash is nothing compared with what they see coming from AI.

by Matteo Wong




On a Wednesday morning last month, I thought, just for a second, that AI was going to kill me. I had hailed a self-driving Waymo to bring me to a hacker house in Nob Hill, San Francisco. Just a few blocks from arrival, the car lurched toward the other lane--which was, thankfully, empty--and immediately jerked back.



That sense of peril felt right for the moment. As I stepped into the cab, Federal Reserve Chair Jerome Powell was delivering a speech criticizing President Donald Trump's economic policies, and in particular the administration's sweeping on-again, off-again tariffs. A day earlier, the White House had claimed that Chinese goods would be subject to overall levies as high as 245 percent when accounting for preexisting tariffs, and the AI giant Nvidia's stock had plummeted after the company reported that it expected to take a quarterly hit of more than $5 billion for selling to China. The global economy had been yanked in every direction, nonstop, for weeks. America's tech industry--an engine of that system, so reliant on overseas labor and hardware--seemed like it would be in dire straits.



Yet within the hacker house--it was really a duplex--the turmoil could be forgotten. The living space, known as Accelr8, is a cohabitat for early-stage founders. Residents have come from around the world--Latvia, India, Japan, Italy, China--to live in one of more than a dozen rooms ("tiny," an Accelr8 co-founder, Daniel Morgan, told me), many of which have tech-inspired names: the "Ada Lovelace Room," the "Zuck Room," the "GPT-5 Room." Akshay Iyer, who was sitting on a couch when I walked in, had launched his AI start-up the day before; he markets it as a "code editor for people who don't know how to code." In the kitchen, a piece of paper reading Wash your pans or Sam Altman will get you was printed above a photo of the OpenAI CEO declaring, in a speech bubble, that he eats children.



For a certain type of techie in the Bay Area, the most important economic upheaval of our time is the coming of ultrapowerful AI models. With the help of generative AI, "I can build a company myself in four days," Morgan, who'd previously worked in sales and private equity, said. "That used to take six months with a team of 10." The White House can do whatever it wants, but this technological revolution and all the venture capital wrapped up in it will continue apace. "However much Trump tweets, you better believe these companies are releasing models as fast," Morgan said. Founders don't fear tariffs: They fear that the next OpenAI model is going to kill their concept.

John Hendrickson: What I found in San Francisco

I heard this sentiment across conversations with dozens of software engineers, entrepreneurs, executives, and investors around the Bay Area. Sure, tariffs are stupid. Yes, democracy may be under threat. But: What matters far more is artificial general intelligence, or AGI, vaguely understood as software able to perform most human labor that can be done from a computer. Founders and engineers told me that with today's AI products, many years of Ph.D. work would have been reduced to just one, and a day's worth of coding could be done with a single prompt. Whether this is hyperbole may not matter--start-ups with "half-broken" AI products, Morgan said, are raising "epic" amounts of money. "We're in the thick of the frothiest part of the bubble," Amber Yang, an investor at the venture-capital firm CRV, told me.



There were also whispers about the stock market and the handful of high-profile tech figures who have criticized Trump's economic policies. Yang told me that she had heard of investors advising start-ups to "take as much capital as you can right now, because we don't know how the next few years will play out." But around the Bay, the concerns I heard mostly positioned tariffs and stricter immigration enforcement as a rough patch, not a cataclysm. The industry's AI growth would continue, tech insiders told me: It would speed through volatile stocks, collapsing commerce, a potential recession, and crises of democracy and the rule of law. Silicon Valley's exceptionalism has left the rest of the country behind.

Along highways and street corners, on lampposts and public transit across the Bay Area, promises of an AI-dominated future are everywhere. There are advertisements for automated tools for compliance, security, graphic design, customer service, IT, job-interview coaching, even custom insoles--and, above all, AI products that promise to speed the development of still more powerful AI products. At an AI happy hour at a beer garden in the Mission neighborhood, I listened to a group of start-up founders passionately debate whether today's approach to AI will produce "superintelligence." (That the industry will achieve AGI went unquestioned.) A few days later, Evan Conrad, a co-founder of the San Francisco Compute Company, a start-up that rents out AI computing chips, suggested, when I asked about Trump's tariffs, that I might be the one with too narrow a focus. "Why aren't you more freaked out about the other stuff?" he asked.



The release of ChatGPT, in late 2022, began a frenzy over AI products. Founders and executives promise that the technology will cure cancer, solve climate change, and rapidly grow the world economy. "People just don't start non-AI companies anymore," Morgan said. The wealthiest firms--Amazon, Alphabet, Meta, Microsoft--have together spent hundreds of billions of dollars building the infrastructure needed to train and run AI models. Only a year ago, the AI industry was still "in the mid- to early stages of the gold rush," Yang told me at the time, over coffee. Then an investor at Bloomberg Beta, she had risen to local fame for popularizing the nickname "Cerebral Valley" for the Hayes Valley neighborhood, dubbed as such for its abundance of tech start-ups and hacker houses. "There's still so much that you can make from just slight automations," she said. On that same day, I went to OpenAI's offices, where, on a floor with rooms named after core human inventions ("Clock," "Fire," and so on), a conference room was called "AGI." A year later, the gold rush is mature, and the term AGI is common enough that an advertisement in San Francisco International Airport offers to help customers overcome "bottlenecks to AGI."



The day after visiting Accelr8, I made my way to another hacker house: one story in a brick and terra-cotta building rented by Finn Mallery as his home and office for his start-up, Origami Agents, which builds AI tools for sales teams. I was instructed to take my shoes off, and then we settled in the kitchen to talk beside Costco-size bags of potatoes, a Kirkland tub of pink salt, and two sinks, one spotless and the other full of dirty pans.



Mallery graduated from Stanford last year and told me that his computer-science classmates were all hungry to launch or join AI start-ups; he knew of at least eight undergraduates who'd dropped out to do so. "The bar is so much lower" to found a company than when he started school, Mallery said, because AI can take care of anything administrative (which might otherwise require paying accountants, lawyers, and the like). Origami Agents could lower the bar further: The company's goal, Mallery said, is to build a "superintelligent system of sales agents that can do all the work a team of humans can do." He was one of several entrepreneurs who mentioned an internal memo by Tobi Lutke, the CEO of Shopify, mandating that his employees use AI. "Before asking for more Headcount and resources," Lutke wrote, "teams must demonstrate why they cannot get what they want done using AI." Working at a major tech firm, Mallery said, seems almost less secure than starting your own company.



AI development, in this view, matters far more than traditional drivers and markers of economic development. "If OpenAI's next model is horrible or plateaus, that would be much more concerning," Mallery said. Founders and investors repeated the same thing: Tech start-ups are inherently risky and are not expected to turn a profit for a decade; they raise enough money to have "runway" precisely in the event of a rough stretch or a wider recession. The tech industry admittedly doesn't "think very hard about how bad things could get," Conrad told me. "Our job is to raise this," he said, pointing upward--to raise the ceiling on how prosperous and enjoyable society can be. "Your job"--media, banks, elected officials, the East Coast--"is to protect the floor."



Several investors I met suggested that a recession might even be an opportunity for AI firms. "Companies aren't going to hire; they're going to roll out AI," Jeremiah Owyang, a partner at the VC firm Blitzscaling Ventures, told me. "It's not a good story to tell, but it's true."



I met Owyang outside Stanford's Jen-Hsun Huang Engineering Center, named after the CEO of Nvidia. Hundreds of entrepreneurs, software engineers, VCs, and students had gathered there in April for the 17th edition of an AI event Owyang hosts called the "Llama Lounge." The energy was giddy: pizza, demo tables, networking. "Eighty to 90 percent of use cases are still out there," Chet Kumar, an investor at the AI-focused firm Argonautic Ventures, told me that evening--meaning, in other words, that ChatGPT and all the rest weren't even beginning to make good on AI's potential. A few minutes later, I met James Antisdel, a former product manager at Google who recently launched his own company, CXO AGI, which aims to help businesses manage AI programs that act as employees. "With tariffs, if it becomes harder to move around the world, agents are going to become even more important," Antisdel told me. "You can't get a human, so get AI."

Read: A disaster for American innovation

I heard this in Palo Alto, in San Francisco, in Menlo Park. "With the economy bad in the U.S. and around the world, you can make businesses more efficient," Joanathan McIntosh, an AI-start-up founder, told me. Less than two weeks later, the CEO of Duolingo, the language-learning app, put out a memo telling employees that they were required to use generative AI and that "headcount will only be given if a team cannot automate more of their work." Anthropic, on the same day, published research showing that 79 percent of user interactions with its AI coding interface, Claude Code, were some form of "automation"--human software engineers getting AI to directly complete a task for them. Moderna, the pharmaceutical giant, has combined its human resources and tech departments to determine which jobs are better done by people or AI. Should the nation enter a recession, and hundreds of thousands or millions of Americans lose employment, this time, they may never get their jobs back.



The day after the Llama Lounge, I traveled to the sidewalk outside OpenAI's new offices (not the ones with the "AGI" conference room) in San Francisco, only minutes from the water, where a small group dressed in red shirts that read STOP AI was gathering. When I arrived, there were eight protesters and eight police officers nearby; at a previous demonstration, a few protesters were arrested for trespassing. Attendees were angry about potential automation, copyright infringement, affronts to human dignity, and a robot apocalypse. "This company is putting people's lives at risk," Sam Kirchner, the lead organizer, said in a short speech. The protesters then performed a skit in which Kirchner played Sam Altman and the other protesters beggars; faux Altman, seemingly at random, chose whether to dole out fruit from behind a sign that read Universal Basic Income--a fixed monthly payment that the real Altman has suggested as a solution to widespread AI-induced job loss. Nobody, other than the police officers and a small number of reporters, was there to watch or listen.

Not everyone was blocking out the White House with visions of AGI, of course. Outside Coupa Cafe, a Palo Alto coffee shop known for tech-founder and VC meetings, I sat down with Mike Lanza and Katrina Montinola, who have spent decades in start-ups and major tech firms around Silicon Valley, and they were irate over the Trump administration's antagonistic approach to immigration and international collaboration. "The ones who have the gumption to come over here are admirable," Montinola, a Filipina immigrant, told me. "That personality is what makes America great." Lanza was more direct: "I have that American exceptionalism," he told me, passed down from his father and his Italian-immigrant grandparents. "And now I'm embarrassed."



Of all the whispers of discontent I heard in the techno-optimistic valley, this was by far the most frequent. Silicon Valley would not be the success story it is, people told me more than once, without the immigrants who have driven innovation here. At the Accelr8 hacker house, miniature national flags from around the world were strung across the ceiling, crisscrossing between the doors. America's global standing, Lanza told me, matters for the tech industry's talent pool, investors, and customers.



At the same cafe, Mustafa Mohammadi, a robotics and AI-simulation consultant, explained to me how Trump's policies risk dooming the robot revolution--the path for AI to transition from screens to the real world. Much of the best robot hardware and highest-quality robot data, as well as many of the most talented engineers, come from China, Mohammadi said. In the past, collaboration between the United States and China formed a robotics flywheel, he continued, spinning his finger in a circle. Should Trump continue down his current path--tariffs, immigration crackdowns, racist remarks--"you'll break the fucking wheel." At a recent dinner with AI-software engineers, many of whom were Chinese, Mohammadi told me, his friends were furious that Vice President J. D. Vance had described trading with China as buying from "Chinese peasants." For all that Silicon Valley has to offer, these engineers are souring on America, he said--before long, if paid more to do the same job in China, "they will go back."



Even the most confident AI founders I spoke with were beginning to worry about international researchers and entrepreneurs not being able, or no longer wanting, to enter the United States. Just over a week after my meeting with Mohammadi, an OpenAI researcher named Kai Chen was denied a U.S. green card. Chen had been instrumental to one of the firm's most advanced models, GPT-4.5. "What is america doing," one outraged colleague wrote on X. "Immigration makes america strong," another chimed in. "We should not be denying entry to brilliant AI researchers." (A few hours later, Noam Brown, the OpenAI researcher who had announced Chen's predicament, posted an update: It seemed to have been a paperwork error, which a spokesperson for OpenAI told me is also the company's "initial assessment." Chen is working from Canada until the issue is resolved.)



The tech industry's bubble, then, remains permeable. Shortly after visiting the hacker houses, I found myself on the eighth floor of the Phelan Building, a century-old triangular office in downtown San Francisco. It holds the headquarters of Flexport, which coordinates supply-chain logistics and freight shipments for billions of dollars of goods each year; its CEO, Ryan Petersen, has watched and felt the effects of Trump's tariffs. Freight bookings from China to the U.S. were down by 50 percent, Petersen told me at the time. Roughly "90 days from now, you're going to see mass shortages across the United States," he said.



Petersen suggested that I talk with Dan Siroker, the founder of the AI-gadget start-up Limitless, and a few days later, we spoke over Zoom. Limitless was feeling the full force of Trump's tariffs--the firm manufactures in China and had accepted many preorders at $59 each, but the duties had raised manufacturing costs to nearly $190 per unit. Siroker seemed to think that Limitless will be fine, because it had shipped enough inventory pre-tariffs to survive and will recover costs on subscriptions. But if the tariffs had come six months ago, he said, "it would be much harder."



Trump's policies, Petersen told me, reminded him "of central planning of the economy at the level you're used to seeing from a Stalinist state." At the bar of Rosewood Sand Hill hotel, a VC meetup in Menlo Park reminiscent of a White Lotus resort, Boyd Fowler, the chief technology officer at the semiconductor manufacturer OmniVision, lamented that his lawyers were working "night and day" on the tariffs. The legendary tech investor Paul Graham has likened the tariffs to China's Great Leap Forward. Of course, Petersen said, all of this was only if nothing changed--and in his view, these tariffs were "so bad" that "there's no way that it just stays like this." That was in mid-April. Just yesterday, the U.S. and China announced a 90-day reduction in their tariffs--"Get ready for a big shipping boom," Petersen wrote on X--although without any long-term trade deal or material concessions from either side.

Again and again, I heard the assumption that every Trump policy was reversible and would be reversed, in no small part because of the "really good, smart tech people" in the administration, as Rahul Kayala, a former Apple and Microsoft employee who recently co-founded an AI start-up, told me. He noted David Sacks and Sriram Krishnan, two influential tech investors advising the White House. Lanza, despite his fury with Trump's immigration policy and tariffs, also cited Sacks. Anybody "who's got a brain in the Trump administration is biting their tongue about these tariffs," he said. "Everyone is assuming this is a reversible decision still," Conrad said. Investors, Yang told me, had not changed their long-term plans.



Even before the latest pause, the White House had already announced some tariff exemptions for tech products, including Apple devices and some duties affecting carmakers. But the reversals don't appear to be rational, let alone part of any plan. Even then, founders and investors told me that no matter what happens with tariffs and the broader economy, AI is clearly a priority for Trump. The White House has issued statements to this effect--but has simultaneously gutted funding for the basic science research that today's generative-AI products depend on, put international scientific and technological collaboration at risk, and issued tariffs that could make it more expensive to build and power data centers in the United States.



This particular strain of optimism--a sense that tariffs and restricted immigration are terrible, but a stronger conviction that the tech industry can survive, or even thrive, anyway--was everywhere. I thought back to the demonstration in front of OpenAI's offices, which had attracted a single counterprotester. Vikram Subbiah, a former SpaceX software engineer working on an AI start-up, was there to defend the technology, and he'd unfurled a red banner that read Stop Protesting AI. "My job is at more risk than they are," Subbiah told me. If even the most automatable software engineers support AI, he argued, everyone should. Siroker, of the AI-gadget start-up, said something similar. Trade policy in the 1990s and 2000s "was a tiny blip compared to this big sucking sound, which is the internet," Siroker told me. "And that big sucking sound today is AI." Even the coronavirus pandemic, he said, "is a micro trend by comparison."



In Silicon Valley, where the technological future is the center of today's world, the president is easily reduced to memedom--not the most powerful man on the planet, but just some guy trolling everybody on the internet. The real power, the big sucking sound, is apparently in California. Trust the autopilot to stay the course. Where that takes us exactly, no one can say.
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A Novel About Motherhood, Childhood, and Secrets

<em>Atlantic</em> editor<strong> </strong>Honor Jones discusses her debut novel, <em>Sleep</em>, and what fiction does that journalism cannot.

by Walt Hunter




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.


Honor Jones's debut novel, Sleep, starts with a child's perception of the world around her. I've known Honor, a senior editor at The Atlantic, since we were both children, and reading the book was a little like immersing myself in our own long friendship. I asked Honor a few questions about Sleep, which is out today. You can buy it here.





Walt Hunter: I think I was one of the first people to read the whole novel--is that right?--which is an incredible gift for an editor, not to mention a friend. You're an editor, too, and a journalist. What are the differences, for you, between writing fiction and writing nonfiction?

Honor Jones: You were! And you gave me the most brilliant notes. We go back: I'll remind you and everyone else here that you also read and advised me on my thesis in college! I see how the idea of moving from fact to fiction could feel really unmooring, but I basically think that writing is writing--you're always thinking about voice, about structure. What really matters is that you have a purpose: something that needs to be said or done in the text. If that's the case, then there's always something dictating what the story needs, even if, instead of news or history, it's only the demands of the story itself.

That said, it was hard--and exciting--to try to leave my journalist self out of the sentences. I had to go through and cut like a thousand commas out of the book. During the editing process, I also accidentally called the book title "the headline" so many times that it started to get embarrassing.

Walt: When I think about the novel, the first thing I think about is your style. What does a novel allow you to do that a news story doesn't?

Honor: One thing it lets you do is write what a character is thinking and feeling about what's happening, even when she doesn't understand what's happening. This was important because the beginning of the book is told from the perspective of a child. I also felt that I was often exploring an idea that I couldn't argue or defend. A novel is a good place for that, especially if the idea is weird or perverse or otherwise hard to talk about.

Walt: The main character, Margaret, is a sharp observer of her world--someone "on whom nothing is lost," to borrow a phrase from Henry James. We start the book in the dampness under a blackberry bush--such a tangible detail!

Honor: I knew that I didn't want the child in this story to be special or precocious. She has no exposure to the world of art or ideas. She knows next to nothing about history or politics. She's growing up in the '90s, and I have this line about her education lying entirely on a foundation of American Girl-doll books. She simply has no context for what happens to her. But she's trying really hard to make sense of it anyway. She's naturally probably a perceptive kid, but she's also that way because she has to be, because she learns that she has to protect herself.

And I think that sense of watchfulness defines her as she grows up. In the sections that follow, she changes in all these ways while remaining fundamentally the same person. I was interested in that--how she can't shake her own history, how many of her choices as an adult are defined by the events of her childhood, how she has to learn to be a mother while remaining a daughter.

Walt: The novel is also psychologically astute in any number of ways. For example, we watch the friendship between Margaret and Biddy as it develops over a long period of time. And Margaret's relationship with her family members is, of course, at the center of the book. What are you exploring with these long-term ties?

Honor: I loved writing this friendship! You can probably recognize aspects of the girls we both grew up with in the character of Biddy. She's sort of a composite of all the best friends I've loved through life, while also being her own person--ballsier and bolder than any of us were at that age. Biddy really is Margaret's family, the person who stays alongside her through all the years. One thing I find freeing about their relationship is that, even though Margaret keeps this terrible secret from Biddy, in some ways, it doesn't matter. The novel is so concerned with the danger of secrets and the power of disclosure, but Biddy just loves Margaret. She is the one character for whom the truth would change nothing.

A lot of the book is about Margaret trying to understand the people around her, but people don't really explain themselves. (Margaret doesn't, either--people keep asking her why she got divorced, and she never has any idea what to say.) When she finds the courage to ask what is maybe the most important question in the book, the answer she gets is profoundly insufficient. I think some readers might find that frustrating, and would rather the book build up to a final confrontation and resolution. But that's not what I was interested in. I think trying to understand, failing to understand, knowing a little more, knowing yourself better--that's what it's about.

Walt: The first part of Sleep is set in a place--wealthy suburban New Jersey--where social class has an infinite number of near-invisible gradations. It reminds me a lot of where we grew up, on the Main Line outside Philadelphia. You manage to sneak in so many small details--of decor, especially, but also of social decorum--that reveal these distinctions. They make sense to me, the child of a reporter, whose family never quite fit into the whole milieu. And I recognize myself a little in Margaret--she's not entirely comfortable among the heirs and heiresses. But of course the book is also very tender, in its way, to the people in it. Why write about this place, these people? What did you learn?

Honor: The thing that really marks her as an outsider in this social world and class happens when she grows up and gets divorced. But she's always felt like an outsider and an observer, as you say. I wanted to show how, as a child, she's learning about class as if it's just another language. Why does her mother care so much about this particular neighbor? What are they conveying by having this particular pet? It was fun to write about all this signaling from people who are quite incapable of communicating in other ways.

Walt: One scene that sticks in my mind--that really keeps me up at night, sometimes--is the one at the party in Brooklyn where we almost suspect that Margaret's child might be in danger. There's genuine suspense there, even some terror.

Honor: I think the big question of this book is: How do you raise a child to be safe without raising them to be afraid? What's the right amount of vigilance? Should you--can you--trust the world? I think this feeling of domestic horror will be familiar to a lot of parents. It's a lovely day on the playground, and then suddenly you look up and you can't find your kid. He's fine! He's just behind a tree or whatever. But immediately you're aware of the worst-case scenario. Terror is always an option, and those darker feelings lie right up against the joy and fun of parenting. I think there's a lot of the latter in the book, too.

Walt: Does fiction have an ethical responsibility when it comes to representing a moment, or repeated moments, of trauma? What is that responsibility?

Honor: If there's anything I think fiction shouldn't tolerate, it's squeamishness. In Sleep, for instance, I had to say what happened to Margaret. I had to describe it in simple language. It had to happen in the beginning of the book. Her particular form of trauma is quieter than many others--there is no violence, for instance. But it's still insidious. Margaret might not understand what's happening, but I wanted the reader to know. You could imagine a different story: a divorced woman's self-doubt, a mystery unfolding, a revelation of memory ... but I could not have written that book. It would have felt dishonest. The mystery isn't what was done to her--it's what she does with herself after.
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How Part-Time Jobs Became a Trap

By Adelle Waldman

Several years ago, to research the novel I was writing, I spent six months working in the warehouse of a big-box store. As a supporter of the Fight for $15, I expected my co-workers to be frustrated that starting pay at the store was just $12.25 an hour. In fact, I found them to be less concerned about the wage than about the irregular hours. The store, like much of the American retail sector, used just-in-time scheduling to track customer flow on an hourly basis and anticipate staffing needs at any given moment. My co-workers and I had no way to know how many hours of work we'd get--and thus how much money we'd earn--from week to week.
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America Is the Land of Opportunity--For White South Africans

Trump has frozen refugee admissions and cut off resettlement funding, but he has made an exception for white South Africans, who he says are victims of racial discrimination.

by Nick Miroff


The first group of Afrikaners from South Africa to arrive for resettlement at Washington Dulles International Airport in Virginia on May 12 (Saul Loeb / AFP / Getty)



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


Updated at 6:35 p.m. ET on May 13, 2025. 


When the welcome ceremony was over, and the Trump officials drove off in their black SUVs, a dozen or so newly arrived South African refugees stepped out into the parking lot of a private terminal at Washington Dulles International Airport yesterday afternoon, still carrying little paper flags they'd been handed. Now it was time for a smoke.

Will Hartzenberg, a tall, sunworn 44-year-old farmer from the Limpopo region in the country's north, was on his way to Idaho with his family to start a new life. "Relief," he told me, when asked what he felt. "We are really relieved."

Hartzenberg said his wife, Carmen, had teased him for worrying whether it was safe to leave their young children inside the building while they stepped out for a cigarette. He needed to learn to let down his guard, he figured. "This is not South Africa, where you have to take your children with you wherever you go," he said.

A U.S. official came over to hurry the group back into the terminal. They smoked faster. Hartzenberg's parents and sister had been shot during an attack on the family farm in 1993, he told me as he walked. They survived, but he said he didn't see a future for his children in South Africa, or at least not a prosperous one.

Adam Serwer: Afrikaner 'refugees' only

The country's white minority--descendants of British colonists, and Afrikaners from the Netherlands and other European countries--once dominated South Africa through the apartheid system of legalized discrimination, confining the country's majority-Black population in slums. Three decades after that system's defeat, the plight of white South Africans has become a cause celebre among white-nationalist groups. American President Donald Trump says they are victims of racial discrimination and genocide--claims that South Africa's government calls "completely false."

Hartzenberg and his family will be resettled in a state that is 92.5 percent white. When he researched Idaho's landscapes online, he liked what he saw: "We come from a farm that is surrounded by mountains. So I was quite excited when I Googled to see where we are going."


Will Hartzenberg at Dulles International Airport (Julia Demaree Nikhinson / AP)



Hartzenberg's mix of bewilderment, relief, and optimism has been shared by generations of refugees as they set foot in the United States for the first time. Few have enjoyed the kind of support the South Africans are receiving from the Trump administration, which has all but frozen refugee admissions from other nations and cut off resettlement funding. That has stranded at least 12,000 refugees, many from conflict zones, who had flights to the United States booked after they were extensively vetted and approved for resettlement--only to learn that they were no longer welcome in the United States, according to aid groups suing the Trump administration.

One resettlement agency affiliated with the Episcopal Church said yesterday that it will not help resettle the Afrikaners as required under its federal grant. The church's presiding bishop, Sean W. Rowe, sent a letter to members of the Church saying it was terminating its four-decade-old partnership with the government. The bishop said Trump's resettlement plan crossed a moral line for the Church, which is part of the global Anglican Communion and whose leaders have included the late South African Archbishop Desmond Tutu.

  "It has been painful to watch one group of refugees, selected in a highly unusual manner, receive preferential treatment over many others who have been waiting in refugee camps or dangerous conditions for years," Rowe wrote. They include "brave people who worked alongside our military in Iraq and Afghanistan and now face danger at home because of their service to our country," he added.

The Trump administration said yesterday that it will end temporary immigration protections for some Afghans who are already in the United States on July 12, leaving about 9,000 immigrants at risk of being deported back to the Taliban-controlled nation.

The White House's grand welcome for the white refugees came as the Trump administration is waging a deportation campaign, aimed at removing millions of immigrants from the United States. Trump has depicted recent waves of immigrants, particularly from Latin America, as an existential threat to the United States that is "poisoning the blood" of the country.

Hartzenberg and his family and the other refugees were warmly welcomed after their chartered flight landed in Northern Virginia around midday. They were greeted by Deputy Homeland Security Secretary Troy Edgar and Deputy Secretary of State Christopher Landau, who connected their own lives to those of the new arrivals. Landau said his father fled the Nazi takeover in Europe and found safety and freedom in the United States. Edgar told the group his wife is an Iranian Christian who fled persecution in her homeland.

"A lot of you, I think, are farmers, right?" Landau said. "When you have quality seeds, you can put them in foreign soil and they will blossom. They will bloom. We are excited to welcome you here to our country, where we think you will bloom."

Edgar told the South Africans they would receive the officials' personal contact info--a gesture that seemed to underscore the newcomers' special status.

Refugees are in a distinct category among U.S. immigrant groups and are selected because they face persecution or harm in their home countries resulting from their race, religion, nationality, political views, or membership in a particular social group. In years past, the United States has welcomed Vietnamese fleeing a Communist takeover, Soviet emigres, and Christians from across Africa and the Middle East. Refugees submit to a U.S. vetting and screening process, then endure waits that may stretch for years. They arrive with full legal protection and a path to citizenship, and they receive assistance from resettlement organizations, which are generally affiliated with faith groups and have long enjoyed bipartisan political support.

The South Africans were processed by the Trump administration in a matter of weeks. Asked by a BBC reporter why they were fast-tracked into the United States at a time when other admissions from applicants in Afghanistan or war zones are frozen, Landau said Trump had made an exception based on the dire situation in South Africa. He and Edgar took only two questions in the tightly controlled press event (I was not allowed in) and left without speaking to reporters outside.

South Africa has one of the world's highest crime rates, and land conflicts have fueled violence in rural areas. Crime data show that a few dozen white farmers are killed each year, but their deaths account for fewer than 1 percent of the country's homicides. "Farmers are being killed," Trump told reporters at the White House yesterday. "They happen to be white. But whether they're white or Black makes no difference to me; but white farmers are being brutally killed and their land is being confiscated in South Africa."

During his first term Trump slashed the number of refugees admitted to the lowest levels since the 1980 Refugee Act went into place. He went even further after he retook office this year, issuing an executive order that suspended refugee admissions. But within weeks he made an exception. White South African farmers have protested vigorously against a law adopted in January that allows courts to take land without compensation in some cases. Officials in South Africa say its purpose is to address inequalities that were lethally enforced during decades of apartheid rule. Although white people make up about 7 percent of South Africa's population, they own about 75 percent of the farmland, according to a South African government land audit.

George Packer: 'What about six years of friendship and fighting together?'

"The South African government has treated these people terribly--threatening to steal their private land and subjected them to vile racial discrimination," Secretary of State Marco Rubio wrote on social media yesterday.

The Biden administration resettled about 100,000 people last year. None were from South Africa. Now about 8,000 South Africans have expressed interest in applying for U.S. resettlement, according to U.S. officials.

U.S. visa statistics show that South Africans have been coming to the United States in greater numbers to work as temporary farm laborers--often to operate machinery or perform other skilled tasks. More than 15,000 South Africans came on temporary visas to perform farm labor last year, U.S. data show.

Hartzenberg told me his family grew vegetables on their farm in South Africa. He hoped to return to farming in Idaho, he said, but he wasn't sure what work might be available. The caseworker assigned to his family hadn't told him yet. With one last draw on his cigarette, he hustled back into the hangar to gather his children and board a bus to a hotel with the others.



This article originally misstated the first name of the Episcopal Church's presiding bishop.
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Dear James: I Have Debilitating Stage Fright

How to overcome my panic?

by James Parker




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

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




Dear James,

I have stage fright. I've had it since I was a little kid trying to perform at elementary-school talent shows. But the problem has persisted into adulthood, what with its occasional PowerPoint presentations and wedding speeches.

I would generally say I'm a confident guy, and I'm comfortable in one-on-one settings--even high-stakes ones, like job interviews. But put me in front of an audience, or on the spot to answer a question in a meeting, and that's when my biology betrays me: heart bumping, fluttering in my gut, dryness in my mouth, dampness in my palms. In an instant, I become hyperaware of my body, and I can't think straight.

How can I seize control of my mind when it's been hijacked by my more reptilian nerves? I fear that you'll suggest joining an improv group--but if you think it'll help, I'm open to it.



Dear Reader,

Hijacked by the reptilian: I spend half my life in that state. Really a fascinating aspect of the human condition--and one that preoccupies us now more than ever, I think, because we're so up in our heads, our screens, our sealed-off, smoothed-out little 21st-century subjectivities. The body won't have it; the body won't translate itself to the cloud; the body rebels and throws up wild and withering panics to recall us to our animal nature.

Stage fright is not something that's ever bothered me. I'm like Lady Gaga--I live for the applause--although I did (I've mentioned this before in this column) endure a childhood stammer: If you want a primal image of my psyche, kindly picture me at the age of 10, a short-trousered boarding-school boy, standing at the lectern in chapel in front of all the other short-trousered boarding-school boys, comprehensively unable to utter the words A reading from the prophet Jeremiah. Gaping, blocked, with the pressure rising.

I got there in the end. I always do. (Put that on my gravestone: He got there in the end.)

I don't know anything about improv, so for you I'm going to recommend meditation, and I'll tell you why. Non-meditator that I currently am, I can trace one significant and quite helpful development in my being-in-the-worldness to the years I spent meditating very badly (like everyone) for 20 minutes a day. Those 20 minutes were pure mental chaos, but gradually I was made aware of a tiny part of me, a silvery scintilla of awareness, that wasn't actually touched by the chaos. Rather, it watched the chaos, observed it, with a kind of benign fascination: Holy hell, this guy's all OVER the place.

So now when the reptilian hijacks me, when anxiety sweats through me, when my stomach jumps and my head whirls and the dancing horses of panic make their entrance, I reach for that bright splinter of untouchability. I watch myself, experience myself, going through it. And pretty soon, I'm not in it anymore--and then it's over.

Wishing you operatic PowerPoint presentations,

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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Indonesia's 'Silvermen' Beg for Survival

In Jakarta, to make ends meet, some people have chosen to paint themselves silver, seeking donations from passing motorists.

by Alan Taylor

Yasuyoshi Chiba, a photojournalist with AFP, recently spent a rainy day in Jakarta with three men who had coated themselves in metallic paint, becoming "manusia silver," or silvermen, seeking donations from passersby. Rising prices and growing levels of unemployment have resulted in a recent rise in begging across Jakarta. The group followed here say that on a good day, they can earn as much as 200,000 rupiah ($12). After that, they return home, scrub off the irritating paint, and start again the next day.


This photo taken on April 1, 2025, shows street performer Ari Munandar, with his body painted silver, posing for tips in the rain at an intersection in Jakarta. (Yasuyoshi Chiba / AFP / Getty)




Ari Munandar prepares silver paint to apply to his body on April 7, 2025, in Jakarta. (Yasuyoshi Chiba / AFP / Getty)




Street performer Keris Munandar paints his body silver before leaving. (Yasuyoshi Chiba / AFP / Getty)




Keris Munandar, his brother Ari Munandar, and their neighbor Riyan Ahmad Fazriyansah walk to the main road to hitch a ride on April 7, 2025. (Yasuyoshi Chiba / AFP / Getty)




Ari Munandar, Riyan Ahmad Fazriyansah, and Keris Munandar hitch a ride on the back of a container truck to reach an intersection in Jakarta. (Yasuyoshi Chiba / AFP / Getty)




Ari Munandar, covered in silver paint, crosses a road in Jakarta. Ari admitted to embarrassment and said he was ashamed of making money this way, and that he was hoping for a better job soon, and a better future for his daughter. (Yasuyoshi Chiba / AFP / Getty)




Keris Munandar poses for tips in the rain at an intersection as cars stop at a traffic light in Jakarta on April 1, 2025. (Yasuyoshi Chiba / AFP / Getty)




Ari Munandar holds out a bucket to receive a tip. (Yasuyoshi Chiba / AFP / Getty)




Ari Munandar reacts as some of the silver paint gets into his eyes while he waits for the traffic light to turn red before performing. (Yasuyoshi Chiba / AFP / Getty)




This photo shows the street performers Riyan Ahmad Fazriyansah, Ari Munandar, and Keris Munandar posing after their performance at an intersection in Jakarta on April 1, 2025. (Yasuyoshi Chiba / AFP / Getty)




Ari Munandar receives a tip in the rain at an intersection in Jakarta. (Yasuyoshi Chiba / AFP / Getty)




The trio of street performers count their tips on the way home, while hitching a ride in a three-wheeled tuk-tuk, after spending the day performing at an intersection. (Yasuyoshi Chiba / AFP / Getty)




Keris Munandar poses as he arrives home on April 1, 2025. (Yasuyoshi Chiba / AFP / Getty)




Street performer Keris Munandar, helped by his daughter Nimas Apriyani, scrubs the irritating silver paint off his body in front of their home in Jakarta. (Yasuyoshi Chiba / AFP / Getty)
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Due Process Is a Right, Not a Privilege You Get for Being Good

If Kilmar Abrego Garcia is guilty of the crimes he is accused of, then the Trump administration could simply follow the law. Why won't it?

by Adam Serwer




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


President Donald Trump says he could bring back Kilmar Abrego Garcia, an immigrant his administration wrongly deported to the infamous CECOT prison in El Salvador. But he won't, despite the Supreme Court's order to "facilitate" the return of Abrego Garcia, who was deported unlawfully in the first place.

"If he were the gentleman that you say he is, I would do that," Trump told ABC News's Terry Moran last month. Trump then insisted that Abrego Garcia had MS-13 tattooed on his knuckles. When Moran pointed out that the photo in question had clearly been doctored to add those characters, Trump responded, "Why don't you just say, 'Yes, he does,' and, you know, go on to something else?"

The remainder of the evidence that the administration has put forth to support its claims that, as Trump put it, Abrego Garcia is "a member of the violent, killer gang MS-13" has been similarly flimsy, if incessantly repeated. Abrego Garcia came to the U.S. illegally as a teenager in 2011 from El Salvador, and has since married a U.S. citizen, with whom he has an American child. A judge issued what's known as a "withholding of removal" order in 2019 that prevented Abrego Garcia from being deported to El Salvador, finding that he had reason to fear he would be persecuted there by a gang that had been harassing his family. When the Trump administration sent him to CECOT, an ICE official acknowledged having done so because of an "administrative error," given that a judge's order that he not be deported was in force.

Read: An 'administrative error' sends a Maryland father to a Salvadoran prison

Even so, White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt has called Abrego Garcia a "foreign terrorist" and a "gang member" who was "engaged in human trafficking." Trump's border czar, Tom Homan, called Abrego Garcia a "public safety threat" and "terrorist."

These are very serious allegations. If Trump officials were confident in their veracity, then recognizing Abrego Garcia's due-process rights would be no obstacle to his conviction or removal; it would be unnecessary to send Abrego Garcia to a foreign prison, or to continue to maroon him there. The government could charge him with crimes and, presumably, see him convicted. The administration could try to withdraw his protected status on the basis that he committed crimes that would make him eligible for deportation, or that he committed fraud in his application, or that he is no longer threatened by circumstances in El Salvador, and it could do so based on a preponderance of the evidence, a lower standard of proof than that required for criminal conviction. The government could also remove Abrego Garcia to a third country as long as he would not be subject to torture. Abrego Garcia could challenge that removal based on the possibility of his being persecuted, but there's no explicit bar to the government sending him someplace else.

Trumpist rhetoric aside, everyone in America has due-process rights, because the Constitution was written to prevent the arbitrary exercise of power by the state. Because deportation is a civil process, the undocumented have fewer rights than in a criminal trial--but that's not the same as having none. That means there is a legal  process to go through, and when it comes to immigration law, that process is very deferential to the federal government.

"Withholding of removal is not a status that keeps him safely in the U.S. in perpetuity," Amanda Frost, an immigration expert at the University of Virginia School of Law, told me. "So I think the government's threat to remove him is actually quite realistic; his future in the United States is uncertain because of how precarious the standard is. But that doesn't mean they can remove him without due process."

Still, Frost said, if Abrego Garcia doesn't have a right to remain in the United States, the Trump administration could "bring him back and determine that through the processes provided by law." Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem told Maryland Senator Chris Van Hollen, a Democrat, during a hearing last week that there was "no scenario" in which Abrego Garcia would return, more evidence of the Trump administration's apparent decision to ignore the Supreme Court.

But the administration's refusal to bring him back for trial or legal removal raises the question, at the very least, of whether it has evidence for its allegations against Abrego Garcia that would hold up in court. "If the government is confident of its position," the Republican-appointed federal judge J. Harvie Wilkinson III wrote in an April 17 opinion, "it should be assured that position will prevail in proceedings to terminate the withholding of removal order."

We might then infer that the government is not "confident in its position." The Trump administration has directed allegations of terrorism and gang activity at a father of three who is married to an American citizen and has lived in the U.S., but offered remarkably little evidence to establish these claims.

In her April 6 ruling, Maryland District Court Judge Paula Xinis noted that the federal government had abandoned the position that Abrego Garcia was a "danger to community" during a hearing before the court, and that it had "offered no evidence linking Abrego Garcia to MS-13 or to any terrorist activity." There are things that you can bloviate about on Fox News that are harder to get away with in court.

Let's start with the gang allegation. In 2019, Abrego Garcia was arrested along with three other men while looking for construction work in the parking lot of a Home Depot in Prince George's County, Maryland. A police detective alleged that he was "an active member of MS-13 with the Westerns clique," based on the word of an anonymous informant and the fact that Abrego Garcia was wearing a Chicago Bulls cap, which was "indicative of the Hispanic gang culture." According to the NBA, the Chicago Bulls sell more merchandise than all but four other teams; the team's website sells 117 different types of team cap. Logic dictates that not every cap-wearing Bulls fan is a Hispanic gang member.

Nevertheless, an immigration judge found that there was sufficient evidence to have Abrego Garcia deported after his 2019 arrest, before another judge issued the withholding-of-removal order. That is less a commentary on the strength of the evidence against Abrego Garcia than on how little work the government has to do to deport someone who is undocumented.

"The thing to understand is that the federal rules of evidence do not apply in immigration court," Heidi Altman of the National Immigration Law Center told me. "As long as the immigration judge considers the evidence to be probative or relevant, it can be admitted, and that is often taken to the extreme. So hearsay, for example, is fully admissible in immigration court." Altman noted that "police reports, which are seen as extremely suspect in, for example, a criminal court or a federal court, are almost seen as fact in immigration-court proceedings."

This lower standard of evidence and deference to law enforcement can lead to perverse outcomes. The detective who identified Abrego Garcia as a gang member, as The New Republic's Greg Sargent reported, was later suspended for disclosing information about a police investigation to a sex worker he was patronizing. As The Washington Post reported, the Prince George's County police were also sued over the gang unit's practices. The unit was accused of racially profiling Black and Hispanic residents because it had been encouraged to add to a federal gang database that was later decommissioned, the Post reported, "as its credibility came into question."

"The gang unit was incentivized to fill the database," the Post reported, "because intelligence gathering was a core function of the grant funding." In other words, officers in the unit were rewarded for producing numbers even if the information they were providing was false or unreliable. For fans of The Wire, cops in the gang unit were under pressure to "juke the stats." As a result, the information they provided may not have been reliable.

So the basis of the "gang member" and "terrorist" allegations is double hearsay from a disgraced detective who was feeding information to a decommissioned gang database that police felt compelled to juice because, in the words of one former unit member who spoke to the Post, "if you're not submitting names, then your career, your time in that unit, is very limited."

That's not a credible basis for determining that someone is in a gang. And even if he were in a gang, he would still be entitled to due process. After all, that's how you assess whether such allegations are true. Or at least, that's how you do it if you care about whether the people you're targeting are culpable. Due process is a constitutional right and a limitation on the power of the government, not a privilege you get for being good.

Abrego Garcia has also been accused of being a "human trafficker." Again, the administration could seek cancellation of his withholding-of-removal order or prosecute him. The basis for this charge is that Abrego Garcia was pulled over in Tennessee in 2022 while driving a car with eight other people in it. Federal investigators are reportedly looking into the incident, and if it turns out to be true that Abrego Garcia was involved in something unlawful, the proper thing to do is charge or remove him the legal way. "I'm not vouching for the man, I'm vouching for his due process," Van Hollen told Noem when she insisted he was supporting a "known terrorist."

The more substantiated allegation is that Abrego Garcia's wife, Jennifer Vasquez Sura, sought multiple orders of protection against him for physical abuse. There is evidence for other domestic abuse in contemporaneous court documents. Nevertheless,Vasquez Sura has been trying to get her husband back, and has had to move to a safe house because the Department of Homeland Security posted her private information publicly, and because of allegations the Trump administration has made in the media but cannot prove in court.

Read: How the Trump administration flipped on Kilmar Abrego Garcia

Perhaps the administration has more evidence than it has publicly divulged, but its mad scramble to assemble a dossier on Abrego Garcia following his deportation only underscores its failure to abide by due process before it shipped him to El Salvador.

If Abrego Garcia is a terrorist, then charge him. If he is a gang member, then charge him. If he is a human trafficker, then charge him. If he is a domestic abuser, then charge him. But the entire point of due process is that individuals are supposed to be innocent until being proved guilty, not sent to a foreign Gulag and condemned by rumors and innuendo after the fact. There is nothing here that would justify the Trump administration disregarding the Constitution and ignoring the law.

"We can have perfect due process in every single court in the United States, and we should all still be yelling and screaming that our government can never render people to torture," Altman told me.

What the Trump administration's allegations against Abrego Garcia reveal is that it is not really interested in the guilt or innocence of the men it is condemning to a Gulag in El Salvador. Rather, men like Abrego Garcia are seen by the administration as part of a class of people whose collective guilt as a population renders them subject to any abuse imaginable. Instead of establishing his guilt before deporting him, the government chose to deport him and then try to establish his guilt in the court of public opinion. But that's not how due process works. The sentence comes after the establishment of guilt or culpability, not before.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/05/trump-abrego-garcia-smears/682773/?utm_source=feed
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ChatGPT Turned Into a Studio Ghibli Machine. How Is That Legal?

Three possible arguments against the tech company

by Alex Reisner




A few weeks ago, OpenAI pulled off one of the greatest corporate promotions in recent memory. Whereas the initial launch of ChatGPT, back in 2022, was "one of the craziest viral moments i'd ever seen," CEO Sam Altman wrote on social media, the response to a new upgrade was, in his words, "biblical": 1 million users supposedly signed up to use the chatbot in just one hour, Altman reported, thanks to a new, more permissive image-generating capability that could imitate the styles of various art and design studios. Altman called it "a new high-water mark for us in allowing creative freedom."

Almost immediately, images began to flood the internet. The most popular style, by a long shot, was that of Studio Ghibli, the Japanese animation studio co-founded by Hayao Miyazaki and widely beloved for films such as Spirited Away and Princess Mononoke. Ghibli's style was applied to family portraits, historical events including 9/11, and whatever else people desired. Altman even changed his X avatar to what appears to be a Ghiblified version of himself, and posted a joke about the style's sudden popularity overtaking his previous, supposedly more important work.

The Ghibli AI phenomenon is often portrayed as organic, driven by the inspiration of ChatGPT users. On X, the person credited with jump-starting the trend noted that OpenAI had been "incredibly fortunate" that "the positive vibes of ghibli was the first viral use of their model and not some awful deepfake nonsense." But Altman did not appear to think it was luck. He responded, "Believe it or not we put a lot of thought into the initial examples we show when we introduce new technology." He has personally reposted numerous Ghiblified images in addition to the profile picture that appears atop every one of his posts, which he added less than 24 hours after the Ghibli-esque visuals became popular; OpenAI President Greg Brockman has also recirculated and celebrated these images.

Read: Generative AI is challenging a 234-year-old law

This is different from other image-sharing trends involving memes or GIFs. The technology has given ChatGPT users control over the visual languages that artists have honed over the course of their careers, potentially devaluing those artists' styles and destroying their ability to charge money for their work. Existing laws do not explicitly address generative AI, but there are plausible arguments that OpenAI is in the wrong and could be liable for millions of dollars in damages--some of those arguments are now being tested in a case against another image-generating AI company, Midjourney.

It's worth noting that OpenAI and Studio Ghibli could conceivably have a deal for the promotion, similar to the ones the tech company has struck with many media publishers, including The Atlantic. But based on Miyazaki's clear preference for hand-drawn work and distaste for at least certain types of computer-generated imagery, this seems unlikely. Neither company answered my questions about whether such a deal had been made, and neither Miyazaki nor Studio Ghibli have made any public remarks on the situation.

Individual works of art are protected by copyright, but visual styles, such as Studio Ghibli's, are not. The legal logic here is that styles should be allowed to evolve through influence and reinterpretation by other artists. That creative and social process is how van Gogh led to Picasso, and Spenser to Shakespeare. But a deluge of people applying Ghibli's style like an Instagram filter, without adding any genuine creative value, isn't a collective effort to advance our visual culture. The images are also the direct result of a private company promoting a tech product, in part through its executives' social media, with the ability to manufacture images in a specific style. In response to a broader request for comment, a spokesperson for OpenAI told me, "We continue to prevent generations in the style of individual living artists, but we do permit broader studio styles."

Still, this has the flavor of an endorsement deal, such as the ones Nike has made with LeBron James, and Pepsi with Beyonce: Use ChatGPT; make Studio Ghibli art! These kinds of endorsements typically cost millions of dollars. Consider what happened in 1985, when Ford Motor Company wanted to promote one of its cars with an ad campaign featuring popular singers. Ford's advertising agency, Young & Rubicam, asked Bette Midler to record her hit song "Do You Want to Dance?" but she declined. Undeterred, they approached one of Midler's backup singers and asked her to perform the song in Midler's style. She accepted, and imitated Midler as well as she could. The ad aired. Midler sued.

In court, the judge described the central issue as "an appropriation of the attributes of one's identity," quoting from a previous case that had set precedent. Young & Rubicam had chosen Midler not because they wanted just any good singer but because they wanted to associate their brand with the feelings evoked by Midler's particular, recognizable voice. "When a distinctive voice of a professional singer is widely known and is deliberately imitated in order to sell a product," wrote the court, "the sellers have appropriated what is not theirs." Young & Rubicam had violated Midler's "right of publicity," in the language of the law. Midler received a $400,000 judgment (the equivalent of approximately $1 million today).

Read: The unbelievable scale of AI's pirated-books problem

OpenAI risked ending up in a similar lawsuit last year when it used a voice many people thought sounded similar to Scarlett Johansson's to promote its voice-assistant product. Like Midler, Johansson had been asked to participate, and declined. Experts believed she had a viable right-of-publicity case against OpenAI. Johansson's lawyers sent letters to OpenAI but did not file a formal legal complaint. (OpenAI denied that the voice was modeled on Johansson's, but removed it and apologized to the actor.)

The average person seeing a torrent of images in the Studio Ghibli style, with captions praising ChatGPT, might reasonably infer that Miyazaki himself endorses or is associated with OpenAI, given that he is the most famous artist at the studio and has directed more of its films than any other. That people tend to call the aesthetic Ghibli's doesn't change the fact that the style is most recognizably Miyazaki's, present even in his early work, such as the 1979 film Lupin III: The Castle of Cagliostro, which was created six years before Ghibli was founded. Surely many people recognize Spirited Away as Miyazaki's and have never heard of Studio Ghibli.

Besides a right-of-publicity complaint, another legal option might be to file a complaint for false endorsement or trade-dress infringement, as other artists have recently done against AI companies. False endorsement aims to prevent consumer confusion about whether a person or company endorses a product or service. Trade-dress law protects the unique visual cues that indicate the source of a product and distinguish it from others. The classic Coca-Cola bottle shape is protected by trade dress. Apple has also acquired trade-dress protection on the iPhone's general rectangular-with-rounded-corners shape--a design arguably less distinctive (and therefore less protectable) than Ghibli's style.

In August, a judge agreed that false-endorsement and trade-dress claims against Midjourney were viable enough to litigate, and found it plausible that, as the plaintiffs allege, Midjourney and similar AI tools use a component that functions as "a trade dress database."

Read: There's no longer any doubt that Hollywood writing is powering AI

Regardless of what the courts decide or any action that Studio Ghibli takes, the potential downsides are clear. As Greg Rutkowski, one of the artists involved in the case against Midjourney, has observed, AI-generated images in his style, captioned with his name, may soon overwhelm his actual art online, causing "confusion for people who are discovering my works." And as a former general counsel for Adobe, Dana Rao, commented to The Verge last year, "People are going to lose some of their economic livelihood because of style appropriation." Current laws may not be up to the task of handling generative AI, Rao suggested: "We're probably going to need a new right here to protect people." That's not just because artists need to make a living, but because we need our visual aesthetics to evolve. Artists such as Miyazaki move the culture forward by spending their careers paying attention to the world and honing a style that resonates. Generative AI can only imitate past styles, thus minimizing the incentives for humans to create new ones. Even if Ghibli has a deal with OpenAI, ChatGPT allows users to mimic any number of distinct studio styles: DreamWorks Animation, Pixar, Madhouse, Sunrise, and so on. As one designer recently posted, "Nobody is ever crafting an aesthetic over decades again, and no market will exist to support those who try it."

Years from now, looking back on this AI boom, OpenAI could turn out to be less important for its technology than for playing the role of provocateur. With its clever products, the company has rapidly encouraged new use cases for image and text generation, testing what society will accept legally, ethically, and socially. Complaints have been filed recently by many publishers whose brands are being attached to articles invented or modified by chatbots (which is another kind of misleading endorsement). These publishers, one of which is The Atlantic, are suing various AI companies for trademark dilution and trademark infringement, among other things. Meanwhile, as of today, Altman is still posting under his smiling, synthetic avatar.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2025/05/openai-studio-ghibli-images/682791/?utm_source=feed
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        Trump's Tactical Burger Unit Is Beyond Parody
        Charlie Warzel

        The first months of Donald Trump's second presidency have included a systematic attempt to dismantle government agencies and pillage their data; state-sponsored renditions of immigrants; flagrant corruption; and brazen flouting of laws and the courts. The New York Times editorial board summed it up well: "The first 100 days of President Trump's second term have done more damage to American democracy than anything else since the demise of Reconstruction."But let us also not forget how extremely du...

      

      
        America Is Having a Showboater Moment
        Jill Leovy

        Over the dozen years I spent covering the police as a beat reporter in Los Angeles, I came to realize there are two kinds of officers: showboaters and real cops.The showboaters strut around and talk tough. They think they know a lot but they don't. They get in your face when you turn up to cover a story and wax poetic about bad guys, knuckleheads, and gangsters. They praise blanket measures, crackdowns, sweeps. I had to learn how to get past them and find my way to the real cops, who tend to be q...

      

      
        How to Take Charge of Your Family Inheritance
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.In Oscar Wilde's celebrated 1895 comedy, The Importance of Being Earnest, one of the protagonists famously asserts, "All women become like their mothers. That is their tragedy." This is obviously hyperbolic, but one traditional piece of advice a young man commonly gets before getting married is never to say to his wife, "You're turning into your mother."The idea of becoming like your parent is ra...

      

      
        24 Books to Get Lost in This Summer
        The Atlantic Culture Desk

        Summer is, perhaps counterintuitively, the season when many of us find ourselves with our nose constantly in a book. Warm weather and long days stoke the desire to let time and obligations fall away, and to give yourself over to an absorbing novel, history, or memoir. With that in mind, The Atlantic's writers and editors have selected books to suit every mood or fancy. No matter where you are, you may want to transport yourself to another place, or pick up the novel everyone will be talking about;...

      

      
        The End of Rule of Law in America
        J. Michael Luttig

        Updated at 10:45 a.m. ET on May 15, 2025The president of the United States appears to have long ago forgotten that Americans fought the Revolutionary War not merely to secure their independence from the British monarchy but to establish a government of laws, not of men, so that they and future generations of Americans would never again be subject to the whims of a tyrannical king. As Thomas Paine wrote in Common Sense in 1776, "For as in absolute governments the king is law, so in free countries the law ought to be king;...

      

      
        And the Oscar Goes to ... Something the Voters Didn't Watch
        Amogh Dimri

        There's faking it 'til you make it, and then there's faking it for years after you've already made it. Some Oscar voters who've long since made it into the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences have apparently embraced the latter. Last month, the elite film-industry group announced a new rule for the final round of voting for next year's Oscar winners. Academy members must now watch all of the films before casting their ballots--all of them, all the way through.That might seem like an obviou...

      

      
        The Mess at Airports Is Part of a Larger Pattern
        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.On this much, there is bipartisan agreement: The Federal Aviation Administration is in a bad mess. After years of exceptional safety, the U.S. air-travel system has recently been beset with near misses and, in one horrifying case, a collision. Air-traffic-control towers are badly understaffed, and contr...

      

      
        Trump and the Crown Prince
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsThree years ago, Joe Biden visited Saudi Arabia and was pointedly not greeted at the airport by any of the kingdom's major leaders (a mere governor of a province was the highest-ranking official who showed up). This week when President Trump landed in Riyadh, Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman met him at the end of the jetway, shook his hand warmly, and walked him down the purple carpet. In Qatar, his entourage was greeted ...

      

      
        Just Let Your Kids Play With Makeup
        Faran Krentcil

        At least once a month, someone asks Kathryn Keough, a clinical psychologist at the mental-health nonprofit Child Mind Institute, if their child is in trouble. An expert on juvenile trauma and distress, Keough helps families navigate the fallout from scarring events or severe illnesses. But the inquiring parents aren't asking Keough whether their kid will recover after a tragedy. They're worried because their young daughters want to play with lipstick.Call it the fear of "girly-girl" culture--the p...

      

      
        The Default-Parent Problem
        Olga Khazan

        When Austin Estes took his sick infant son to urgent care, he struggled to change his diaper in an exam room not equipped with a changing table. "Oh, if only Mom was here," the nurse said. Estes, an education-policy consultant in Washington, D.C., wondered why she'd think his wife would better handle an impossible diaper change.Justin Rauzon, a project director in Los Angeles, told me he listed himself as the primary contact on the intake paperwork at his child's pediatrician's office. But the of...

      

      
        The Cynical Republican Plan to Cut Medicaid
        Jonathan Chait

        A generation ago, the Republican Party's preferred symbol of government-funded indolence was the "welfare queen," a quasi-mythical figure who collected checks to sit at home watching television. Today's GOP has fixated on an even stranger target: unemployed adults who take advantage of the taxpayer by collecting free ... health insurance.The fiscal centerpiece of the "big, beautiful bill" now making its way through Congress is to take Medicaid away from jobless adults. According to the Congressiona...

      

      
        Maybe <em>Star Wars</em> Is Better Without Lightsabers
        Shirley Li

        This article contains spoilers through the end of Andor.Andor, the Disney+ Star Wars spin-off series that concluded this week, traveled far, far away from the generally wholesome and fantastical adventures of the Jedi. The gritty story of Cassian Andor (played by Diego Luna), a disillusioned smuggler turned Rebel Alliance operative, trained its attention on ordinary people trying to survive an oppressive system. Andor was the TV prequel to the film Rogue One, which was itself a prequel to the first movie in the original Star Wars trilogy;...

      

      
        Trump's Third-Term Ambitions Are Very Revealing
        Richard Primus

        President Donald Trump is cagey about whether he might try to stay in office after his current term expires. He frequently says that other people want him to do it, and the Trump Organization is selling Trump 2028 hats. In March, he said that he is "not joking" when he refers to a possible third term. More recently, he said that a third term is "something that, to the best of my knowledge, you're not allowed to do" but then immediately questioned the constitutionality of being prevented from runn...

      

      
        ChatGPT Turned Into a Studio Ghibli Machine. How Is That Legal?
        Alex Reisner

        A few weeks ago, OpenAI pulled off one of the greatest corporate promotions in recent memory. Whereas the initial launch of ChatGPT, back in 2022, was "one of the craziest viral moments i'd ever seen," CEO Sam Altman wrote on social media, the response to a new upgrade was, in his words, "biblical": 1 million users supposedly signed up to use the chatbot in just one hour, Altman reported, thanks to a new, more permissive image-generating capability that could imitate the styles of various art and...

      

      
        A Week of Manufactured Trump Victories
        David Frum

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsIn this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum breaks down what he calls "the week of the four scams"--a stunning display of misinformation and corruption from President Donald Trump involving fake trade deals, manipulated markets, and even a personal jet from Qatar.David is then joined by Indian Member of Parliament and Chairman of the Committee on External Affairs Dr. Shashi Tharoor to examine the rece...

      

      
        Silicon Valley Braces for Chaos
        Matteo Wong

        On a Wednesday morning last month, I thought, just for a second, that AI was going to kill me. I had hailed a self-driving Waymo to bring me to a hacker house in Nob Hill, San Francisco. Just a few blocks from arrival, the car lurched toward the other lane--which was, thankfully, empty--and immediately jerked back.That sense of peril felt right for the moment. As I stepped into the cab, Federal Reserve Chair Jerome Powell was delivering a speech criticizing President Donald Trump's economic policie...

      

      
        A Different Way to Think About Medicine's Most Stubborn Enigma
        Marion Renault

        It took 14 men to restrain Jose Arcadio Buendia at the height of his delirium, and 20 more to drag and tie him to a chestnut tree. The patriarch of Gabriel Garcia Marquez's One Hundred Years of Solitude would remain tethered there until his death, "discolored by sun and rain" as he sank into an "abyss of unawareness."Decades after the publication of the classic Colombian novel, Francisco Piedrahita came across similar scenes while growing up in the country's mountainous Antioquia region. Walking ...

      

      
        The Crisis of American Leadership Reaches an Empty Desert
        Lynsey Addario

        Introduction by Anne ApplebaumIn Tine, a barren desert town in eastern Chad, the first humanitarian crisis of the post-American world is now unfolding. Thousands of people fleeing the civil war in Sudan's Darfur region have recently arrived there after enduring long journeys in relentless, 100-degree heat. Many have nothing--they report being beaten, robbed, or raped along the way--and almost nothing awaits them in Tine. Due in part to the Trump administration's devastating cuts to foreign aid, onl...

      

      
        The Honeymoon Is Ending in Syria
        Robert F. Worth

        Five months after its liberation from the police state of Bashar al-Assad, Syria sometimes looks like a country in civil war. Sectarian clashes have turned into street battles with rockets and mortars. In the southern province of Suweida, local leaders have denounced the new Syrian government as a band of terrorists, and they fly the flag of a Druze statelet that flourished a century ago.The country's new president, Ahmed al-Sharaa, has tried repeatedly to reassure Syria's religious minorities, s...

      

      
        Trump's Legal Strategy Has a Name
        Andrew O'Donohue

        Donald Trump's attacks on the courts lack recent precedent in the United States, but they follow a clear pattern seen in backsliding democracies around the world. In many countries, when political leaders challenge the courts, the end result isn't merely a win in a single policy dispute. These attacks have a deeper, more destructive effect: They systematically weaken the courts as a check on the executive's power--opening the door for governments to abuse that power to target opponents and endange...

      

      
        A Novel About Motherhood, Childhood, and Secrets
        Walt Hunter

        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.Honor Jones's debut novel, Sleep, starts with a child's perception of the world around her. I've known Honor, a senior editor at The Atlantic, since we were both children, and reading the book was a little like immersing myself in our own long friendship. I asked Honor a few questions about Sleep, which...

      

      
        America Is the Land of Opportunity--For White South Africans
        Nick Miroff

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.Updated at 6:35 p.m. ET on May 13, 2025. When the welcome ceremony was over, and the Trump officials drove off in their black SUVs, a dozen or so newly arrived South African refugees stepped out into the parking lot of a private terminal at Washington Dulles International Airport yesterday afternoon, still carrying little paper flags they'd been handed. Now it was time for a smoke.Will Hartzenberg, a tall, ...

      

      
        Dear James: I Have Debilitating Stage Fright
        James Parker

        Editor's Note: Is anything ailing, torturing, or nagging at you? Are you beset by existential worries? Every Tuesday, James Parker tackles readers' questions. Tell him about your lifelong or in-the-moment problems at dearjames@theatlantic.com.Don't want to miss a single column? Sign up to get "Dear James" in your inbox.Dear James,I have stage fright. I've had it since I was a little kid trying to perform at elementary-school talent shows. But the problem has persisted into adulthood, what with it...
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Trump's Real Secretary of State

How the president's friend and golfing partner Steve Witkoff got one of the hardest jobs on the planet

by Isaac Stanley-Becker




Steve Witkoff emptied his backpack on the conference table in his second-floor office, in the West Wing. He wanted to show me a pager given to him by Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and senior officials of the Mossad. The pager commemorates the intricate operation in which Israel detonated handheld devices used by Hezbollah, the Iranian-sponsored Lebanese militant group, killing or maiming thousands of its operatives.

Witkoff located the gadget amid a tangle of electronics he uses to communicate abroad in his role as America's shadow secretary of state. The back of the pager, he proudly told me, carries an inscription: Dear Steve, friend of the state of Israel. And then the acronym OTJ, for "One Tough Jew."

If one definition of Jewish toughness is the willingness to stand up to Netanyahu, who has frustrated American presidents going back to the days of Bill Clinton, then Witkoff, President Donald Trump's special envoy for more or less everything, deserved the label. He had just pressured the Israelis to accede to a January cease-fire and hostage agreement negotiated with the help of Egypt and Qatar. And just this week, working behind Netanyahu's back, he claimed another victory, pressuring Hamas through an intermediary to release Edan Alexander, the last living American hostage in Gaza.

Witkoff's spectacular rise on the world stage--few people outside New York real-estate circles knew of his existence five months ago--has bewildered America's professional diplomats and eaten into the duties of Marco Rubio, the actual secretary of state (and interim national security adviser). Rubio came into his role with one enormous disadvantage: He wasn't a friend of Trump's.

Witkoff very much is. The two men have known each other for 40 years. He is a regular at the president's many golf clubs. Witkoff followed Trump into real-estate investing, a pursuit that made them both billionaires. He has been by Trump's side through bankruptcy, two divorces, two impeachments, two assassination attempts, and two inaugurations. Now Trump has asked his friend to solve many of the world's most dangerous problems, problems that have defeated generations of American presidents and diplomats.

Witkoff, who is 68, is more soft-spoken than the president, but equally predisposed to grandiose language. He told me, "We're going to have success in Syria; you're gonna hear about it very quickly. We're going to have success in Libya; you're going to hear it quickly. We're going to have success in Azerbaijan and Armenia, a place that was godforsaken almost, and you'll hear about it immediately. And ultimately, we will get to an Iranian solution and a Russian-Ukraine solution."

Read: Incompetence leavened with malignity

Witkoff has faced a precipitous learning curve, though he seems largely unbothered by the long history of American diplomatic failure in the Middle East, in particular. Like Trump, he is very much the transactionalist, and sees Ayatollah Khamenei and Vladimir Putin, among others, not as cruelly Machiavellian authoritarians captured by deeply felt and deeply antagonistic ideologies, but as clever negotiators, like so many real-estate lawyers he once faced in business, looking for the best possible deal. He appeared to interpret Putin's desire to meet with him not as a display of dominance but as a sign of the Russian leader's sincere interest in peace.

With the Israelis, he has shown more skepticism. To secure the January deal, Witkoff told David Barnea, the head of the Mossad, that he would have to answer to friends whose children would never return from captivity in Gaza if Israel didn't agree. In March, he left Doha believing he had agreement from Hamas to extend the cease-fire, only for the group to propose alternative terms.

"Maybe that's just me getting duped," he said at the time. The intransigence of the conflict had "humbled" him, as a person who works with the leadership of a Gulf country put it to me. It was around then that U.S. officials undertook direct dialogue with Hamas, a break with U.S. protocol; this week's concession by the militant group--negotiated with the help of Bishara Bahbah, the chairman of a group formerly called Arab Americans for Trump--sidelined Israel from the process entirely.

These developments stunned longtime experts. Witkoff "has been empowered to use tools that no administration has ever used," Aaron David Miller, a former State Department Middle East analyst and negotiator, told me. "We've never seen an administration separate itself from Israel like this."

Witkoff has no formal background in international relations. Nor does he have training or experience as a diplomat. To strike deals on matters as varied and complicated as the Russia-Ukraine war and the Iranian nuclear program, he is leaning heavily on intuition, his record of success in real-estate negotiations, and his personal friendship with the president. In recent months, he told me, he has read many books and watched Netflix documentaries on world conflicts (including Turning Point: The Vietnam War). He's come to believe, as Trump did with politics, that he can turn a lack of expertise to his advantage and succeed where the professionals have failed.

"This is sort of like 'Mr. Smith Goes to the Mideast,'" Senator Lindsey Graham, the South Carolina Republican, remarked to me.

Unsurprisingly, there is broad skepticism about Witkoff's chances of success. Some of Trump's own handpicked diplomats are said to have deep reservations about the Witkoff method. Witkoff shocked U.S. foreign-policy veterans by returning from his March meeting with Putin echoing Kremlin talking points in an interview with the former Fox News host Tucker Carlson. Putin, Witkoff said, "doesn't want to see everybody getting killed." The envoy seemed to validate Russian claims to eastern regions of Ukraine based on sham referendums staged there in 2022. Witkoff also enthused about Putin's personal charm, saying the Russian leader had been "praying for his friend" after Trump's ear was grazed by a bullet at a campaign rally last year. Witkoff said matter-of-factly of Putin, "I liked him."

Witkoff "seems to accept Putin's word at face value," William B. Taylor Jr., a longtime diplomat and former U.S. ambassador to Kyiv, told me. "The Russians are very skilled and very devious. Witkoff has little experience with them, so he can be taken advantage of." Witkoff's allies say he is simply trying his hand at flattery, a cornerstone of Trump's foreign policy.

Witkoff's role, which reprises some of the foreign-policy duties assumed by the president's son-in-law Jared Kushner in Trump's first term, rests on several premises: that international disputes are best resolved not by multilateral institutions but by the world's superpowers, represented by the personal emissaries of strong leaders; that business imperatives can overcome ancient hatreds, whether ethnic or religious; and that U.S. objectives are fundamentally pragmatic, not overly concerned with right and wrong.

Witkoff is a realist in the classic formulation of Hans Morgenthau; he thinks and acts "in terms of interest defined as power"--though he put it differently. "I'm not an ideologue," Witkoff told me. "Remember, I'm the amateur diplomat." I asked him if those were his words or borrowed from someone else. "My words," he replied, "but I say it tongue-in-cheek."

He let out a laugh. "Diplomacy is negotiation," he said. "I've been doing it my whole life."

Witkoff's life wasn't always like this. He made his name buying and selling real estate. He did that well, making enviable acquisitions that included the Daily News Building and the Woolworth Building in New York City, and amassing a net worth of about $2 billion.

What Witkoff lacks in diplomatic credentials, he makes up for in the president's confidence. Trump trusts Witkoff, aides and other allies said, because he succeeded in an endeavor that the president respects--making money--and because his loyalty is absolute. "A person like Donald Trump has many, many, many acquaintances, far too many to even name or count," Susie Wiles, the White House chief of staff, told me. "But I think he would say he has very few true friends outside of his family, and Steve has to be first among equals there."

Wiles is one of more than two dozen White House aides, current and former American diplomats, foreign officials, and business associates who spoke with me about Witkoff's role in high-stakes international negotiations. Some agreed to be interviewed on the condition of anonymity to discuss sensitive sticking points in ongoing talks or to offer candid assessments of Witkoff's capabilities. They revealed previously unreported aspects of his background, his relationship with Trump, and his approach to diplomacy--painting a picture of a happy but unlikely warrior, a new kind of diplomat for a president redefining America's role in the world.

I met Witkoff twice this month in his West Wing office. It's a spare room for a billionaire, outfitted with little beyond a desk, a plain conference table, and a chair where he rests his backpack. Images on the wall include a pastoral scene but otherwise mostly show Trump--Trump with Witkoff, Trump with Netanyahu.

During our conversations, Witkoff was loose and expansive. He chanted a portion of the Passover Haggadah, blamed Henry Kissinger for prolonging the Vietnam War to advance President Richard Nixon's political prospects ("I would never be able to live with myself," he told me), and declared Trump a "history buff" who is "extraordinarily well read."

Witkoff wears his own history around his neck. Seated across from me at his office conference table, he brushed aside his purple tie and unbuttoned his dress shirt to show me two Star of David pendants--one that had belonged to his father, and one that had belonged to his eldest son, who died of a drug overdose in 2011, at the age of 22. Witkoff has cropped graying hair and eyes that gleam when he discusses his many responsibilities ("I love it," he said of his high-flying role on the world stage) but can also betray terrible grief. "I do have this strong sensibility," he told me, "that my boy Andrew, who I lost, leads me to go do these things." After Alexander returned from captivity this week, Witkoff gave him the necklace that once belonged to his son.

Witkoff was born in the Bronx and raised on Long Island, the descendent of Eastern European Jews. His father made women's coats--taking over from Witkoff's grandfather after a heart attack--and his mother taught third grade. Growing up, he learned Krav Maga, a martial art used in Israeli military training.

Witkoff earned a bachelor's degree in political science and a law degree, both from Hofstra University, on Long Island. He first met Trump in the 1980s, when he was an associate at the New York firm Dreyer & Traub, which represented the mogul in real-estate transactions. Witkoff was at a delicatessen on East 39th Street between Park and Lexington Avenues late at night when Trump arrived without any money and, recognizing Witkoff from the firm, asked if he could spot him for a ham-and-cheese sandwich.

"I wanted to be him," Witkoff recalled in the March interview with Tucker Carlson. So Witkoff gave up legal work to invest in real estate. He started small, collecting rent at tenement buildings he owned in the Bronx, with a revolver attached to his ankle. He soon crossed into Manhattan and developed a reputation as a zealous investor with an appetite for risk, using borrowed money to snap up office buildings at deep discounts.

In 2013, he took on one of his most ambitious projects: the historic Park Lane Hotel on Central Park South. Witkoff partnered with the Malaysian financier Jho Low and other investors including Abu Dhabi's sovereign wealth fund to buy the property for $660 million, with plans to demolish the hotel and erect a soaring condominium featuring ultra-luxury apartments. But the plans unraveled, first because of a market downturn in 2015 and 2016 and then because Low was indicted on fraud charges in 2018. Witkoff wasn't accused of wrongdoing, and Jonathan Mechanic, a longtime real-estate lawyer in New York, told me that Witkoff was hardly the only person deceived by the Malaysian businessman, who is still a fugitive. "He managed to extricate himself, and I give him credit for that," Mechanic said.

In fact, it was the intervention of not one but two sovereign wealth funds from oil-rich Gulf nations that extricated Witkoff from the debacle. First, as the U.S. government moved to recover assets linked to Low, Abu Dhabi's sovereign wealth fund enlarged its stake in the hotel. Then, in 2023, the Qatar Investment Authority, based in Doha, stepped in and purchased the hotel for about $620 million, effectively taking over Witkoff's stake.

The series of transactions has prompted criticism of Witkoff--and suggestions that he is indebted to Qatar, whose role in long-festering regional conflicts is highly complex. Qatar is home to the largest U.S. military base in the Middle East, but it also maintains relations with Iran; it hosts Hamas political leadership yet engages extensively with Israel, including as a mediator in talks with the militant group. All the while, Qatar pours money into American institutions as a way to curry favor and influence. Its munificence is as conspicuous as can be: See the Boeing 747-8 "palace in the sky" that Trump has accepted, in his words, "FREE OF CHARGE."

David A. Graham: There is no such thing as a free plane

An April headline in Jewish News Syndicate posed the question bluntly: "Did Iran ally Qatar purchase Trump envoy Steve Witkoff?" Witkoff's colleagues dismiss this criticism as an attempt by Netanyahu's right-wing associates to thwart the envoy's diplomatic efforts because they favor confrontation with Iran. Witkoff declined to be quoted about the Park Lane Hotel but bristled at the suggestion that he was in the pocket of Qatar. He touted his pro-Israel bona fides by describing a visit, alongside a general in the Israel Defense Forces, to Hamas's network of tunnels in Gaza. "I was in the tunnels with the head of Southern Command. Does that sound like I'm a Qatari sympathizer?" he asked me. "I'm a Krav Maga double black belt." He added for emphasis: "Double black belt."

"I am no Qatari sympathizer," he said. "What I am is a truth teller."

Understanding how Witkoff became the president's everything emissary requires a lesson in how Trump plays golf.

"You have breakfast, and it goes as long as Trump wants it to go," Lindsey Graham told me. "Then you play golf, and then you have lunch."

At breakfast and lunch, Graham said, "you talk about all these things." In Witkoff's case, "these things" included how Trump's friend and golfing partner would like to occupy himself during a possible second term. After Trump secured the Republican nomination, in the spring of 2024, the post-golf lunch conversation included talk of Witkoff's future role. Graham described a conversation with Witkoff around that time: "I said, 'You want to run for the Senate?' He said, 'Hell no, I'd like to try to help in the Middle East.'" Witkoff expressed interest in an informal role, so Graham told him about envoys. "I think I'm the guy, maybe Mideast envoy," Witkoff replied, according to Graham.

Trump weighed in: "Yeah, whatever you want to do, Steve."

Trump's devotion to Witkoff owes in large part to his loyalty after the riot at the Capitol on January 6, 2021, when many onetime allies deserted the former president. "Steve was there for him in the worst hours of his life," Thomas J. Barrack Jr., a billionaire private-equity investor and Trump friend who is now ambassador to Turkey, told me in an interview. "In that four-year hiatus, most of the world thought that he was never going to be president again, or maybe never even see the light of day, but Steve stuck with Donald."


Francis Chung / Politico / AP



Witkoff took the stand to testify on Trump's behalf in 2023, during the New York attorney general's civil fraud case against the former president's family. Witkoff was golfing with Trump during the second attempt on his life, at his golf club in West Palm Beach in September. Witkoff's first grandchild, born last year, is named Don James, after the president.

In turn, Trump is rewarding Witkoff with a role that gives him an outlet for his grief. "It's a round trip for his healing of himself by doing something that's not commercial, that's not about money, that's somehow closing this karma gap for his son," Barrack told me. Witkoff has forged a special bond with hostage families, multiple associates told me, at one point whisking a family waiting for a White House meeting to dinner at Osteria Mozza, a popular restaurant in D.C.'s Georgetown neighborhood.

That personal motivation is part of what distinguishes Witkoff's outlook, said Kushner, who's not serving in Trump's second term but has offered counsel to the envoy. Witkoff, the president's son-in-law observed, is "not afraid of being yelled at." Addressing Witkoff's critics, Graham put it more colorfully. "I would tell them all to fuck themselves," the senator told me. "To the foreign-policy elite, what the fuck have you done when it comes to Putin? How did your approach work?"

When Witkoff started as an envoy, he came across as a "nice guy" who "didn't know anything about anything," as one person involved in his briefings put it to me. For a newcomer, he seemed surprisingly confident in himself, yet at the same time interested in other people's expertise.

His team is extremely small. He has a deputy, Morgan Ortagus, an experienced national-security professional and U.S. Navy Reserve intelligence officer who served as State Department spokesperson in Trump's first term. The envoy has only a few other aides but draws at will on the resources of the intelligence community and diplomatic corps. He has grown especially fond of a senior CIA official working on the Middle East.

"We're like a SWAT team," Witkoff told me.

After sensitive discussions abroad, he typically briefs some combination of the president, vice president, chief of staff, and national security adviser, among others. He has taken advice from a wide range of people, including intellectuals and former heads of state. Bernard-Henri Levy, the French philosopher and activist, has weighed in on the importance of Ukraine's struggle. In his quest to resolve Israel's war with Hamas, Witkoff has heard from Clinton, who made a trip to the Middle East in January, and former British Prime Minister Tony Blair, who has visited Witkoff in Washington. Blair's former chief of staff, Jonathan Powell, now national security adviser to Prime Minister Keir Starmer, has become an important interlocutor, spending time this month at Witkoff's rented townhouse in Washington. Miriam Adelson, the Israeli American physician and GOP megadonor, has become a "dear friend," Witkoff told me.

Witkoff's first diplomatic mission, even before Trump was inaugurated, was helping President Joe Biden's team secure a cease-fire and hostage deal. That required being firm with the Israelis. In the months since, the Trump administration has enabled Netanyahu's deadly blockade and bombing campaign in Gaza. The president has gone so far as to suggest permanently displacing Palestinians from the enclave and transforming it into a Mediterranean resort. Israel's announcement this month that it would intensify its war in Gaza prompted a shrug from Witkoff. The conduct of Hamas, he told me, "has been so poor that Bibi in certain circumstances has felt that he has no alternative." Any long-term resolution, Witkoff said, must involve the "total demilitarization" of Hamas.

Witkoff's approach has not been to restrain Israel but simply to work around Netanyahu to advance Trump's objectives, including a truce with the Houthis in Yemen and the release of Alexander. That breakthrough points up Israel's failure to release the other remaining hostages--a source of frustration for Witkoff, who reportedly told hostage families, "Israel is prolonging the war, even though we do not see where further progress can be made." Having support from the Israeli prime minister doesn't seem as important to Witkoff as having the backing of Israeli society. He told me, "If you look at the public opinion in Israel, it's split more than down the middle on behalf of getting the hostages out and having a negotiated settlement to this thing."

I asked Witkoff what he made of the expectation that Israel would be party to the discussions with Hamas and the Houthis, and he was unfazed. "I make of it that the president is the president, and I follow his orders," the envoy told me.

The president's orders took Witkoff to Moscow in February to pursue a deal: The Russians would release the American schoolteacher Marc Fogel in exchange for a cryptocurrency kingpin being held in a California jail.

As Witkoff was leaving the Kremlin and getting into a car with Diplomatic Security Service agents, his phone rang. It was John Ratcliffe, the CIA director. "We may have a problem," Ratcliffe told him. The cryptocurrency kingpin, Alexander Vinnik, was balking at returning to Russia, because he feared being killed there. Ratcliffe told Witkoff that he needed to inform Russia's domestic security service, the FSB, about the prisoner's objections--and he warned that Moscow might hold up the exchange.

Witkoff asked the driver to floor it. If he could get on the plane with Fogel, who had been imprisoned for bringing medical marijuana into Russia in 2021, and clear Russian airspace, the Kremlin wouldn't have time to backtrack. Witkoff arrived at the plane and introduced himself to Fogel as an emissary of the American president. But they couldn't leave just yet: This being Moscow in February, the plane had to be de-iced. Witkoff watched impatiently as an airport crew hosed down the left wing. Then the crew stopped.

"They're gonna pull Fogel off the plane," Witkoff told associates. "They deliberately only did one wing." The delay, it turned out, owed merely to a glitch with the de-icing machine. The crew finished the other wing and cleared the plane--Witkoff's own Gulfstream jet, which he uses for his international expeditions--to take off. It was snowing in Washington when they returned.

"Mark Fogel coming on my plane was one of the greatest blessings of my life," Witkoff told me. In geopolitical terms, the prisoner swap opened a line of communication between Witkoff and Putin at a time when Trump is seeking a settlement to Russia's war in Ukraine--and a broader reset in relations with Russia. Fogel's return had been a test of Kirill Dmitriev, the head of Russia's sovereign wealth fund: When Dmitriev offered himself as a back channel on behalf of the Russian president, Washington needed proof that he had sufficient influence with Putin to get an American hostage released. Dmitriev delivered, and Witkoff proceeded to meet with Putin three more times.

He has done so alone--without career diplomats, without a notetaker, without so much as a translator. Those were Putin's terms, and Trump endorsed Witkoff agreeing to them. Witkoff described Trump's attitude this way: "He wanted to gain knowledge from my visit. He trusted me to give him a good report. When I say a good report, I don't mean colored or shaded. I mean an accurate description of what happened so that he could make judgments." Witkoff said his role was "to almost be an active intelligence agent" for Trump. "I don't mean in a surreptitious way," he added.

Witkoff acknowledged in our conversations that a deal to end the three-year war, which Trump had promised to resolve on the first day of his second term, remains elusive. And he blamed Moscow and Kyiv equally for that: "50-50," he told me flatly. Under pressure from Washington, Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky has agreed to meet with Kremlin representatives tomorrow in Istanbul, in a face-to-face encounter resisted by European leaders who sought a cease-fire first. Witkoff is likely to be present for the talks, if they proceed.

The state of play is fluid but looks like this: Washington is trying to move both sides toward a solution that involves divvying up a handful of eastern regions of Ukraine, such that Moscow controls Crimea, which it seized illegally in 2014, along with Luhansk and Donetsk, but, in return, leaves Kharkiv and Zaporizhzhia to the Ukrainians. U.S. officials have good reason to believe they can persuade Moscow to accept a version of that arrangement--because it's not dissimilar from a plan put forward by Putin.

Phillips Payson O'Brien: Heads, Ukraine loses. Tails, Russia wins.

Witkoff has not visited Kyiv despite multiple invitations, a decision that U.S. officials say arises from the complexity of getting there and the envoy's ability to review satellite images of the damage. But his absence has baffled longtime Russia experts, including Michael McFaul, a former U.S. ambassador to Moscow who said the same emissary should be talking to Putin and to Zelensky. "It's called shuttle diplomacy for a reason," he told me. Keith Kellogg, an aide to Mike Pence during his vice presidency, was originally named special envoy for Ukraine and Russia but now handles just the Ukrainian part of the negotiations.

If the Russia-Ukraine peace efforts have not exactly gone to plan, Witkoff has found more reason for optimism on the Iran nuclear talks. "We may be there with Iran," he told me. "What looks like the most complicated could be the most likely."

I heard skepticism about Tehran's intentions from current and former American and Israeli officials, including a Trump-aligned senior diplomat in the region. Criticism of Witkoff's approach was summed up by Wendy Sherman, who as undersecretary of state during the Obama administration served as the lead negotiator for the 2015 Iran deal, which limited Tehran's nuclear program in exchange for sanctions relief. Iran's newly appointed foreign minister, Abbas Araghchi, "knows everything there is to know about this and speaks perfect English," Sherman, who went on to serve as deputy secretary of state under Biden, told me. "Unless you are at the top of your game, he will run circles around you."

Witkoff, she said, is out of his depth. "This is a man who met with Putin by himself; how is that smart?" Sherman asked. "I'm all for fresh perspectives, but negotiating a business deal is not the same as negotiating with Iran."

Witkoff, for his part, insisted that Iran would make historic concessions. "They're at that crisis point," he told me. "And that's when people make decisions." But his own lessons from real estate suggest that Washington will have to make sacrifices, too. In his newfound role as a negotiator, he said, lessons from business are "everywhere."

"Because deals are about figuring out how to get everybody kind of even," he told me. "So much of it is about understanding both sides and what you need to get both sides to the table. And then figuring out how you narrow the issues between both sides. I spent my whole life doing that."

Sometimes, it's not clear what deal Witkoff is seeking. That became apparent in the early overtures to Iran. Witkoff initially suggested that Washington would permit limited uranium enrichment, which Tehran has labeled "nonnegotiable," only to change his tune, saying any deal required complete denuclearization. A senior Israeli official expressed doubt that Tehran would accept Washington's terms but heaped praise on Witkoff, offering, "If anyone can reach a deal, it would be Witkoff."

I spoke with a wide range of officials from other allied countries, who chose their words carefully. They described Witkoff as personable and energetic. They said his relationship with the president counts in his favor; his counterparts appreciate that he seems to speak directly for the commander in chief. His shoestring staff is puzzling to them, because it makes coordination more difficult. And his public statements about Putin have alarmed them. As one European official put it to me, "He doesn't need to be a student of history or international relations, but it's not clear he understands what Putin's after or how he really operates."

I asked Witkoff how he sized up his place in history--if he ever mused about the fact that diplomatic heavyweights including Henry Kissinger, James Baker, and Richard Holbrooke had tried their hands at some of what he's attempting. He replied that he was unimpressed with Kissinger. "I watched a ton of stuff on Henry Kissinger," he told me. Among the details he learned is that the national security adviser persuaded Nixon not to end the Vietnam War before the 1972 election, because the conflict gave him leverage in the reelection campaign. "It was a sellout," Witkoff said with disgust.

I asked Witkoff what most surprised him about his work in government. He answered instantly: "What the press is like." The previous week, the New York Post, the tabloid owned by Rupert Murdoch, had published blistering criticism of his track record, suggesting he was in over his head. Witkoff told me he takes the criticism personally. "I don't want my mother reading something that is unkind," he said.

From the April 2025 issue: Growing up Murdoch

The envoy's image is of great concern to the White House, too. That became clear to me as I began working on this piece and received, unsolicited, praise from multiple top officials. A spokesperson sent me comments from Vice President J. D. Vance, who said, in part, that Witkoff's critics "know nothing about him and are attacking him because, unlike most diplomats, he actually serves the American people."


Anna Moneymaker / Getty



The White House also provided a statement from Rubio, whose role as secretary of state would traditionally involve representing Washington in the kind of high-stakes negotiations that Witkoff is leading. "Steve and I have a strong working relationship built on mutual respect and a shared commitment to advancing President Trump's foreign-policy agenda," he said. Witkoff returned the praise for Rubio, telling me, "My relationship with Marco is exceptional."

The relationship that matters most, however, is the one with the president, who seeks Witkoff's input not just on the geopolitical issues in his remit but on a range of other topics. They talk politics. They talk tariffs. They talk golf. One of Witkoff's sons, Zach, is in business with the president's sons through a cryptocurrency company, World Liberty Financial, mostly owned by a Trump family entity. Witkoff is a World Liberty Financial co-founder but told me he now has "nothing to do with it." He said he's in the process of meeting with the Office of Government Ethics and filing the necessary paperwork to divest from his businesses.

I asked him how long he expects to stay in his role, and he seemed to have no end date in mind. Second only to the critical news coverage, what has most surprised him is how much he enjoys his high-wire act on the world stage. "I can't get enough of it," he told me. "I mean, sometimes I complain. I say to my girlfriend, 'God, you know, let's get a boat, go away.' But I kind of don't mean it. The work is so worthy."

As I was working on this story, Witkoff delivered the keynote remarks at a celebration of Israel's Independence Day, hosted at the home of the Israeli ambassador. Everyone was vying for his attention when he arrived at the 11-bedroom mansion, including Cabinet officials, members of Congress, and the chief rabbi of Ukraine. I had spoken with the envoy in his office earlier that day, and we were scheduled to meet again the following afternoon, so I didn't occupy him during the ceremony. But when we shook hands, he confided that he had just been invited to brief ambassadors to the United Nations in New York, before his return to the Middle East. Then he drew close to me and spoke quietly into my ear.

"We actually know what we're doing," he assured me.



Jonathan Lemire contributed reporting.


 *Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic. Sources: Evelyn Hockstein / AFP / Getty; Sean Gladwell / Getty; Thara Kulsubsuttra / Getty. 
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Trump's Tactical Burger Unit Is Beyond Parody

Happy Meal Team Six

by Charlie Warzel




The first months of Donald Trump's second presidency have included a systematic attempt to dismantle government agencies and pillage their data; state-sponsored renditions of immigrants; flagrant corruption; and brazen flouting of laws and the courts. The New York Times editorial board summed it up well: "The first 100 days of President Trump's second term have done more damage to American democracy than anything else since the demise of Reconstruction."



But let us also not forget how extremely dumb this term has been. We now inhabit a world beyond parody, where the pixels of reality seem to glitch and flicker. Consider the following report from Trump's state visit to Saudi Arabia this week, posted by the foreign-affairs journalist Olga Nesterova: "As part of the red-carpet treatment, Saudi officials arranged for a fully operational mobile McDonald's unit to accompany President Trump during his stay." A skeptical news consumer might be inclined to pause for a moment at the phrase fully operational mobile McDonald's unit, their brain left to conjure what those words could possibly mean. (The Hamburglar clad in fatigues, perhaps? Ronald McDonald pulling on a Marlboro Red, an assault rifle slung across his back while on break from operating the Happy Meal command center/ball pit? A Death Star made of ground beef?) Thankfully, one's mind needn't wander far, as Nesterova attached a video of the fully operational mobile McDonald's unit (FOMMU): It's essentially a retrofit 18-wheeler made to look like a suburban fast-food restaurant, complete with modern wood siding and the golden arches.



The truck was reportedly parked near the state visit's "media oasis," perhaps also as an offering to journalists covering the president. The White House did not immediately respond to a request for comment as to whether Trump himself visited or ate at the unit. But the president's fondness for McDonald's is no secret.



It's worth emphasizing that all of this is pretty embarrassing. Multiple news outlets, including Fox News, framed the truck as an act of burger diplomacy; the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia pandered to a mercurial elderly man, ostensibly to guarantee that a slender beef patty was never far from his lips. As with all things Trump, it's hard to know exactly what to believe. Is the burger unit a stylized but mostly normal bit of state-visit infrastructure, or is it a bauble meant to please the Fast-Food President? In a world where leaders seem eager to bend the knee to Trump's every impulse, even the truly ridiculous seems plausible. The mere fact of all of this is unmooring. When strung together, the words fully operational mobile McDonald's unit overwhelm my synapses; there could be no funnier or dumber phrase to chisel out of the English language.



I don't quite subscribe to the notion that this kind of absurdity is a "distraction" from the many crises of the administration, as so many of the Trump era's pseudo events are claimed to have been. Coverage of the FOMMU is instead a side effect of the wild incompetence and corruption of the 47th presidency. Trump has a complete disregard for laws and expertise, and a unique shamelessness, both of which create fertile soil for inanity. A fast-food tanker makes sense only on a continuum with Trump's executive order to rename the Gulf of Mexico the Gulf of America, his spitballing about annexing Greenland or turning Canada into a state. It goes on and on. The Fox News host he hired to oversee the military, Pete Hegseth, reportedly wanted a makeup studio at the Pentagon (which Hegseth has denied). This week, Trump named his former defense attorney from his hush-money trial as the acting librarian of Congress.



See also: Trump's cryptocurrency projects, which are hardly veiled--and successful--attempts to enrich his family. Recently, Trump announced a crypto fundraising dinner where wealthy people looking to curry favor with the president--including foreigners--can purchase his meme coin for a literal seat at the table. In early May, the crypto-investment company World Liberty Financial--to which Trump has intimate ties--announced that a state-backed Emirati firm would use a Trump-affiliated digital coin to help fund a $2 billion investment deal in Abu Dhabi. Nearly every detail of World Liberty Financial co-founder Zach Witkoff's announcement, "made during a conference panel with Mr. Trump's second-eldest son, contained a conflict of interest," the Times reported. Similarly, earlier this month, the owner of a Texas freight company announced that it would purchase $20 million worth of Trump's meme coin, which it justified as an "effective way to advocate for fair, balanced, and free trade between Mexico and the US."



And then there's the gift to Trump of a $400 million super-luxury Boeing 747-8 jumbo jet from the royal family of Qatar, which the administration appears ready to accept as a replacement for Air Force One. (The plane will supposedly be transferred to the Trump presidential library as the president prepares to leave office.) This is nakedly corrupt, but Trump has called it "a very public and transparent transaction." As my colleague David Graham wrote recently, "One secret to his impunity thus far has been that rather than try to hide his misdeeds--that's what amateurs such as Nixon and Harding did--he calculates that if he makes no pretense, he can get away with them."



But Trump's brazenness isn't just a cover for his corruption. A headline on The Bulwark argued that Trump's "unquenchable, unconstitutional greed is deforming America." The verb choice here is especially apt. Trump hasn't destroyed institutions as much as he's distorted them, shaping them in his possibly Alibaba-ed gold-plated image.



And so the news that comes out of his administration is deformed as well. Instead of Snowden-esque stories of political intrigue, we get the shambolic equivalent: a national security adviser accidentally texting war plans to my boss on Signal; a government subagency, DOGE, named after a Shiba Inu meme and staffed in part by a 19-year-old who goes by the nickname "Big Balls." We get Elon Musk doing a Tesla infomercial on the White House lawn while the president gawps at the car's central console and exclaims, "Everything's computer!"



Those who try to play along with the administration are made to look absurd as well. Look no further than the tech titans milling behind Trump on the inauguration dais or Secretary of Commerce Howard Lutnick justifying Trump's disastrous tariff plan by arguing that Europeans "hate our beef because our beef is beautiful and theirs is weak." If you're Saudi Arabia, you embrace this dynamic by deploying a tactical burger unit for the leader of the free world.



The steady stream of bizarre news is the consequence of putting a person in charge of systems and institutions when he has no regard for those systems and institutions beyond his own self-interest. When these systems break under the stress of abuse, neglect, or general incompetence, bad things happen. Some of these things are straightforwardly bad: possibly illegal, horrific, cruel. Others would be scandals worthy of resignations if only there were political leaders able to enforce some accountability. But others are just weird mutations.



In this way, Trump's callousness, indifference, and corruption alter the very texture of our shared reality. They drag us all into a world of his making. A system that is healthy does not produce a fully operational mobile McDonald's unit. Such units are reserved for the dumbest timeline, which is the one we're currently living in.
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America Is Having a Showboater Moment

The Trump administration talks tough on crime but shrugs off the work of real law enforcement.

by Jill Leovy




Over the dozen years I spent covering the police as a beat reporter in Los Angeles, I came to realize there are two kinds of officers: showboaters and real cops.

The showboaters strut around and talk tough. They think they know a lot but they don't. They get in your face when you turn up to cover a story and wax poetic about bad guys, knuckleheads, and gangsters. They praise blanket measures, crackdowns, sweeps. I had to learn how to get past them and find my way to the real cops, who tend to be quieter but know more.

America is having a showboater moment, summed up by federal agents imprisoning alleged immigrant gang members and shipping them abroad. To make itself look strong, the government plays up the danger they pose. Meanwhile, it shrugs off the unglamorous work of following due process and avoiding mistakes.

Read: The terrible optics of ICE enforcement are fueling a Trump immigration backlash

I've studied murder in America, so I have no illusions about gangs and what confronting them takes. In an online database of deadly violence, I chronicled more than 900 murders in Los Angeles County in a single year, and in my 2015 book, Ghettoside, I followed the patient investigative work that ultimately brought to justice the killers of an LAPD detective's son. I've seen the death and suffering that gangs inflict on thousands of Americans every year. And I find it infuriating that so many people, particularly on the left, seem to diminish America's homicide crisis. I understand the desire for a magic wand to make it go away.

But any idiot can pull off a police state. That isn't innovation.

Governments that imprison indiscriminately and ignore due process have been known to post extraordinarily low murder rates: In the late 2000s, Syria's dictatorship reported a criminal-homicide rate half that of the United States. Eliminating crime isn't difficult if you eliminate freedom.

But that ain't the business, to borrow a phrase I often heard in South L.A. True policing means fighting crime within a constitutional system--safeguarding freedom and security at the same time. This is more sophisticated than mere goonery, and it takes a legal sensibility. Real cops aren't just security guards, scarecrows, or social workers. They are legal professionals on par with prosecutors, defense attorneys, and judges. In the homicide units I observed for more than a decade, I never heard a detective complain about shepherding a case through the courts. They knew it was an integral part of the job.

Real cops don't skirt the rule of law; they wield it in defense of the weak. This ethic prevails even when the victims themselves are criminals, which they very often are. Most gang violence is the result of members attacking one another, and many victims have rap sheets as long as those of their assailants. Showboaters divide the world into bad guys and good guys, but that distinction falls apart when applied to gangs.

And the flashy roundups they favor are in sharp contrast to the way real cops work. The latter are subtle and focused; they don't squander limited resources on nonviolent or low-priority targets. The Trump administration claims to be focused on gang members, but even that can be too wide a net. When I was reporting in California, the gang members listed in the old state database outnumbered annual gang-related homicides by more than 100 to one. That's because only a small fraction of gang members were actually shooting people. The rest were lesser criminals, opportunists, hangers-on, partiers, teenagers seeking protection or just trying to fit in. I know of some boys who joined gangs under threat--and a few who were murdered because they refused.

Read: Airport detentions have travelers 'freaked out'

Real cops go after the killers and shooters, of course, but they try to win over everyone else. They work the weak links--gangs are full of defectors--and they give victims and witnesses the backing they need to stand up, stripping gangs of the power they derive from intimidation and coercion. The most successful cops assemble a quiet army of "friendlies," many of whom have lost family members to gang violence or been victims of it themselves. These officers receive more tips and have more success getting witnesses to cooperate. Their police work allows people to rely on the protection of the law rather than protection rackets run by gangs.

Neither the political left nor the political right lends much support to these kinds of efforts. Conservatives have long been too giddy about showboating. They reach for hammers when they should reach for scalpels. The current right-wing preference for federal intervention, indiscriminate sweeps, and emergency declarations will undermine the efforts of real cops who already face skepticism in many of their communities. The last thing they need is to be perceived as invaders.

Many on the left, meanwhile, disparage any solution that relies on enforcement--a position that can't adequately respond to the suffering of victims. A popular leftist line of thinking even holds that the only actual problem is moral panic or fear.

Americans are right to be outraged by criminal homicides, though, including the fraction that illegal immigrants commit. The country has a real murder problem that has been neglected for too long, and certain groups, particularly Black men, have paid a disproportionate price.

But showboating isn't the answer. Any goon can impose repression. Real cops impose the law. That's the kind of toughness we need now.
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How to Take Charge of Your Family Inheritance

You may be fine with becoming more like your parents or hate the idea. Either way, it's something you can control.

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.

In Oscar Wilde's celebrated 1895 comedy, The Importance of Being Earnest, one of the protagonists famously asserts, "All women become like their mothers. That is their tragedy." This is obviously hyperbolic, but one traditional piece of advice a young man commonly gets before getting married is never to say to his wife, "You're turning into your mother."

The idea of becoming like your parent is rarely offered as a compliment and even more rarely taken as one. People naturally resist the idea that some kind of genetic or environmental vortex is sucking them into being a version of someone else, especially when that someone is an immediate forebear about whom they probably harbor some ambivalent feelings. Even if your mom and dad really were in fact wonderful, and you felt nothing but love and admiration for them, we do still all want to be uniquely ourselves.

But are we? Social scientists and evolutionary biologists have been interested in this question for decades, not just in order to find genetic links to dread diseases, but also because we are curious to know the future of our relationships, worldly success, and happiness by seeing whether the personality characteristics that helped or hindered our parents are shaping us as well. Are you doomed to have an addiction because your father did? Will you bless others with a kind and gregarious spirit like your mother's?

The abundant evidence on this topic shows that we do indeed have a substantial genetic tendency to resemble our parents (and other relatives). But the similarity only goes so far, and depends a lot on how you see your past and on how you decide to build your own life. With knowledge and commitment, you can take a great deal of the good from Mom and Dad, but mostly leave behind the parts you don't like.

Read: Quaker parents were ahead of their time

Researchers studying the heritability of character have generally approached the subject by surveying parents and their adult children about their personality, focusing on the so-called Big 5 traits of extroversion, openness to experience, neuroticism, agreeableness, and conscientiousness. Using information about genetic similarity and statistical techniques, they generally find that, on average, about half of the variance (48 percent, to be precise) in overall personality can be chalked up to genetic factors, and the other half (52 percent) to environmental ones. Within this framework, extroversion tends to be slightly more genetic, whereas agreeableness and conscientiousness are more environmental. Studies have also shown that father-son similarities are somewhat more environmental than mother-daughter similarities.

A twist on the survey approach involves comparing adult-child pairs in biological and adoptive families. In a famous, and still influential, 1985 study using this approach, researchers found that, in most ways, shared genes have a much greater influence than shared environment. For example, the correlation in sociability between mothers and their biological children was 15 times greater than that between mothers and their adopted children; for self-acceptance, the finding was six times greater.

The heritability of personality is always interesting, but many people have a more pressing concern to avoid problems that tend to run in families, such as mood disorders and addiction. Major depressive disorder, for example, has been found to be about 30 to 50 percent heritable. A 2006 Swedish study of twins found that the heritability rate is 29 percent for men, 42 percent for women. Researchers believe they have identified the biological source of this phenomenon: a "short" variant of the serotonin transporter gene. They also note, however, that people who were subjected to stress by their parents in early childhood, which led to overactivation of the Hypothalamic-Pituitary-Adrenal Axis, are more likely to experience depression later in life.

Addiction is even more heritable; studies estimate genetic influence to be 30 to 70 percent of an addiction's cause. Although this makes the condition highly determined by inheritance compared with other traits, addiction is also more manageable than other inherited characteristics, through treatment and therapies that can modify behavior.

The popular wisdom that people become more like their parents as they age has a scientific basis. A 2020 study in the Journal of Personality and Social Psychology revealed that genetically similar people act more alike as they age--but only if siblings and parents share similar environments, such as living in the same general cultural milieu. So people who see their parents often, live in the same city, or share a similar community will probably become more like their parents

Unless, that is, you don't want to. Scholars in 2008 tested the personalities of parents and children, but also corrected their estimates for "regard," by which they meant an admiration for their parents that led children to want to emulate them. The higher the child's regard, they found, the greater the genetic influence the parents' personality had on the child's; the lower the regard, the lower the similarity. Researchers have correspondingly found that children who perceive rejection from their parents are less likely to resemble them, whereas those raised in a warm, loving home were more like their parents.

David French: The mistakes that parents make

Taken all together, the research suggests that if you admire your parents and want to be more like them, you can and will be, especially as the years pass. But if you would prefer to be less like them, you can do plenty to create your own path. To achieve that, focus on these two approaches.

1. Make the environment you want, and live in it.
 Anyone who has several children will tell you that they all seem different--and that this usually becomes only more apparent as they grow up. This can actually be a source of sadness for aging parents, because the differences among siblings--in beliefs, values, lifestyle--may grow so large that they seem like strangers to one another. As scholars have noted, such divergence is explained by the fact that even within families, the environment that each sibling experiences can differ sharply, and these environmental factors become all the more distinct as siblings move into their independent adult lives.

You can lean into this differentiation to create an alternative environment for yourself, one that contrasts with your family's. This enables you, in effect, to make this non-heritable half of your character more influential. For instance, if your parents spent their whole lives in one part of the country, try moving somewhere very different. If they rejected religion, you might try making it part of your life. If they drank a lot, don't drink at all. You get the idea. Your genes are fairly fixed, but the environment you live in is under your control.

2. Use the lever of regard.
 People tend to speak of their family background and upbringing in binary terms--either your childhood was wonderful, or it was awful. In truth, almost everyone's experience is more ambiguous than that, with both positives and negatives. Portraying your parents as either all bad or all good is not especially helpful for your emotional and psychological health.

You can make better decisions about your own adult life by listing the personality traits, beliefs, values, habits, and behaviors typical of your family, and putting a plus, minus, or zero next to each one, corresponding to whether that particular characteristic is one that you'd want to keep. This exercise sets a level of regard for each aspect of your family that you name. As noted above, regard has a strong influence on the genetic expression of parental traits in you--which makes it a handy lever to crank up or ratchet down the expression of a given trait.

Say that your mother was irresponsible with money; obviously, that gets a minus. Yet she was also a generous person; that gets a plus. She was also an extrovert, which is not a trait you feel strongly about, so it gets a zero. The list you create, and the rankings you give, can be revelatory the first time you do it, but I'd also suggest refreshing it and keeping it up-to-date. Then you can review it regularly, see if you still agree with yourself, and ensure you're making an effort to match how you live to the pluses and minuses of your regard.

Read: The parenting prophecy

One last thought: We are all someone's child, but you may also be, or may become, a parent yourself. Then your concern could be less how you're turning into your parents, and more whether your kids will resemble you. You'd like them to emulate your positive traits, of course, and avoid your negative ones. A good place to start is to be completely honest with yourself and not pretend that those negative traits don't exist or are somehow positive. For example, some people like to pat themselves on the back for always "telling it like it is!" But from your child's perspective--and maybe to your friends, too--you might just seem embarrassingly tactless or downright obnoxious.

Once you have honestly sorted out the positive from the negative, be open about these traits with your kids, listen to their feedback, and show that you're trying to change what's not winning their regard. Researchers have amply demonstrated how strongly kids are influenced by watching their parents make an effort to achieve something: When young children see their parents struggle for something and succeed, they persist more in efforts themselves.

You cannot make a better bequest to your child than an understanding that what matters most is not the human clay we inherit, but that we are each always a work in progress. And we ourselves can mold that clay.
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24 Books to Get Lost in This Summer

<em>The Atlantic</em>'s writers and editors have chosen fiction and nonfiction to match all sorts of moods.

by The Atlantic Culture Desk




Summer is, perhaps counterintuitively, the season when many of us find ourselves with our nose constantly in a book. Warm weather and long days stoke the desire to let time and obligations fall away, and to give yourself over to an absorbing novel, history, or memoir. With that in mind, The Atlantic's writers and editors have selected books to suit every mood or fancy. No matter where you are, you may want to transport yourself to another place, or pick up the novel everyone will be talking about; some weekends all but demand the immersive allure of a cult classic. If you're already making plans, start the book you know you'll be reading all summer, or pack a page-turner for your vacation. And for the perpetually curious, any summer day is the perfect time to learn something completely new. Here are 24 books to read before fall comes around.

Transport Yourself to Another Place

Boys' Weekend




by Mattie Lubchansky

It's going to be a great getaway, Sammie's friends promise: Adam's bachelor party will take place in El Campo, a futuristic bastion of hedonism floating in international waters, where there will be no wives or girlfriends, just good old-fashioned dude time. What could go wrong? Well, for starters, Sammie, the best man, isn't a man at all--they are newly out as trans, uncomfortably trying to navigate the bro-ish culture of their college friend group. The guys swear they're all cool with it, but they're having a really hard time using the right pronouns. Also, El Campo seems kind of ... weird? A creepy finance cult is hanging around, everyone is acting a bit off, and Sammie is pretty sure there are monsters in the ocean and doppelgangers slowly replacing their friends. Lubchansky's graphic novel is vivid and delightful, full of noodly limbs, swirling tentacles, and cartoon blood and guts. El Campo, stocked with ghoulish, hyper-capitalistic entertainment (you can 3D-print and hunt your own clone), straddles the line between hysterical and hair-raising. Sammie's trip there goes poorly, but it's a lot of fun to read about.  -- Emma Sarappo



Isola




by Allegra Goodman

As a certified hater of cold weather, I surprised myself by spending a recent, bleak February tearing through Isola, a novel about a 16th-century Frenchwoman who gets marooned on an island off the coast of Canada--yes, in winter. One of the most unbelievable things about this book is that it's based on a true story. Marguerite de La Rocque de Roberval, Goodman's protagonist, really did travel to New France on a long sea voyage in 1542 with her relative and guardian, Jean-Francois. She angered him by falling in love with a young man aboard the ship, and in response, Jean-Francois did, in fact, abandon the pair on an island off the coast of Newfoundland. And Marguerite did actually manage to live there for years, scraping together a life on the hostile tundra. Her story captivated me on several different levels: As a first-time parent going through a brutal first winter with my infant son, I read Isola as a testament to human resilience. As a feminist, I discovered an allegory about the risks many women face when pursuing their desires. And as a participant in corporate America, I found unexpected lessons in managing up. Few other books can take you through Renaissance France, the arctic wilderness, and a thicket of sexist constraints in such an engaging way.  -- Olga Khazan



The Book of Records




by Madeline Thien

The Book of Records takes place in a postapocalyptic limbo called The Sea, where past, present, and future fold in on themselves and thoughts float in the air like dust. It's a giant structure--maybe also a metaphysical construct--on an island in the middle of an ocean, full of refugees from some vaguely described ecological and political catastrophe. Our narrator, Lina, is remembering the time she spent at The Sea with her father 50 years ago, when she was a teenager. The pair had interesting company there: Their neighbors were the philosophers Hannah Arendt and Baruch Spinoza and the eighth-century Chinese poet Du Fu. Or maybe these were their spirits; the reader isn't quite sure. Thien writes beautifully about the lives of these thinkers, and their tales of escape from political or religious oppression end up melding with Lina's own story: Her father, we discover, was also a dissident of sorts. With The Sea, Thien literalizes a state of mind, the in-betweenness that comes before one makes a major decision. The stories Lina absorbs in that out-of-time place all ask whether to risk your family or your life on behalf of an ideal--whether it's worth sacrificing yourself for another, better world you can't yet see.  -- Gal Beckerman



An Oral History of Atlantis




by Ed Park

In his new story collection, Park, the author of two approachably surreal novels, sends his reader on a set of mind-opening trips, drawing absurd connections and inventing wacky situations: A narrator's girlfriend insists on wearing a "housecoat" at home--a "sort of down-filled poncho with stirrups"; a man turns on his laptop one day to see his ex-wife walking across the screen. These oddball scenarios may make you laugh, but they can just as easily have you questioning your place in the universe. In "Machine City," an undergrad is fascinated by meta works of art--books within books, smaller paintings depicted within larger ones. He wonders whether the "interior" work is less authentic than the one in which it's embedded. And if a painting can contain a painter painting another painting, "could we ourselves be paintings, painted by some larger, divine painter--i.e., God?" He can't stop asking himself these kinds of questions, which won't help him get into law school. Even when Park writes about mundane experiences--his stories chronicle time spent online, on college campuses, and in post-divorce apartments--he is taking us someplace new.  -- Maya Chung



Pick Up the  Novel Everyone Will Be Talking About

King of Ashes




by S. A. Cosby

Cosby is a leading author of rural southern noir, and his latest crime thriller follows Roman Carruthers, a money manager for Atlanta's Black elite, who returns to the Virginia town where he grew up. Called home after a car crash puts his father in a coma, Roman soon finds out that his younger brother, Dante, is in serious debt to the town's notorious gang, the Black Baron Boys--and that the car wreck might not have been an accident. Roman quickly descends into a world of criminal schemes as he tries to repay what his brother owes. Amid the chaos, his mother, Bonita, who vanished 19 years ago, is never far from mind. Her disappearance is the most poignant part of an otherwise action-packed novel; Roman and his siblings love their father, but there's a local rumor that he killed and burned Bonita in the crematorium he owns--and they just don't know what to believe. The flashy sequences of violence feel apt for TV (Netflix, along with Steven Spielberg's production outfit and the Obamas' media company, is working on a series), but the novel's real draw is the quieter ache of a family torn apart.  -- M. C.



Katabasis




by R. F. Kuang

Kuang's follow-up to her best-selling literary novel, Yellowface, is cast in the mold of her earlier fantasy work, the Poppy War trilogy and Babel. Katabasis takes its title from the Greek term for a journey to the netherworld, but its protagonist, the Cambridge graduate student Alice Law, has something more ambitious in mind: She's going to venture to hell, find the soul of her freshly dead thesis adviser, Professor Jacob Grimes, and pull him back into the world of the living. After she does, Grimes can write her a recommendation letter that should guarantee her a tenure-track job in the cutthroat discipline of magic. Yes, Grimes is notoriously awful to his students, but Alice figures that's a price worth paying, and persists in her plan even when Peter Murdoch, Grimes's other advisee and Alice's rival, insists on coming along. Kuang synthesizes ancient mythology and modern academic convention to create an engrossing world in which magic can be studied and mastered like any other science. Alice and Peter's underworld romp is both a condemnation of the worst excesses of university culture and a celebration of the thrill of learning for learning's sake. In the end, Kuang reminds readers that there's more to life--and death--than work.  -- E. S.



Moderation




by Elaine Castillo

Girlie Delmundo--not her real name; she adopted it for her high-stress job--is a content moderator at a massive tech firm. Her work involves filtering through a carousel of online horrors so crushing that there are typically three or four suicide attempts among her co-workers each year. Girlie, however, is sardonic and no-nonsense by nature: She's an eldest daughter shaped by the 2008 recession, when her immigrant family lost everything. The job can't break her. But her life transforms when she gets a cushy position as an elite moderator for a virtual-reality firm. Suddenly, Girlie is enjoying perks such as regular VR therapy sessions, in which she experiences rare moments of bliss--swimming through cool water, touching the bark of a tree. The new gig is great, at least for a while. (All may not be as it seems there.) Her new boss, William, also happens to be a total stud, and his presence transforms Castillo's flinty satire of the tech industry into a sultry romance novel. As we watch Girlie's defenses melt, the book shows a woman slowly surrendering to human experiences that can't be controlled.  -- Valerie Trapp



Atmosphere




by Taylor Jenkins Reid

Jenkins Reid is best known for love stories that wrap themselves in the glamour of another era: The Seven Husbands of Evelyn Hugo conjures a velvet-and-red-lipstick vision of Old Hollywood; Daisy Jones & the Six peeks into the tense gigs and recording sessions of a Fleetwood Mac-style 1970s rock band. Atmosphere does the same, taking readers to '80s Houston at the dawn of the Space Shuttle program, where they meet Joan Goodwin, a meek astronomer turned astronaut candidate with few attachments or distractions. She's happily focused on her career, until another woman in her training cohort, Vanessa Ford, identifies something in Joan that Joan was wholly unaware of--and soon, the two fall headfirst for each other. As they watch Sally Ride, the first American woman in space, soar above them, each knows that they could be next. But when Vanessa's mission goes awry, Joan, tasked with relaying instructions from the ground to the shuttle's crew, must save Vanessa's life while hiding their relationship. The novel will make for suspenseful book-club fodder. It's also a tender ode to the wonder of both the stars and first love.  -- E. S.



Immerse Yourself in a Cult Classic



Cassandra at the Wedding




by Dorothy Baker

In March 2022, New York magazine published an article asking, "Why Is Everyone Suddenly Reading Cassandra at the Wedding?" It was a good question. The book--about a brilliant, struggling, self-involved graduate student, the titular Cassandra, who returns home for her twin sister's titular wedding--wasn't a hit when it was first published in 1962, or either time it was rereleased, in 2004 and 2012. Only more recently has it enjoyed a renaissance. I will be honest: I can't comprehend why it's ever been anything but a sensation. Perhaps, as the New York story suggests, it was ahead of its time--too frank about Cassandra's queerness, too preoccupied with the complex relationship between two highly intelligent women. (Baker doesn't spend as much time on the relatively two-dimensional men in their orbit.) But to my mind, the themes are timeless. Baker identifies the slippery edge between love and obsession, the impossibility of really seeing someone when you're holding them too close, the profound loneliness of knowing that you cannot gain access to anyone else's mind. Cassandra at the Wedding is smart, funny, and shattering all at once.  -- Faith Hill



Dolly




by Anita Brookner

In a lineup of literature's "unlikable" women, Dolly surely stands tall. She is haughty yet needy, demanding yet desperate to matter to those around her. She is perpetually aggrieved, perma-perfumed. Her niece, Jane, our narrator, bluntly identifies the problem: "Nobody loved Dolly: that was her tragedy. Nobody even liked her very much, and she knew that too." Brookner is beloved for her intimate, sharp-as-nails character studies; Dolly is not among her best-known novels, but it turns a particularly canny lens on the pettier side of human psychology, unforgettably capturing a woman who desires a much more splendid life--more wealth, more recognition, and, above all, more affection--than the one she's ended up living. Jagged edges can belie true vulnerability, of course, and as Jane enters adulthood and her relationship with her aunt deepens, she begins to see Dolly differently, as do we. The novel is, ultimately, a superb portrait of flawed charisma, of a woman who is irritatingly present, constantly angling, and utterly magnificent to behold.  -- Jane Yong Kim



Comemadre




by Roque Larraquy, translated by Heather Cleary

Any cult's real power lies not with its leader but with its followers, the people who find an individual or a creed convincing enough that they elevate them above anything else in their lives. A book with a devoted fan base follows the same trajectory--and Comemadre, which I have been fortunate enough to discover on the bookshelves of perfect strangers, has the telltale feel of an inside secret. Its dual narrative concerns a set of perverse medical experiments about human consciousness performed in an early-20th-century Argentine sanitorium and, a century later, an outsider artist who carries forth the legacy of these trials in grotesque ways. This eccentric novel--by turns a workplace comedy, a philosophical inquisition, and a smorgasbord of bodily horror--is given life by Larraquy's electric prose and by the merciless passions of his characters. Every sentence is as deliberate as an explorer who single-mindedly hacks his way through a jungle. Comemadre is a book that dares to imagine what lies at the outer limits of human morality. It's also sexy and hilarious--a story so fun that you'll want to pass it on to any reader with a strong-enough stomach, so that they too may be inducted into this fraternity of the bizarre.  -- Jeremy Gordon



Train Dreams




by Denis Johnson

Johnson's drama of the American frontier is barely a novel; the thin paperback can be started on a hot afternoon and finished by happy hour. Yet it has accrued a devoted following in the nearly 15 years since it was published, because it conjures a great expanse--the mythic West. Its main character, Robert Grainier, works as a contract laborer for the railroads running through Idaho and Washington State. Sweating and straining, he hauls down giant conifers in the region's old-growth forests. He feels a sweet freedom while riding over freshly laid rail, watching the wilderness blur by through a boxcar's slats. Train Dreams is not overly romantic about its time and place: In the first chapter, Grainier's boss orders him to throw a Chinese laborer off an unfinished bridge. A curse later seems to fall upon Grainier. He experiences God's cosmic vengeance, a cleansing fire racing across the dry landscape. Johnson has a cinematic style, lingering on images. But the novella barrels forward with the locomotion evoked in its title, until the end of Grainier's days, and the end of the Old West. Give it a few hours in June, and it may hold on to your imagination until August.  -- Ross Andersen



Start the Book You'll Read All Summer



The Known Citizen: A History of Privacy in Modern America




by Sarah E. Igo

A brick-size history of American privacy might not seem to be the stuff of summer-reading dreams, but Igo's thorough study of surveillance both personal and public is, in fact, an ideal book for leisure. Its topical value is self-evident: Few things are more directly relevant to this moment than matters of privacy and its erosion, and Igo's excavations of the past expose the concerns of our present. But The Known Citizen's pleasure-read status, I promise, is just as earned. Igo, a history professor at Vanderbilt University, weaves disparate fields--case law, criminal history, sociology, philosophy--into a story that is somehow as rollicking as it is illuminating. You'll learn from The Known Citizen. You might be tempted to chat about it with your fellow sunbathers. You might even find yourself wishing that the book were longer than its 592 pages.  -- Megan Garber



Paradise Bronx: The Life and Times of New York's Greatest Borough




by Ian Frazier

"I am always going on about plaques," Frazier writes drolly in his plainspoken yet magisterial survey of the Bronx, a long-neglected borough whose deep history is unacknowledged even by many of its champions--hence its lack of plaques. Among the sites where Frazier would like to nail one up: the childhood homes of John F. Kennedy and Sonia Sotomayor; the playground where hip-hop found its form; a glacial-erratic boulder that barely escaped Robert Moses's bulldozers; the scene of a murder that led to a 10-year gang truce. Frazier has previously cataloged famous middles-of-nowhere, including Siberia and the Great Plains. Here, he sets his eye on the tip of a hilly peninsula forever in between many somewheres--mainland and harbor, suburbs and cities, British territory and rebel strongholds, building booms and leveling fires. What remains consistent is the splendid topography of Frazier's prose, and the sense throughout his work that there are, in fact, no uninteresting places, just uninteresting writers. Over nearly 600 pages of tall tales, epic cookouts, and urban-planning nightmares, Frazier shows himself to be the kind of tour guide you'd follow anywhere.  -- Boris Kachka



The Emperor of All Maladies: A Biography of Cancer




by Siddhartha Mukherjee

About 2 million Americans will receive a cancer diagnosis this year, but the occurrence of the disease can often feel random--and terrifying. After two people I love had brushes with it in recent years, I found great solace in this empathetic, informative history, which reads less like a morbid compendium and more like a high-voltage mystery. Mukherjee, an oncologist and a science writer, sketches a close-up, inquisitive portrait of an illness that is, as he puts it, "built into our genomes." Across hundreds of pages, Mukherjee offers the gift of historical perspective: We learn of Imhotep, an ancient-Egyptian physician who wrote of tumorous lumps on a patient's breast around 2625 B.C.E. We read about 19th-century doctors armed with leeches and scientists who used textile dyes to develop chemotherapy; we're then introduced to 1970s American lobbyists hell-bent on finding a cure. Mukherjee's gripping descriptions of ingenious cancer research stand out today, as the Trump administration makes cuts at the National Institutes of Health and National Cancer Institute. The Emperor of All Maladies is expansive enough to offer something worthwhile to survivors, the bereaved, and newcomers alike. Dipping in and out of this book over a few months might inspire a new reverence for the mysterious human body.  -- V. T.



Lonesome Dove




by Larry McMurtry

If you aren't a fan of Westerns, please make an exception for Lonesome Dove. The 800-page epic starts slowly, as McMurtry introduces readers to a couple of former Texas Rangers and their bumbling ranch hands in 1870s South Texas. But once the crew sets out on a fateful cattle drive to Montana, confronting the hazards (both elemental and human) of the still-wild West, the novel becomes a dizzying adventure, pulling more and more characters into its wide, braided narrative. And it's those people, above all, who will keep you coming back. Even as he pushes the plot along, McMurtry gives them surprisingly rich interiority and complicated, deeply human motivations. Years ago, I spent an unhappy summer in New Orleans, with no car and little social life, and I passed the time with Lonesome Dove. Every afternoon was a countdown to the moment when I could go home and dig back into the story: I just couldn't wait to find out what would happen to all my friends on the trail.  -- Gilad Edelman



Bring a Page-Turner on Vacation



Be Ready When the Luck Happens




by Ina Garten

A lounge chair beside a pool in Florida, where I was vacationing with my family last winter, was the perfect place to devour Garten's celebration of luxury, good food, and togetherness. This memoir is a record of a life spent prioritizing adventure over prudence, indulgence over temperance. Garten buys a store in a town she's never visited, purchases a beautiful house she can barely afford, and wishes her husband well as he takes a job in Hong Kong while she stays behind. Her brio pays off, of course: That food shop was a success, and she went on to write more than a dozen cookbooks, become a Food Network star, and make pavlova with Taylor Swift. The book is escapist in the way that good, breezy reads often are. It was also, for me, inspiring: Be Ready When the Luck Happens gave me a bit of permission to imagine what I would do if I were the sort of person who embraces possibility the way Garten does. As I basked in the pleasant winter sunshine, I found myself thinking, What if we move to Florida, or to Southern California, or some other place where it's warm in January? I haven't followed through--vacation fantasies have a way of fading as soon as you get back to reality. But I was invigorated by imagining that I might.  -- Eleanor Barkhorn



The Hole




by Hye-Young Pyun, translated by Sora Kim-Russell

The less you know going into The Hole, the better; don't even read the book jacket. I promise you'll still be walloped by every revelation in this story, from its opening scene of the narrator Oghi looking up, confused and groggy, at a fluorescent ceiling, to its last, when he stares up at a dark sky. In between is a slow accumulation of quiet disturbances, as Oghi, an insecure middle-aged academic, moves from one physical location to another and then from memory to memory to deeper memory. He revisits his relationships with his wife and mother-in-law, who are the two other pillars of the novel (though never addressed by name). Settings of comfort--a bedroom, a flower garden, a backyard barbecue with friends--turn into sites of distress. Banal scenes later flood with meaning. The Hole uses simple prose to reach the edges of Oghi's trapped mind, dropping clues and red herrings about its characters' mistakes. What has Oghi done with his life? What has Oghi done, exactly? Dive into this claustrophobic book when you feel freest, momentarily untethered from responsibility, perhaps looking at an infinite horizon. You'll feel the contrast in your bones.  -- Shan Wang



Great Black Hope




by Rob Franklin

At the outset, the premise of Franklin's debut novel just sounds like a typical Labor Day weekend in Southampton: David Smith is arrested for possession of cocaine, and his father--a former university president also named David--hires a local lawyer to help clear his record. But as "the David Smiths" embark on their mission, the stakes escalate. The body of the younger David's socialite roommate, Elle, was found near the East River three weeks earlier, and the investigation into her death has stalled. His best friend, Carolyn, is busy juggling drug binges, sobriety programs, and ill-advised affairs. And most of the players, including the Davids, are members of an American Black elite whose privilege feels precarious, and whose children, Franklin observes, either "adopt the twice-as-good ethos of their parents' generation or rebel and in that rebellion sacrifice themselves." The author bakes the subgenres of party-monster satire, tabloid procedural, and Black coming-of-age into a richly layered inquiry into how to live a good life. If Tom Wolfe, Jay McInerney, and Margo Jefferson somehow collaborated, this might have been the delightful result.  -- B. K.



Stop Me If You've Heard This One




by Kristen Arnett

Cherry Hendricks wants to be a clown--well, a successful one: She dreams of reliable, full-time work where she can take her craft seriously, instead of cobbling together pet-store shifts and birthday parties in the wealthy neighborhoods of Orlando, Florida. Unfortunately, she has yet to hit it big, so her days are defined by her troubles with money and her emotionally distant mother, problems made only worse by the death of her brother. In between her shots at clowning stardom, Cherry makes impressive chains of bad decisions--most of them being illicit hookups with older women. But her passion for her art is unwavering no matter what new mess she puts herself in, and key to the novel's charm. Cherry's serious treatment of clownery transforms shiny pants and greasepaint from punch lines into the venerated tools of her trade. It allows Arnett to develop moving ideas about identity, performance, and comedy--as well as how it feels to love something (or someone, or somewhere) that doesn't necessarily love you back.  -- Elise Hannum



Learn Something Completely New



A Day in the Life of Abed Salama




by Nathan Thrall

Thrall's extraordinary, Pulitzer-winning work of narrative nonfiction describes a gut-wrenching tragedy in vivid, minute detail: In 2012, an 18-wheeler traveling down a rain-soaked highway outside of Jerusalem collided with a school bus full of Palestinian kindergartners. The bus flipped over and caught fire; the children were trapped inside, and six died, along with one of their teachers. Thrall, an American journalist based in Jerusalem, takes as his main character Abed Salama, a Palestinian man from the West Bank whose 5-year-old son, Milad, was on the bus. The author begins by narrating Abed's life story in order to illustrate how the daily indignities of Israeli occupation have accrued over decades, affecting the family's choices about where to live, work, and send their children to school. By the time Thrall gets to the bus crash, the conditions that made the accident possible--and deadlier--are obvious: The bus was traveling on a circuitous, traffic-choked route to a faraway location because of restrictions on Palestinian movement; even though the disaster happened seconds away from an Israeli settlement, almost half an hour went by before any help from that town arrived. This humane, sensitive account manages to convey infuriating social realities while never losing sight of the lives at the center of the story.  -- Clint Smith



The Arm




by Jeff Passan

The future of baseball is the future of elbows. Hurling a ball 100 miles an hour, hundreds of times a week, is really, really tough on the ligament that holds the arm together--so violent that more than a third of Major League pitchers have had what's commonly known as Tommy John surgery, named for the first player who underwent it. As Passan, a longtime baseball columnist, points out in this assiduously reported, viscerally rendered study of baseball's Tommy John epidemic, pitchers' arms are among the most valuable assets in all of professional sports. Fixing them is equal parts scientific miracle, big business, and human tragedy--a gnarly, technically complex procedure that requires months or years of painful recovery. Elbows are also the site of a reckoning for the sport: As pitchers throw harder and harder, they're burning out faster and faster, to the degree that some of the sport's greatest talents aren't actually playing much at all. Passan follows his story from the field to the operating room, focusing on the Little League aces wrecking their arms at the age of 13 and the baseball executives trying to find a way out of the game's slow-moving crisis. For fans, it is a reminder of the fragility of the game we love; for every reader, the book makes clear all that baseball demands--flesh and blood, sutures and scalpels.  -- Ellen Cushing



Dark Laboratory: On Columbus, the Caribbean, and the Origins of the Climate Crisis




by Tao Leigh Goffe

In this ambitious book, Goffe advances a simple but provocative thesis: Climate change began not during the Industrial Revolution, but back in 1492, when Christopher Columbus landed in the Caribbean. As a result of European settlement, the region came to function as what Goffe calls a "dark laboratory" of exploitation and extraction, which revolved around chattel slavery. The economy built atop the practice "irreparably scarred the natural environment": Deforestation, undertaken to create wide, flat swaths of farmland, released carbon; growing a single cash crop such as sugarcane on the same land year after year weakened soil; diverse flora and the "multitude of medicines and materials critical to Indigenous life" were eliminated. This is an urgent and frequently grim work, but it is also hopeful. From corals, which "have an incredible power to self-regenerate when damaged," we can learn about rebirth and resilience. From present-day island residents, we can draw lessons on the "art form" of climate survival. And Goffe is relentlessly engaging, leaving the academy's dusty archives and traveling from Jamaica to Sardinia, Hong Kong to Hawai'i, to discover better ways to live.  -- M. C.



Panic and Joy: My Solo Path to Motherhood




by Emma Brockes

At 37, Brockes still wasn't sure whether to become a mom. She wasn't itching for parenthood, her work as a journalist wasn't wildly lucrative, and she had a girlfriend she wanted to stay with but not have kids with. Yet she knew that, pretty soon, not choosing would be a choice in itself. This is how Brockes began her journey into America's fertility business, which she recounts from a Brit's perspective: alternately horrified, bemused, and awed; marveling at an industry that seems to be both a racket and a miracle. Panic and Joy is also the story of how she ended up a single parent who's not single, raising twins one floor down from that girlfriend and her child. I learned a lot about sperm donation, intrauterine insemination, and how fertility laws differ in the U.S. and the U.K. But I think what I'll retain the most is the great sense of comfort and relief that Brockes stirred in me. What a pleasure to read writing about motherhood that isn't deeply forbidding; to observe someone forming the family she wants, not the one expected of her; and to be handed a kind of model for how to do just that--not a prescriptive parenting guide, but a reminder that people can care for one another in a lot of different, imperfect, achievable ways.  -- F. H.




Illustrations by Andy Rementer
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The End of Rule of Law in America

The 47th president seems to wish he were king--and he is willing to destroy what is precious about this country to get what he wants.

by J. Michael Luttig




Updated at 10:45 a.m. ET on May 15, 2025

The president of the United States appears to have long ago forgotten that Americans fought the Revolutionary War not merely to secure their independence from the British monarchy but to establish a government of laws, not of men, so that they and future generations of Americans would never again be subject to the whims of a tyrannical king. As Thomas Paine wrote in Common Sense in 1776, "For as in absolute governments the king is law, so in free countries the law ought to be king; and there ought to be no other."

Donald Trump seems also not to understand John Adams's fundamental observation about the new nation that came into the world that same year. Just last month, an interviewer from Time magazine asked the president in the Oval Office, "Mr. President, you were showing us the new paintings you have behind us. You put all these new portraits. One of them includes John Adams. John Adams said we're a government ruled by laws, not by men. Do you agree with that?" To which the president replied: "John Adams said that? Where was the painting?"

When the interviewer pointed to the portrait, Trump asked: "We're a government ruled by laws, not by men? Well, I think we're a government ruled by law, but you know, somebody has to administer the law. So therefore men, certainly, men and women, certainly play a role in it. I wouldn't agree with it 100 percent. We are a government where men are involved in the process of law, and ideally, you're going to have honest men like me."

And earlier this month, a television journalist asked Trump the simple question "Don't you need to uphold the Constitution of the United States as president?" Astonishingly, the president answered, "I don't know." The interviewer then asked, "Don't you agree that every person in the United States is entitled to due process?" The president again replied, "I don't know."

This is not a man who respects the rule of law, nor one who seeks to understand it.

Thus far, Trump's presidency has been a reign of lawless aggression by a tyrannical wannabe king, a rampage of presidential lawlessness in which Trump has proudly wielded the powers of the office and the federal government to persecute his enemies, while at the same time pardoning, glorifying, and favoring his political allies and friends--among them those who attacked the U.S. Capitol during the insurrection that Trump fomented on January 6, 2021. The president's utter contempt for the Constitution and laws of the United States has been on spectacular display since Inauguration Day.

For the almost 250 years since the founding of this nation, America has been the beacon of freedom to the world because of its democracy and rule of law. Our system of checks and balances has been strained before, but democracy--government by the people--and the rule of law have always won the day. Until now, that is. America will never again be that same beacon to the world, because the president of the United States has subverted America's democracy and corrupted its rule of law.

Tom Nichols: The judiciary's last stand

Until Trump exits public life altogether, it cannot be said either that America is a thriving democracy or that it has a government "of laws, not of men."

History has already documented Trump's subversion of America's democracy through his attempt to overturn the results of the 2020 election, his emphatic and steadfast repudiation of the fact that he tried to steal the presidency from the American people, and his perverted denial that January 6 was one of the darkest days in American history.

Now, in the first few months of his second administration, Trump has proved himself an existential threat to the rule of law in America.

When Trump again assumed the presidency in January, he--like every American president before him--swore an oath to faithfully execute the laws of this nation, as commanded by the Constitution. In the short time since, Trump hasn't just refused to faithfully execute the laws; he has angrily defied the Constitution and laws of the United States. In America, where no man is above the law, Trump has shown the nation that he believes he is the law, even proclaiming on social media soon after assuming office that "He who saves his Country does not violate any Law."

From the moment he entered the White House on January 20, 2025, Trump has waged war against the rule of law. He not only instigated a worldwide economic crisis with his hotheaded, unlawful tariffs leveled against our global trading partners and our enemies alike; he deliberately provoked a constitutional crisis with his frontal assault on the federal judiciary, the third and co-equal branch of government and guardian of the rule of law--grabbing more and more power for nothing but power's sake.

On his first day back, foreshadowing his all-out assault on the rule of law, Trump pardoned or commuted the sentences of 1,200 January 6 rioters. Soon, he began to persecute his political enemies--of whom there are now countless numbers--and to fire the prosecutors for the United States who attempted to hold him accountable for the grave crimes against the Constitution that he committed after losing the 2020 election.

Also within those first 100 days, the FBI arrested the Wisconsin state judge Hannah Dugan in her Milwaukee courthouse on federal criminal charges that she was "obstructing or impeding a proceeding before a department or agency of the United States" and "concealing an individual to prevent his discovery and arrest," because she invited an undocumented immigrant appearing before her on misdemeanor charges to exit her courtroom by way of the jury door rather than the front door of the courtroom. The evidence, at least as revealed so far, does not come close to supporting these charges.

The arrest and prosecution of judges on such specious charges is where rule by law ends and tyranny begins. The independent judiciary is the only constraint of law on a president. It is the last obstacle to a president with designs on tyrannical rule.

Appearing on Fox News, the attorney general of the United States, Pam Bondi, defended the evidently unlawful arrest: "What has happened to our judiciary is beyond me," she said. The judges "are deranged, is all I can think of. I think some of these judges think that they are beyond and above the law. They are not, and we are sending a very strong message today if you are harboring a fugitive ... we will come after you and we will prosecute you. We will find you."

No, Ms. Bondi, our judges do not think they are above the law, and no, judges are not deranged. They are simply upholding their oath to support and defend the Constitution of the United States--the same oath you took.

It is now entirely foreseeable that arrests of judges will occur in the federal courts across the country as well. To read the criminal complaint and related FBI affidavit that led to Judge Dugan's arrest is to understand at once that neither the state courts nor the federal courts could ever hope to administer justice if the spectacle that took place in Judge Dugan's courthouse on April 18 was to occur in state and federal courthouses across the country.

Stephen I. Vladeck: What the courts can still do to constrain Trump

It's impossible to imagine that the federal government could ever prove the charges against Judge Dugan. But that was not the point of the FBI's arrest.

Only hours after Dugan's arrest, the public learned that the Trump administration had deported a 2-year-old American and the child's mother and sister to Honduras, as the child's father frantically tried to stop the unlawful deportation. The detention and deportation of the child "is without any basis in law and violates her fundamental due process rights," a petition filed on her behalf said. Federal Judge Terry A. Doughty, who was appointed by Trump, ruled that "it is illegal and unconstitutional to deport" a U.S. citizen, and set a hearing for May 16 because of his "strong suspicion that the government just deported a U.S. citizen with no meaningful process."

The rule-of-law casualties of these presidentially provoked national crises are mounting by the day. America cannot withstand three-and-a-half more years of this president if his first few months are a harbinger of what lies ahead.

Trump has spoiled for this war against the federal judiciary, the Constitution, and the rule of law since January 6, 2021. He has repeatedly vowed to exact retribution against America's justice system for what he falsely maintains was the partisan "weaponization" of the federal government against him.

No one other than Trump and his most sycophantic supporters believes that the government's attempts to hold him and others accountable for their actions that day amount to "weaponization." With the world as witness, Trump attempted to thwart the peaceful transfer of power--committing perhaps the gravest constitutional crime that a president could ever commit. The United States had no choice but to prosecute him for those crimes, lest he be allowed to make a mockery of the Constitution of the United States.

It is Trump who is actually weaponizing the federal government against both his political enemies and countless other American citizens today.

Consider his attempts to ruin Chris Krebs, the former Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency chief who in November 2020 refused to endorse the president's lies that the election had been rigged against him. Trump has now directed the Department of Justice to investigate Krebs--for what, who knows?

Trump is supremely confident, though deludedly so, that he can win this war against the judiciary and the rule of law, just as he was deludedly confident that he could win the war he instigated against America's democracy after the 2020 election.

The Declaration of Independence, referencing King George III of Britain, reads, "A prince, whose character is thus marked by every act which may define a tyrant, is unfit to be the ruler of a free people." Order after order issued by this tyrannical president has been blatantly unconstitutional or otherwise illegal. Trump has provoked a global economic crisis with his usurious tariffs, for which he does not have authority under the Constitution and laws of the United States, and he has provoked a constitutional crisis with his defiance of a direct order from the Supreme Court--to return Kilmar Abrego Garcia to America--and orders from other lower federal courts that he is bound by the Constitution to follow and enforce. He has viciously attacked judges, putting their safety and that of their families at risk, and he has already called for the impeachment of a federal judge who ruled against him and his administration, drawing rebuke from the chief justice of the United States (Trump's sidekick, Elon Musk, has called for the impeachment of many more).

Tying the nation's judiciary up in Gordian knots, Trump has gleefully stymied the federal courts with the sheer volume of his unlawful actions. To date, more than 200 legal challenges have been filed against the administration since he returned to the White House, most of which have already been preliminarily, if not finally, successful.

As Trump continues to ravage and usurp the constitutional powers of the Congress of the United States, his adoring Republican Congress has predictably been conspicuously absent.

Only the Supreme Court is left now to rein in this president's lawlessness, and although the Court is making some limited efforts in that direction, it is already apparent that not even that institution can stop Donald Trump. He will ignore even the Supreme Court whenever he wants.

As Trump turns the federal government of the United States against Americans and America itself, the bill of particulars against him is already longer than the Declaration of Independence's bill of particulars against King George III and the British empire.

Paul Rosenzweig: The destruction of the Department of Justice
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For not one of his signature initiatives during his first 100 days in office does Trump have the authority under the Constitution and laws of the United States that he claims. Not for the crippling global tariffs he ordered unilaterally; not for his unlawful deportations of hundreds of immigrants to the Terrorism Confinement Center (CECOT), El Salvador's squalid maximum-security prison; not for his deportation of U.S. citizens to Honduras; not for his defiantly corrupt order from the Great Hall of the Department of Justice to weaponize the department against his political enemies; not for his evil executive orders against the nation's law firms for their representation of his political enemies and clients of whom he personally disapproves; not for his corrupt executive orders against honorable American citizens and former officials of his own administration, Chris Krebs and Miles Taylor, a former Homeland Security chief of staff who dared to criticize Trump anonymously during his first term; not for his unlawful bludgeoning of the nation's colleges and universities with unconstitutional demands that they surrender their governance and curricula to his wholly owned federal government; not for his threatened revocation of Harvard University's tax-exempt status; not for his impoundment of billions of dollars of congressionally approved funds or his politically motivated threats to revoke tax exemptions; not for his attempt to alter the rules for federal elections; not for his direct assault on the Fourteenth Amendment's birthright-citizenship guarantee; not for his mass firings of federal employees; not for his empowerment of Musk and DOGE to ravage the federal government; not for his threats to fire Federal Reserve Board Chairman Jerome Powell; not for his unconstitutional attacks on press freedoms; and finally, not for his appalling arrest of Judge Dugan.

Amid the ocean of unconstitutional orders, Donald Trump's executive orders targeting some of the most prestigious law firms in the country because these firms represented or employed Trump's personal enemies in the past are the most sinister and corrupt, which is saying something.

Some of the firms--Paul Weiss; Latham & Watkins; Skadden, Arps, Slate, Meagher & Flom; Kirkland & Ellis; and Simpson Thacher & Bartlett--cut "deals" to avoid the president's persecution. In doing so, they shamefully sold out their own lawyers, clients, and the entire legal profession, including the handful of courageous law firms--such as WilmerHale, Perkins Coie, Jenner & Block, and Susman Godfrey--that rightly and righteously decided to fight the president instead. It is the sworn duty of all American lawyers to denounce the president's lawlessness, not to ingratiate themselves to him.

The utter unconstitutionality of these executive orders is perfectly captured by the following remarkable paragraph from Perkins Coie's brief filed against the Trump administration by the legendary Washington law firm Williams & Connolly. I would venture to say there has never been a paragraph like this written in a brief before a federal court in the 235 years of the federal courts' existence, every word of the paragraph indisputably correct.

Because the Order in effect adjudicates and punishes alleged misconduct by Perkins Coie, it is an unconstitutional violation of the separation of powers. Because it does so without notice and an opportunity to be heard, and because it punishes the entire firm for the purported misconduct of a handful of lawyers who are not employees of the firm, it is an unconstitutional violation of procedural due process and of the substantive due process right to practice one's professional livelihood. Because the Order singles out Perkins Coie, it denies the firm the equal protection of the laws guaranteed by the due process clause of the Fifth Amendment. Because the Order punishes the firm for the clients with which it has been associated and the legal positions it has taken on matters of election law, the Order constitutes retaliatory viewpoint discrimination and, therefore, violates the First Amendment rights of free expression and association, and the right to petition the government for redress. Because the Order compels disclosure of confidential information revealing the firm's relationships with its clients, it violates the First Amendment. Because the Order retaliates against Perkins Coie for its diversity-related speech, it violates the First Amendment. Because the Order is vague in proscribing what is prohibited "diversity, equity and inclusion," it violates the Due Process Clause of the Fifth Amendment. Because the Order works to brand Perkins Coie as persona non grata and bar it from federal buildings, deny it the ability to communicate with federal employees, and terminate the government contracts of its clients, the Order violates the right to counsel afforded by the Fifth and Sixth Amendments.


And the same can be said for all of Trump's executive orders targeting the nation's law firms, lawyers, and legal profession. They are manifestly unconstitutional, and every single federal court to consider them has immediately stayed their implementation over the defiant, contemptuous arguments made by Department of Justice lawyers.

Paul Rosenzweig: The pathetic, cowardly collapse of Big Law

Last month, a federal judge blocked Trump from punishing Susman Godfrey, calling the retribution campaign Trump has waged from the White House against the nation's top law firms "a shocking abuse of power." The judge said the order was nothing but a "personal vendetta." Other federal judges have blocked Trump's executive orders targeting Jenner & Block and WilmerHale.

The federal judge who initially heard the challenge to the Perkins Coie executive order said at the time that Trump's order sent "chills down my spine." Earlier this month, the judge finally ruled that the order is unconstitutional and permanently enjoined its enforcement, admonishing Trump and reminding the country that "eliminating lawyers as the guardians of the rule of law removes a major impediment to the path to more power" for the president. The judge praised Perkins Coie and the other firms that have challenged Trump's corrupt abuse of power: "If the founding history of this country is any guide, those who stood up in court to vindicate constitutional rights and, by so doing, served to promote the rule of law, will be the models lauded when this period of American history is written." In blistering criticism for the firms that sold out to Trump rather than fight him, she wrote, quoting an amicus brief from the case, that when lawyers "are apprehensive about retribution simply for filing a brief adverse to the government, there is no other choice but to do so."

No court in the land will ever uphold any of these executive orders, and Trump knows that. He knows he need not win any of these cases in court to achieve what he wants. He will ruin the lives and livelihoods of lawyers and other American citizens and upend these institutions long before the courts render their final decisions on these orders. That's his whole point.

The president has provoked a constitutional crisis by defying orders of the federal courts in his efforts to send undocumented immigrants overseas.

To justify his mass deportations, the president has invoked the Alien Enemies Act. But he does not have the authority under that law to deport immigrants. He has done so nonetheless, and without even a thought of providing the deportees the due process to which they are constitutionally entitled. We already know that some of the immigrants were deported unlawfully.

Originally part of the Alien and Sedition Acts of 1798, the Alien Enemies Act authorizes a president to deport foreign nationals from countries with which the United States is at war or that have invaded (or threatened to invade) the United States. The president claims that the U.S. has been "invaded" by undocumented immigrants, justifying their immediate deportation without due process of law.

Nearly every lower federal court to address this wartime law's applicability has rejected Trump's reliance on this law for his illegal deportations. Recently, a federal court in Texas roundly rejected Trump's argument that alleged members of the Venezuelan gang Tren de Aragua could be deported on the authority of the Alien Enemies Act, finding that the "plain, ordinary meaning" of the law's requirement of an "invasion" of or a "predatory incursion" into the United States refers to an invasion or incursion by military forces. Tren de Aragua is obviously not a military power or force, the court said.

Earlier this month, two other federal courts, in Colorado and New York, also stopped the administration from deporting immigrants under the Alien Enemies Act. The federal court in Colorado said there was no foreign nation or government invasion or predatory incursion to justify the administration's deportations. "Respondents' arguments are threadbare costumes for their core contention: 'As for whether the Act's preconditions are satisfied, that is the President's call alone; the federal courts do not have a role to play.'" Said the judge, "This sentence staggers. It is wrong as a matter of law and attempts to read" Article III "out of the Constitution."

Katherine Yon Ebright and Elizabeth Goitein: Trump is attempting to use wartime powers in the United States

The Supreme Court was highly unlikely ever to uphold Trump's deportations under the Alien Enemies Act, even before the White House Deputy Chief of Staff Stephen Miller last Friday announced in a blatantly anti-constitutional statement that Trump is "actively looking at" suspending the Constitution's writ of habeas corpus.

The very purpose of the "privilege" of the writ of habeas corpus is to provide these deportees and detainees the right to challenge their deportations and detentions. Trump doesn't have the power to suspend habeas corpus. Article I of the Constitution provides that the writ of habeas corpus "shall not be suspended, unless ... in Cases of Rebellion or Invasion." Illegal immigration to the U.S. is not even arguably an "invasion" that would justify suspension of the writ of habeas corpus. The Supreme Court is now on clear notice of Trump's definition of rebellions and invasions--and will have to take this into account when he uses the same logic to justify his patently unconstitutional deportations.

The case of Kilmar Abrego Garcia illustrates perfectly why Trump's deportations run afoul of the Constitution. In March, Abrego Garcia was arrested, mistakenly deported to El Salvador, and imprisoned. He remains imprisoned in El Salvador to this day, despite a direct order from the Supreme Court that Trump "facilitate" his release and return him to the United States. As a Maryland federal judge, Paula Xinis, put it five days after the Court's ruling, "To date, what the record shows is that nothing has been done. Nothing."

Late last month, in an interview with ABC News, the president acknowledged that he "could" get Abrego Garcia back. He just refuses to do so. Abrego Garcia could well spend the remainder of his life unconstitutionally imprisoned in El Salvador because of Trump's defiance of the Supreme Court and the Constitution.

Trump continues to lambast the federal courts for enforcing the Constitution, pronouncing that he should be able to deport all undocumented immigrants without any trial to determine whether their deportation would be in violation of the Constitution. "I hope we get cooperation from the courts, because you know we have thousands of people that are ready to go out, and you can't have a trial for all of these people," Trump told reporters in the Oval Office. "It wasn't meant. The system wasn't meant. And we don't think there's anything that says that."

"We're getting them out, and a judge can't say, 'No, you have to have a trial. The trial is going to take two years,'" Trump went on. "We're going to have a very dangerous country if we're not allowed to do what we're entitled to do."

He couldn't be more wrong. The system actually was "meant" to provide due process, and it is of course the Constitution of the United States that says so. It is for that reason that judges can indeed say, "You have to have a trial," and presidents are supposed to listen. That's what rule by law, not by men, means.
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Trump's unilateral ordering of massive tariffs on our global trade allies and enemies alike has been his most stupendous initiative and his most colossal failure.

By presidential edict on April 2, the president declared that foreign trade and economic practices have created a national emergency, and he imposed tariffs ostensibly under the authority of the International Emergency Economic Powers Act of 1977. No previous president has ever invoked this national-emergency law to order tariffs, let alone the kind of massive, sweeping global tariffs of unlimited duration that Trump has attempted.

Nick Miroff: How the Trump Administration flipped on Kilmar Abrego Garcia

His unconscionable tariffs immediately roiled the markets of the world, slowing growth and hastening inflation and recession domestically and around the globe. The United States is now weeks into a global trade war with no end in sight as the world's economies languish.

The Constitution grants Congress the sole authority to regulate foreign commerce and levy taxes, including import tariffs. Congress has delegated to the president the power to impose limited tariffs unilaterally and adjust them in limited instances when such tariffs are urgently necessary to protect the nation's security. But the present circumstances do not even arguably qualify as an "emergency" under the IEEPA.

As the Stanford law professor and former U.S. Court of Appeals Judge Michael McConnell has said, "No statute expressly authorizes the president to impose tariffs for the nonemergency purposes of raising revenue, improving our long-term balance of trade or winning unrelated concessions on miscellaneous issues."

The president is already facing a plethora of lawsuits from states, businesses, and conservative political groups challenging his sweeping tariffs, correctly arguing that the president has usurped Congress's power to levy taxes and tariffs. These lawsuits will almost certainly prevail, if for no other reason than the Supreme Court recently held that, as to "major questions," a law must explicitly authorize a president's actions. The IEEPA, which never mentions the word tariff, does not even begin to explicitly authorize the president's tariffs.

When Powell, the Federal Reserve chair, predicted that Trump's unlawful tariffs would cause "higher inflation and slower growth," Trump needed a scapegoat as always and threatened to fire him. Trump knows he is forbidden by statute and by the Supreme Court's 1935 decision in Humprey's Executor from firing Powell except for cause.

"Powell's termination cannot come fast enough!" Trump posted on Truth Social. Later that day, he repeated his view from the Oval Office. "If I want him out, he'll be out of there real fast, believe me," the president said.

On the heels of this presidential outburst, White House Deputy Chief of Staff Stephen Miller's America First Legal Foundation was even so brazen as to sue Chief Justice John Roberts, the Judicial Conference of the United States, and the Administrative Office of the United States Courts in a shocking attempt to seize control of the coordinate branch of government. America First Legal Foundation is arguing that the Judicial Conference and the Administrative Office are executive-branch agencies that "must be overseen by the President, not the courts."

The Judicial Conference is the policy-making arm of the federal judiciary, and the Administrative Office runs the federal court system. Neither executes anything nor supports any executive function. Neither is even arguably an executive-branch agency controllable by the president. This lawsuit, like so many actions taken by this president, is just one more reprehensible attempt to threaten and intimidate the federal judiciary.

The Framers of the Constitution of the United States may never have foreseen the multitudinous independent agencies and departments of today's federal government, let alone the Judicial Conference or the Administrative Office, but I am certain of this: If they had, they would have forbidden that any of these governmental organizations, and especially the Federal Reserve, the Judicial Conference, and the Administrative Office of the Courts, would ever come under the control of any president as irresponsible as this one.

Jonathan Chait: A loophole that would swallow the Constitution

Knowingly or not, Trump has staked much of his presidency on the so-called unitary executive theory, which would give him absolute control over these institutions and the entire federal government, including the independent departments and agencies, a stake that is entirely dependent upon the Supreme Court overruling Humphrey's Executor. By insisting that he has the power to fire Powell and in his reckless threats to do so, and through Miller's threatening lawsuit, Trump has already made the most compelling argument possible that the Supreme Court should never overrule Humphrey's Executor.

Other priority initiatives of this administration--Trump's attacks on existing federal programs, federal elections, colleges and universities, birthright citizenship, and press freedoms--are just as unlawful.

On January 20, the president signed executive orders freezing foreign aid and funding for energy programs. Since then, he has prevented billions of dollars of congressionally appropriated funds from being disbursed in violation of the Impoundment Control Act of 1974, which limits the president's power to hold back (that is, impound) appropriated funds. The president once called the Impoundment Control Act "clearly unconstitutional" and "a blatant violation of the separation of powers" but has now impounded billions upon billions of dollars in appropriated funds on the authority of that law.

Presidents can't just declare laws unconstitutional and refuse to enforce them. It is Trump's impoundment of these appropriated funds that is clearly unconstitutional, not the Impoundment Control Act. It is his impoundments that are a blatant violation of the separation of powers.

Trump's DOGE wrecking ball suffers from the same constitutional infirmities. As Alan Charles Raul, a former White House associate counsel for President Ronald Reagan, wrote in The Washington Post, "Congress has not authorized this radical overhaul, and the protocols of the Constitution do not permit statutorily mandated agencies and programs to be transformed--or reorganized out of existence--without congressional authorization." He went on, "The DOGE process, if that is what it is, mocks two basic tenets of our government: that we are a nation of laws, not men, and that it is Congress which controls spending and passes legislation. The president must faithfully execute Congress's laws and manage the executive agencies consistent with the Constitution and lawmakers' appropriations--not by any divine right or absolute power."

Nothing else need be said.

Consonant with this understanding that Trump's executive order gutting much of the federal government is unconstitutional and otherwise in circumvention of the laws preventing a president from unilaterally reorganizing the federal government, last Friday a federal court ruled that Trump may broadly restructure the federal government in the way he wishes only if Congress authorizes him to do so.

The judge quoted from the earlier landmark case, Youngstown Sheet & Tube Company v. Sawyer: "In the framework of our Constitution, the President's power to see that the laws are faithfully executed refutes the idea that he is to be a lawmaker. The Constitution limits his functions in the lawmaking process to the recommending of laws he thinks wise and the vetoing of laws he thinks bad. And the Constitution is neither silent nor equivocal about who shall make laws which the President is to execute."

Anne Applebaum: This is why dictatorships fail

The court said that the plaintiffs challenging Trump's executive order and the Office of Management and Budget and DOGE's implementation of that order are likely to succeed on their claims that Trump's executive order is beyond his powers and authority, as he "has neither constitutional nor, at this time, statutory authority to reorganize the executive branch," and temporarily blocked implementation of Trump's order until further proceedings.

Perhaps most worrying of all is Trump's unlawful assertion of power over federal elections, power that is constitutionally committed to the states in the first instance and reserved to Congress in the second. Where he has no authority at all, Trump has claimed extraordinary unilateral authority to regulate federal elections, usurping the powers of not only the 50 states but also Congress. Trump's March 25 executive order flips the constitutional structure on its head.

The federal courts will never allow this unconstitutional power grab. To give the president any power over federal elections would allow a president to change election rules to serve his self-interest and his party. Indeed, the very first federal court to address the matter temporarily blocked key parts of the order in an opinion that is destined to be upheld on appeal. "Our Constitution entrusts Congress and the States--not the President--with the authority to regulate federal elections," the federal judge Colleen Kollar-Kotelly wrote.

Trump's attacks on colleges and universities, the free press, and the Fourteenth Amendment's birthright-citizenship guarantee all likewise contradict the Constitution and laws of the land.

Trump has mercilessly and unlawfully bludgeoned the nation's colleges, universities, and law schools with lawless order after lawless order. His federal government cannot commandeer higher education's governance and dictate the viewpoints that are taught at the country's colleges and universities. The First Amendment zealously guards such decisions from the federal government.

The Constitution categorically forbids the president from wielding the power of the purse (which is not even his to wield) to punish the nation's institutions of higher education for exercising their First Amendment rights.

When Harvard University called Trump's hand on his blatantly unconstitutional attack on the nation's oldest institute of higher education, Trump characteristically doubled down on his lawlessness, withholding billions of dollars more in federal funding from Harvard. Incensed by Harvard's refusal to submit to his unconstitutional attack, Trump later said the government was going to take away Harvard's tax-exempt status. "It's what they deserve!," he announced on Truth Social.

A federal statute forbids the president from "directly or indirectly" requesting the IRS to "conduct or terminate an audit or other investigation of any particular taxpayer." Violation of the statute is a crime punishable by fine and imprisonment.

No other president would ever have launched the broadside on the plain command of the Fourteenth Amendment's birthright-citizenship right that Trump relished launching on his first day in office. Contradicting the clear language of the Fourteenth Amendment, controlling federal statute, and Supreme Court precedent, the president's order does not simply deny citizenship to children of undocumented immigrants; it denies citizenship to children whose parents are legally present in the United States if they don't have permanent status when their children are born.

Jonathan Chait: The constitutional crisis is here

There is not a chance in the world that the Supreme Court will agree with Trump's assault on the Fourteenth Amendment. Only through a constitutional amendment could the president's invidious aim be wrought.

Finally, for years now, Trump has pronounced the free press in America "the enemy of the people." So it was no surprise that the media would be among the first he would target with his unconstitutional edicts. As he has crushed every institution, organization, and U.S. citizen on his road to absolute power, the president's onslaught against the First Amendment-protected free press has been particularly vile. But as with most else, the federal courts have slapped down Trump in every free-press challenge that has made its way to them. Trump's vindictive response was to have his Department of Justice announce that it would not hesitate in the future to subpoena reporters' telephone records and compel their testimony to ferret out and prosecute the leakers in the administration, which unsurprisingly is already leaking like a sieve.

The 47th president of the United States may wish he were a king. But in America, the law is king, not the president.

Donald Trump may wish he could dictate his unconscionable global tariffs; dispense with due process and deport whomever he pleases, citizen and not; and vanish away huge swaths of the federal government without check or rebuke. He may wish he did not have to contend with the First and Fourteenth Amendments, the free press, or the Constitution's birthright-citizenship guarantee. He may wish he could ignore the Constitution's elections clauses and run America's elections from the White House. And he may wish he could intimidate the nation's lawyers and law firms from challenging his abuse of power and commandeer them to do his personal bidding.

But it is these constitutional obstacles to a tyrannical president that have made America the greatest nation on Earth for almost 250 years, not the fallen America that Trump delusionally thinks he's going to make great again tomorrow.

After these first three tyrannical, lawless months of this presidency, surely Americans can understand now that Donald Trump is going to continue to decimate America for the next three-plus years. He will continue his assault on America, its democracy, and rule of law until the American people finally rise up and say, "No more."

From across the ages, Frederick Douglass is crying out that we Americans never forget: "The limits of tyrants are prescribed by the endurance of those whom they oppress."





This piece has been updated to clarify the attribution of a quote from the Perkins Coie ruling.
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And the Oscar Goes to ... Something the Voters Didn't Watch

The Academy has a new rule to address this problem. Good luck with enforcing that.

by Amogh Dimri




There's faking it 'til you make it, and then there's faking it for years after you've already made it. Some Oscar voters who've long since made it into the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences have apparently embraced the latter. Last month, the elite film-industry group announced a new rule for the final round of voting for next year's Oscar winners. Academy members must now watch all of the films before casting their ballots--all of them, all the way through.

That might seem like an obvious rule for voters of any award: View the works you're judging. But when I recently spoke with several Academy members about the new condition, the lack of consensus about how to judge a movie was striking.

"I am the first one to be on that list of people who don't watch everything," one film editor in the Academy told me. (All of my interview subjects in the Academy requested anonymity to speak candidly about their own behavior or the Academy's conduct.) "Wicked is totally uninteresting. I know I'm not going to vote for it, and I didn't really watch it," she added, referring to the Wizard of Oz prequel that was nominated for Best Picture this year. "I can only watch the things I'm interested in. Otherwise, for me, it's a waste of my time." The new rule won't change her habits, she told me. "I know what I like. I know what I don't like. If I start it and watch 10, 15 minutes and know I'm not going to vote for it, I'll just continue 'Play,' but I might not watch it. I'm just gonna walk away."

What exactly have the Academy's voting members been doing for the past nearly 100 years? Members have been encouraged to give all nominees a fair shake, but--aside from a few specialized categories--were not explicitly required to see a movie in competition from opening sequence to closing credits. Under the new system, to have their final-round ballots unlocked and counted, voters will have to either watch each nominee from start to finish via the Academy's private screening app or complete a form attesting to where and when they saw the film (if at an external venue).

David Sims: The Oscars have left the mainstream moviegoer behind

Some members I spoke with pointed out that the rule reform lacked teeth--if voters are willing to lie about having seen a movie at a festival or at the theater. "The Academy can't track you," one director in the Academy told me, "and you can just tick it off." The Academy's app isn't foolproof either. Voters can leave the movie running while cooking dinner or answering emails. But the point is that the Academy's honor system will now include the jeopardy of dishonor for cheating--given the theoretical risk of being caught in a lie.

One documentarian in the Academy told me that some tightening up was needed, but requiring voters to sit through all of the films in full was asking too much: "Filmmakers know very quickly whether something that they're watching is really special," he told me. "What is watching a film? Is it watching the first 25 minutes of a film? Does that count? Or do you have to get all the way through?" If we decide to award an Oscar for the Best Opening 25 Minutes, perhaps we can all agree that Saving Private Ryan deserves one retroactively.

Other members disagreed that filmmakers can distinguish greatness from mediocrity so quickly. The new rule should have come out a "long time back," the director told me. So why did the update come only now? "Not a lot of people saw The Brutalist in its entirety," he said. The film took home three Academy Awards. Perhaps some of the Academy's members felt they didn't need to sit through the three-and-a-half-hour run time (plus a 15-minute intermission in theaters) and come to an independent view of their own, because the Golden Globes voters had already garlanded the film with three of their biggest awards a few weeks before the Oscars. (The Academy declined my request for comment.) "The year-end films are Oscar-bait movies," the director said--meaning they come late enough to be fresh in the voters' memory but early enough to accrue critical buzz.

"I made it through 45 minutes," another documentary maker in the Academy told me. Watching it was "a big ask." A composer in the Academy, one of two I spoke with, told me that voters skipping the hours-long Brutalist was an open secret among his peers: "Several people were like, 'I can't. I started it and I couldn't finish.'" Its success considering its scant viewership "was definitely a head-scratcher to me and most of my friends," he said.

The Brutalist was not the first film in Academy history to win more acclaim than viewing minutes. According to the director I spoke with, the 2022 four-Oscar winner All Quiet on the Western Front was also scarcely watched by voters. Nodding off early makes for a reliable verdict too. "I fell asleep during Conclave," the documentary maker confessed.

The obvious question: How do movies that many Academy members find unwatchable end up being nominated for, or even winning, the highest honors in the industry? From my conversations with Academy members, one answer emerged: If not everyone who votes has time--or makes time--to watch every movie in full, an army of publicists is ready to capitalize on time-crunched voters' suggestibility.

Read: What college football and the Oscars have in common

The 2025 Best Picture winner, Anora, made headlines after its studio spent a good chunk of its $18 million marketing budget--triple the film's $6 million production cost--on its Oscars campaign, which included selling a line of film-branded red thongs. Generating word-of-mouth excitement among a body of 10,000 movie insiders is an expensive but crucial part of the game. The other composer in the Academy I spoke with told me that bigger-budget films have been known to co-host a private concert for Oscar voters at L.A.'s Royce Hall theater that is essentially "a cocktail party with drinks and hors d'oeuvres" to showcase their nominated score's composer. "You're basically at a campaign rally for very few films," he said.

The first composer told me that "when Barbie was a nominee, the year before last, Warner Bros. put on so many events." He offered a blunt appraisal of how Academy voting works: "It certainly isn't whether or not we watch the films. It's the extent to which we are being wined and dined"--then adding, "Not wined and dined, but given access." Particularly in determining votes for more niche award categories, film publicists play a big role. "There's so much competition," he said. Some people would consider the choices "overwhelming, and want to be told what to vote for." (Members are not, of course, under any obligation to vote in every category.)

Although Academy members tended to see the rule change as a housekeeping fix, online cynics read it as a confession of fraud and corruption. The controversy has put a spotlight on the gap between what the Oscars strives to be and what it actually is. Instead of celebrating what makes cinema great, it's made intra-Hollywood intrigue visible to the general public. "What's fascinating," William Stribling, a filmmaker who is not an Academy member, told me, "is that the public and moviegoing audiences are so heavily invested in this thing, which is really an internal, industry-celebrating-industry event."

By trying to make the Oscars fairer, the Academy inadvertently revealed that the award business hasn't been all that fair to begin with. But perhaps that's Hollywood's worst-kept secret already.
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The Mess at Airports Is Part of a Larger Pattern

What's behind the Newark-airport fiasco

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.


On this much, there is bipartisan agreement: The Federal Aviation Administration is in a bad mess. After years of exceptional safety, the U.S. air-travel system has recently been beset with near misses and, in one horrifying case, a collision. Air-traffic-control towers are badly understaffed, and controllers have now twice lost--for about 90 seconds and 30 to 90 seconds, respectively--the ability to track flights coming in and out of Newark.

"Someone should have seen this coming in the last administration," Transportation Secretary Sean Duffy complained yesterday on CNBC.

In fact, lots of people saw it coming. Regulators, pilots, controllers, airline executives, and outside observers all warned for years that the system was falling behind and running on outdated technology. Yet successive presidential administrations and Congresses didn't act, lulled into a false sense of stability by a record 16-year stretch with no fatal commercial-airline crashes in the United States. The struggles of the air-safety regime are especially visceral--few news items are as dramatic as a plane crash, and many people are nervous flyers to begin with--but the FAA is a lot like much of the federal government: It functioned well for a long time, but years of inattention and underfunding have quietly driven it to the brink of collapse.

The idea that the FAA can be run on the cheap is an old and enduring one. In 1981, President Ronald Reagan broke a strike by air-traffic controllers demanding more favorable working conditions, firing some 11,000 controllers. One result was a huge influx of new hires, who typically work for 20 to 25 years--which meant big cohorts retiring in the mid-2000s and again around now. The FAA is currently 3,000 controllers shy of its target staffing; the controller in charge when a plane and a helicopter collided in January near the airport named for Reagan was doing double duty. Seeking to ensure safety, the FAA has implemented mandatory overtime--which is both expensive and risks fatigue among controllers, who are then more likely to make mistakes. Duffy is also offering a 20 percent bonus to controllers who stay past retirement age. (The FAA does not currently have a confirmed leader.)

The equipment and infrastructure of the FAA are similarly shaky. "We use floppy disks. We use copper wires," Duffy said after the first Newark outage. "The system that we're using is not effective to control the traffic that we have in the airspace today." An FAA official said today that a link between the Pentagon and Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport has been inoperable for years. The FAA embarked on a major overhaul of technology in 2007, but it's still not complete--in part because of underfunding. The 2013 GOP-driven budget-sequestration process slashed the agency's budget, but Congress allowed the agency to divert funds to pay controllers. Congress's appropriations for FAA equipment failed to keep pace with inflation, yet in 2016, Republicans in Congress proposed further slashing the FAA's budget because they were frustrated that the overhaul was not yet complete.

In January 2023, Delta Airlines CEO Ed Bastian made a plea on behalf of the FAA. "I think it's very clear that there has to be a call to action amongst our political leaders, Congress, and the White House to fund and properly provide the FAA the resources they need to do the job," he said on a conference call. Later that year, experts identified a series of problems at the FAA, writing in a report, "These challenges, in the areas of process integrity, staffing, and facilities, equipment, and technology, all have ties to inadequate, inconsistent funding." In 2024, when the Biden administration estimated that the FAA had a $5.2 billion shortfall simply to maintain some operations, then-FAA Administrator Mike Whitaker told a House committee that facilities were "somewhat famously underfunded."

The FAA has other problems as well, including regulatory capture by Boeing in the years leading up to a series of 737 Max failures. Although these issues predate the current administration, the Trump administration and Elon Musk's U.S. DOGE Service have done further damage, as my colleague Isaac Stanley-Becker reported in March. "Many jobs with critical safety functions are indeed being sacrificed, with any possible replacements uncertain because of the government-wide hiring freeze," he wrote. Donald Trump, meanwhile, baselessly and racistly blamed the January midair collision in Washington, D.C., on DEI programs.

The pattern of neglect observed at the FAA can be seen across the federal government. Other physical infrastructure, including bridges, dams, power lines, and highways, are in a serious state of decay. In 2014, a major scandal rocked the Department of Veterans Affairs health system when it emerged that officials, dealing with insufficient capacity, were hiding long waitlists. As Ed Yong wrote in The Atlantic in 2020, the coronavirus pandemic revealed years of deterioration that had weakened the nation's public-health system (and other systems).

The fact that government spending continues to grow is well known, but that growth is driven by mandatory spending on entitlement programs such as Medicare and Social Security, which grows as the American population ages and increases. Discretionary spending--that is, everything else--has for decades declined as a percentage of GDP. The U.S. is spending much less on these other government services than it did in 1962. Back then, discretionary spending was 12.3 percent of GDP; in fiscal year 2024, it was roughly 6.3 percent.

Musk is learning an accelerated lesson that few shortcuts exist in government; that's one reason DOGE has had to keep recalling federal employees and adjusting down its savings estimates. Everyone wants to cut waste, fraud, and abuse, but most government spending is not wasteful, fraudulent, or abusive. We can and should improve how the government works, but we can't actually get something for nothing. As with what's happening to American democracy itself, the risk is in creating a hollowed-out shell--one that appears solid but fails to deliver on its promise to the people.

Related:

	The FAA's troubles are more serious than you know.
 	The near misses at airports have been telling us something. (From January)
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The Default-Parent Problem

By Olga Khazan

When Austin Estes took his sick infant son to urgent care, he struggled to change his diaper in an exam room not equipped with a changing table. "Oh, if only Mom was here," the nurse said. Estes, an education-policy consultant in Washington, D.C., wondered why she'd think his wife would better handle an impossible diaper change.


Read the full article.
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Watch. Season 2 of Andor (streaming on Disney+) reveals that Star Wars is maybe better without lightsabers, Shirley Li writes.

Experiment. Just let your kids play with makeup, Faran Krentcil writes: "A child's curiosity about makeup isn't necessarily a red flag, or even a fluttery pink one."
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Trump and the Crown Prince

He's the American president Gulf leaders have been waiting for.

by Hanna Rosin




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

Three years ago, Joe Biden visited Saudi Arabia and was pointedly not greeted at the airport by any of the kingdom's major leaders (a mere governor of a province was the highest-ranking official who showed up). This week when President Trump landed in Riyadh, Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman met him at the end of the jetway, shook his hand warmly, and walked him down the purple carpet. In Qatar, his entourage was greeted by red Cybertrucks, camels, and dancers. The affection appears mutual and genuine. That is in part because Trump speaks the transactional language of the Gulf leaders he met with this week, and they appreciate him for it. As a gift, he gets a luxury jet from Qatar while U.S. citizens get ... ? That remains to be seen.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk with Hussein Ibish, a senior resident scholar at the Arab Gulf States Institute, about this new era of chumminess among the American president and Gulf leaders. What does it mean that Trump has not brought up any of Saudi Arabia's human-rights violations? Is that luxury jet just norm breaking or illegal? And how might this friendship influence Trump in his dealings with Israel as its prime minister, Benjamin Netanyahu, threatens to escalate attacks on Gaza?



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: Have you been seeing the pictures of Trump on the tarmac being greeted by various royals?

Hussein Ibish: Yeah.

Rosin: I wonder if you read it this way: He seems very relaxed.

Ibish: He is very relaxed. He's home. He's come home. This is, like--outside the U.S., this is his favorite place.

[Music]

Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic, and that is Hussein Ibish.

Ibish: I'm Hussein Ibish, and I'm a senior resident scholar at the Arab Gulf States Institute, and I write for many publications, especially The Atlantic.

Rosin: This week, we're watching the president's visit to the Gulf states: Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates.

The pictures we're referring to show Trump at the airport tarmac in Saudi Arabia being greeted by Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman in a royal welcome. Lavender carpets. Golden swords. Arabian horses. And Trump smiling through all of it. This is a stark contrast to a few years ago, when MBS, as bin Salman is known, was a pariah in the West for his human-rights violations.

So what does Donald Trump's new approach to the Gulf states mean for our Middle East policy? And why is Trump so at home there?

Ibish: He lives in a world of patrons and clients. He lives in a world where authority is not questionable. And that's very familiar. It's a very familiar space to--especially the Saudi royals, but--all of them. And he understands them, and they understand him. And he loves them, and they love him. He can be himself, the unedited version. He doesn't have to check his instincts. He just go[es] with it. And that's kind of unusual for Trump.

Rosin: The word that seems to summarize Trump's approach is transactional. That's the word that a lot of people use. So what are Middle East leaders getting from America, and what is Trump getting from them?

Ibish: Yeah, it's pretty straightforward, right? The Middle Eastern--not leaders, but--countries, what they're getting, ultimately, is protection. They're getting military protection, which is often unsatisfactory from their point of view. But they don't really have a good alternative to the United States, so they have to try to work to make it as good as possible. And that's what they're doing. They're buying goodwill from the U.S. They're also buying weapons, which they want and need. It's not, you know, purely just gifting.

However, what Trump is getting in return is lots of money, and more for himself than for the country. There is money coming for the country. There are these large weapons sales of missiles and other things to Saudi Arabia, the biggest weapons sale in U.S. history. And the U.A.E. is looking at buying over a million semiconductor chips from Nvidia. And so on. All three countries are buying lots of American stuff, which is a big boon to Trump's bid to revitalize American manufacturing.

But there's also a grifting angle here, right? Trump is getting a lot of money for his own company. We've never seen this before. We've never seen, even in the first Trump term: The level to which this state visit is also a private-business visit is amazing, because the projects include a Trump Tower in both Riyadh and Jeddah, in Saudi Arabia; another Trump Tower in Dubai, in the U.A.E.; and a Trump International Golf [Club] and resort in Qatar. There's also a cryptocurrency scheme connected to his sons, in which a U.A.E.-linked company has just agreed to invest $2 billion, with a B--$2 billion. The company is not going to look the same after this trip. It's going to go from being a very-successful-for-its-size mom-and-pop shop built on the vast inheritance that Trump's had from his father, Fred--but now he's taking it into the stratosphere.

I mean, the amount of financial clout that's coming to his family-owned, privately held business is just amazing. And what the Arabs are doing here is buying goodwill. It's an investment. It's an investment in Trump as a friend and, you know, ultimately also with the U.S. But right now Trump has, you know, instituted l'etat c'est moi: "He is the country, and the country is him."

And until somebody stops him or until he leaves the White House, that's the way it's going to be. And this is very understandable to a group of people who deal in patron-client relations as a matter of course.

Rosin: Okay, so just to summarize, the transaction is: They get protection, and what Trump gets is money for the country and money for himself.

Ibish: Exactly. They get protection and he gets money. We get money.

Rosin: Yeah, it's very clear when you describe it: The symbol, the concrete thing that is going to symbolize this trip for a long time, is this luxury jet from Qatar. How should we understand what this transaction is?

Ibish: Well, it's the absolute--I was waiting for you to bring it up, because it is exactly the kind of icon, the avatar of this trip. It says it all.

Qatar, which is an unbelievably rich country, has 300,000--maybe 400,000--citizens. Most of the country, between 2 and 3 million people, are ex-pat laborers, foreign workers, Arab and Western technocrats. But collectively, those 350,000 or so Qataris are the largest single exporter in the world of liquid natural gas. And obviously, all of the wealth goes to the citizens. I mean, it's just amazing. You've never seen a country with this level of per-capita wealth.

And it uses that money for national interests. In this case, what they've done is: One of the former prime ministers who is a royal has a jet, a luxury Boeing 747 that's kitted out not for a president but for a wealthy man who enjoys luxury travel on his own private plane. So what the Qataris have done is they've said: You can have the plane for use as president while you're in office, and after that it will be transferred to your presidential library, meaning he could still use it after that. So it's sort of been--they've very cleverly muddied the waters or blurred the line between private and public here, in order to give this plane to Donald Trump as an individual. They can say that they haven't, that they've given it to his presidency, right?

Rosin: This is so interesting. Basically, what you're saying is this is the president that the Gulf leaders have been waiting for. Trump is the man that they can finally deal with in the way that they want to.

Ibish: Yeah. Well, in a lot of ways I think that's true. I remember a certain high-ranking--or formerly very high-ranking--Gulf individual who said just as much in 2016, after he was elected. They said, He does the same things--and he listed a bunch of verbs that were unlawful actions--and said, We do that. And he does that.

It's not, obviously, unlawful in their countries. It's normative, but traditionally not allowed in the United States and in Western countries in general. And I think this man was absolutely correct when he said, We do this and he does that, and we do this and he does that, and that they would feel very comfortable with him.

They certainly would disagree about how much pressure he should put on Israel regarding Gaza, things like that. But I was thinking yesterday that there's really no daylight between Trump's positions on all the really most-important issues and those of Saudi Arabia. You can't find a major irritant there, which is really amazing.

Rosin: Such as what? What issues?

Ibish: Well, I mean, anything you think of--the war in Ukraine, the nature of U.S.-Saudi relations, you know, how business should be conducted, the Yemen war, talks with Iran (they both want a deal). They convinced him that lifting the sanctions on Syria was a good idea. They just agree, more or less, on just about any issue. That can change overnight, because if there was a spike in oil prices, they would disagree right away.

But I was contrasting that in my mind with the problems that the U.S. and Trump have with Israel right now, where there's disagreement about Gaza, about the cease-fire with the Houthis, about the talks with Iran, about the negotiations with Hamas. There are many irritants. Now, that's not to say the U.S. is closer to Saudi Arabia than it is Israel. I don't think that's true. The Israeli relationship with the U.S. is very deeply ingrained and protected by political influence in the U.S., especially from evangelical Christians on the right.

But yeah, I think Trump is sort of ideal in many ways from, say, a Saudi point of view.

[Music]

Rosin: So now that we've established the nature of this relationship and where we are now, I want to understand what it means--to the rest of us, not to Trump and his family. So when you hear about U.S. relations with Gulf states in the past, especially Saudi Arabia, human rights enters as a factor. Not always forcefully, but it's always--

Ibish: Well, it's definitely a rhetorical factor with most administrations. Whether they're Republican or Democrat, they do bring it up. Trump doesn't--ever, at all.

Rosin: Right. So how important is that departure or shift?

Ibish: Well, I mean, MBS has learned--and one of the big questions about him when he was a young, rash leader, you know, beginning in 2015, when he came in as defense minister, and a quick rise to where he is now, which is head of government. That is to say he is the prime minister of Saudi Arabia, so he runs the government.

And human-rights issues became very serious in his early years with the arrest of the dissidents, the sort of adventure in Yemen that was ill-advised and badly done, to put it mildly, and also the jailing of important people who are not perhaps on board fully with the changes--the reforms, the social liberalization, or other concerns that MBS had about them--who were jailed at the Ritz Carlton.

Rosin: Yeah, and of course, the 2018 murder of The Washington Post journalist Jamal Khashoggi, which the CIA concluded MBS ordered, although he denied it.

Ibish: I was coming to that. That's the big enchilada--right?--for many people, including me, because he was a friend of mine for 15 years. And I, you know, I was just--I'm still scarred by it, and I think I always will be.

[Music]

Ibish: MBS, what we've learned about him is that, you know, he's not a sociopath, in the sense that he's educable. The question about him was always, Is he young and, you know, rash and doing these things because he doesn't know better, or is he kind of nuts? And the answer is, No, he's educable. He's evolving. He's maturing.

Saudi Arabia remains a real human-rights violator from the point of view of human-rights norms. It executes a lot of people. Rule of law does not apply in the way we would expect. Dissidents--when they're found, when they exist--suffer, you know, arrest and imprisonment and long sentences. And even if they go as far as saying, Parts of the country should secede or leave Saudi Arabia, they can be executed. And they are sometimes. So it's not, you know, a happy story on human rights at all. But it's just way better than it was. And, you know, there are certainly more-alarming cases around the world.

You couldn't really say that around the time of the murder of Jamal, because Saudi Arabia was really one of the worst violators at that time. And now I think it's almost back to normative Saudi behavior, hardly a good standard--it's a very low bar--but it's very different than he was years ago.

Rosin: Okay, so we need to take a quick break, but when we come back, I want to talk about what this trip means for the ongoing conflicts in the Middle East and U.S.'s role in them. That's when we're back.

[Break]

Rosin: Okay, we're back. So I want to put this Gulf visit in the broader Middle East context. As Trump was heading to this trip, he made a number of deals that seemed like they were trying to clear away American entanglements in the region--so the U.S. cease-fire agreement with the Houthis and Yemen, the agreement with Hamas to release the last living U.S. citizen held hostage in Gaza, and then the announcement that the U.S. was going to lift sanctions on Syria. Do you see a pattern in this series of deals? Do you see a common goal? What is it?

Ibish: Yes. I think he's trying to reduce American exposure and involvement in conflict in the region--not only in the region, but in regional conflicts.

So for example, the lifting of sanctions on Syria is a response to Gulf countries saying to him, in effect, You say you want us to handle our problems. Fine. We want to, you know, invest in Syria and build. We can't have any influence in Syria if we don't spend money there, because we don't have a militia or an army in Syria. The only way to get their attention is by investing in reconstruction and in other services where we can build constituencies of friends who will represent our interests and, by extension, yours. And we can't do that if every time we write a check, we have to worry about the Treasury Department slamming us. So if you want us to handle our business, you gotta take these sanctions off.

The deal with the Houthis in Yemen is undoubtedly directly connected to another conflict-ending or conflict-containing policy of Trump, which is the negotiations with Iran. Trump definitely wants a deal with the Iranians, another version of the Obama peace deal--which he railed against but is trying to resurrect--but he wants it to be longer and stronger and tougher on Iran. And he can get all of that because of what happened to the Iranians under Biden.

I mean, he'll never give Biden the credit for having put Iran in this situation, but it was under his presidency that Iran was crippled in its regional status, and the biggest blow by miles was the Turkish-engineered downfall of Assad in Syria. You know, that's why the--letting the Saudis and the Emiratis and others, you know, do what they can in Syria without sanctions is part of that.

You know, he needs to take advantage of this moment of Iranian weakness and the fact that they need 20, 25 years to rebuild their power and to rethink their national-security strategy, because it was all based on the idea that Arab militia groups led by Hezbollah in Lebanon would provide a powerful forward defense against Israel and, ultimately, the United States. And that was tested and proved untrue. Hezbollah was decimated by Israel.

So Iran is in very bad shape. It needs to rethink everything, and it needs time. And Trump understands this, and Trump wants a deal because he doesn't want to be put in a situation of having to confront the Iranians militarily. And Iran wants a deal, and the only country left that doesn't want such a deal is Israel. With Obama, the Arabs were totally against it, but now they're all for it because they want calm and regional stability.

Rosin: So that is the one big, obvious point of disagreement, which you mentioned, is Israel.

Ibish: Yeah.

Rosin: This is coming at a moment when Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu is warning that he's going to escalate in Gaza. As you've been seeing this Gulf trip unfold, what do you think it means for Israel, Gaza, and America's role in all of that?

Ibish: I mean, it certainly incentivizes Trump to think very carefully about doing what he can to restrain Israel's worst impulses in Gaza.

The situation in Gaza is so dire after more than 70 days of complete blockade--no food, no medicine, no water, no electricity, no shelter, nothing, no supplies into Gaza. People have been reduced to the point of starvation. That's where we're headed here. And it's a crime--it's certainly a war crime, and it's probably a crime against humanity. What the Israelis are proposing to do is to go back into Gaza with full force, force all the population--2.2 million who are not Hamas fighters and cadres and officials--into a tiny enclave in the south, where they will be kept supposedly protected but actually kind of herded, where they'll be kept with what the UN says is very, totally inadequate plans for their food and water and medicine and shelter. Meanwhile, Israel proclaims it will scour the entire rest of the country for anything and everything connected with Hamas and destroy it. Gaza delenda est.

You know, the bottom line is: This is kind of the war that the most-extreme factions in Hamas have been waiting for. It provides them with an open-ended, long-term insurgency. Now, obviously, the Israelis can rely on brute force to crush Hamas. But I think they've started to get the hint that as long as there are Palestinians in Gaza, there will be some form of Hamas, because Hamas is not a list of people and equipment. It's a name. And if you take a bunch of Palestinians and some of them say they're Hamas, then there will be Hamas, and that's likely to persist no matter what Israel does.

And we're getting closer and closer to the end goal of where I think the logic of this for Israel goes, which is depopulation. Gaza has to be, you know, depopulated of Palestinians in order to be free of Hamas. And because the two go together in Gaza, under the circumstances.

Rosin: So given that that's the current situation, and given that Trump is now engaging in the Middle East, how does this change the calculus for how he and the U.S. engage?

Ibish: Everything that has happened in the region incentivizes him to stop the Israelis from going ahead with this plan, at least as it has been structured now. It's too extreme. It's too brutal. It's too genocidal. It's too over the top. And I really think the fact that he made such close friends again and reinforced his relationship with these countries that don't want that, both at the emotional and the strategic registers, that need it not to happen in every possible way, is really important.

It gives him every reason to hold the Israelis back and say, Guys, come on. Don't do this. Don't do this this way. Don't do it. And he's the only person in the world at the moment who has real leverage over Netanyahu, because of the nature of the Israeli-U.S. relationship.

Rosin: Yeah. Well, Hussein, this has been so clarifying. I really appreciate you helping us navigate and understand what this trip to the Gulf states might mean.

Ibish: Such a pleasure to be here. Thank you.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Kevin Townsend and Rosie Hughes. It was edited by Claudine Ebeid. We had engineering support from Rob Smierciak, 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, you can support our work and the work of all Atlantic journalists when you subscribe to The Atlantic at theatlantic.com/listener. I'm Hanna Rosin, and thank you for being a listener. Talk to you next week.
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Just Let Your Kids Play With Makeup

Many people consider it a red flag. It doesn't have to be.

by Faran Krentcil




At least once a month, someone asks Kathryn Keough, a clinical psychologist at the mental-health nonprofit Child Mind Institute, if their child is in trouble. An expert on juvenile trauma and distress, Keough helps families navigate the fallout from scarring events or severe illnesses. But the inquiring parents aren't asking Keough whether their kid will recover after a tragedy. They're worried because their young daughters want to play with lipstick.

Call it the fear of "girly-girl" culture--the princess movies, sparkly dresses, and, of course, makeup that Keough says become part of many little kids' orbits when they turn 3. These interests, the thinking goes, feed into a culture that grinds the spirits of bright young women into pixie dust by insisting that their outward appearance is ultimately more important than their actions. The concern is a frequent topic in Facebook parenting groups and modern advice columns, which feature questions such as what to do when a 3-year-old is obsessed with pink despite a hard-and-fast "No sparkle princesses!" rule. Recently, parents' anxiety has been stoked by YouTube and TikTok influencers who turn makeup routines into entertainment--popular videos that have led to an influx of fifth graders in Sephora aisles. Late last year, to cultivate a younger clientele, the beauty retailer Ulta even debuted tiny toy versions of popular makeup products, essentially collectibles shaped like eyeshadow palettes or lipstick. The response was robust sales--and panicked articles declaring that the toys were "hooking young kids on makeup" before their brains could reject such glitter-coated temptations. "The anxiety," Keough told me, "is very real."

But a child's curiosity about makeup isn't necessarily a red flag, or even a fluttery pink one. When a 3-year-old asks for a lipstick tube of her own, she's doing something that is, in Keough's words, developmentally "so normal"--and that can even be helpful. Today, many experts think that toys symbolizing makeup, or a spare amount of nontoxic cosmetics, can have cognitive and developmental benefits for preschool and elementary-age children, as long as they're used as part of child-initiated play. A knee-jerk rejection of girlhood signifiers--being against princesses, say--ends up putting a double standard on playtime that can cast girls themselves as weak or unwanted. Compare the kerfuffle over Ulta's lipstick figurines with Ferrari's similar partnership with Hot Wheels, which produced no discernible outrage at all. The typical clutter of boyhood rarely faces the same scrutiny as "girly" toys.

Read: How to have a realistic conversation about beauty with your kids

Little girls clamoring for lipstick is a healthy part of role-playing, Tara Well, a psychologist and Barnard College professor who specializes in personality development, told me. Children begin experimenting with their appearance early as part of their identity formation, the process of realizing that they are distinct beings with their own body and desires. A version of this type of play begins around six months, when babies become fascinated with their own reflection. (If you've ever held up a baby to a mirror and cooed "Who's that? Is that you?" then you've helped guide this practice.) By 18 months, toddlers will typically recognize themselves in the mirror, and they'll also use visual aids--dress-up clothes, masks, perhaps makeup--to role-play as caregivers or story characters, a kind of exploration that tends to continue for many years. This is why my goddaughter, when she was a toddler, would pretend to spray her grandmother's perfume on herself before coming to dinner, and why the 5-year-old daughter of a friend swiped a Sweet'N Low packet from the table when we were all at brunch, then rolled it up to look like a "pink lipstick" that she dabbed onto her face until her buttered toast arrived.

The act of creating pretend makeup or putting on the occasional swipe of real lip balm can also reinforce fine-motor and planning skills, Keough told me. Putting on (actual or pretend) makeup requires grip--and it teaches a child to identify and follow a simple sequence of events: uncapping the product, pinpointing the specific part of the face where it belongs, using it carefully, putting it away. When children "turn" regular objects into makeup, such as the sweetener packet at the diner, they're also developing problem-solving skills. Drawing pictures and building with blocks have similar benefits, Keough said, "but to say playing with makeup, or pretend makeup, is useless isn't accurate."

Trying to ban such "glamour play"--as Well described the practice of playing with items that deal with appearance--can also backfire. Such rejections can tamp down a child's natural curiosity and desire for agency, which might cause some developmental issues, such as loss of confidence in one's natural desire to explore the social environment, Well told me. That's especially true in today's highly supervised childhoods, where many young kids' sights, smells, and tastes are entirely prescribed by adults. Imagining a makeup-wearing future gives children the ability to feel a tiny bit of control and wish fulfillment, just as imagining having a beard or a mustache could. "A lot of kids will pretend to shave like Daddy," Keough told me. "People don't seem so concerned about that."

Many people have argued that there's a thin line between an interest in beauty and an embrace of unhealthy societal norms, such as the idea that a woman's worth is primarily determined by her appearance or ability to sexually attract a man. But the desire to wear makeup isn't always about appealing to the male gaze. Women wear lipstick in corporate boardrooms, congressional meetings, and places of worship--and not because they want a date. Many female leaders have made a signature cosmetic look, such as bold lipstick, a part of their visual calling card. Witness the fire-red lips of Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, who has said she often wears lipstick to get a confidence boost and as a tie to her Latina culture. Rabbi Rebecca Keren Jablonski, an author and religious leader in New York City, has said that she adopts a glam look partly so young people in her community can see that she's just like other adults they know, and not a distant, unapproachable figure.

When young women have agency to choose their own clothing and makeup, they can be more confident, less anxious, and even kinder, Shakaila Forbes-Bell, a London-based psychologist who specializes in aesthetics and mental health and is the author of Big Dress Energy, told me.

Women's sense of agency over their appearance can also, in certain arenas, influence cognitive performance. The authors of a 2012 paper on "enclothed cognition" suggested that clothes "can have profound and systematic psychological and behavioral consequences for their wearers." And a 2017 study found that female students scored higher on academic assessments when they applied their preferred style of makeup before taking a simulated exam.

Read: 'Intensive' parenting is now the norm in America

The desire to have control over our appearance--and to appear on the outside as we feel on the inside--begins in childhood, Forbes-Bell told me. "Letting kids look how they want," she said, "especially when they're playing, is so, so important." Does that mean all beauty products are great for all kids? Absolutely not, which is why some of the parental concern over kids' desire to use makeup is well placed: Some dermatologists have said that many brands popular on TikTok have stronger chemical compounds (such as retinol) that, though helpful for older adults, could irritate young skin. (Obviously, if you're too young to get drunk, you don't need a Drunk Elephant brand anti-aging serum.) More alarming is a 2023 study from Columbia University, which noted that children who've been exposed to personal-care products--not just makeup but also some hair gels--might absorb toxic chemicals from the formulas into their skin, eyes, and mouth. The scientists behind the study called for greater government restrictions, especially on products marketed to children.

Physical safety is one thing. A moral panic about playing pretend is another. Although it's true that no child, whatever their gender, should be told their worth is primarily communicated through their looks--and parents understandably want to reinforce that message--banning "girly" play can come with its own harms. At an innate level, children know that their appearance can help communicate who they are, and who they might want to be in the world. Pretending to apply makeup with toys, or occasionally smearing some real makeup on with adult supervision, can be a healthy way for kids to explore that idea--and a fun, even thrilling way to assert their sense of self. Letting children take the lead is the point, even if it leads to lipstick instead of Legos.
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The Default-Parent Problem

Why do so many people assume that Mom knows what's going on with the kids, and that Dad does not?

by Olga Khazan




When Austin Estes took his sick infant son to urgent care, he struggled to change his diaper in an exam room not equipped with a changing table. "Oh, if only Mom was here," the nurse said. Estes, an education-policy consultant in Washington, D.C., wondered why she'd think his wife would better handle an impossible diaper change.

Justin Rauzon, a project director in Los Angeles, told me he listed himself as the primary contact on the intake paperwork at his child's pediatrician's office. But the office staff frequently ignores that information. "They usually reach out to my wife, who either tries to handle things (sometimes without the full context), patches me into the conversation, or tells them to call me," he told me in an email. "Exactly the sort of inefficient experience we want to avoid by listing me to call first."

Shannon Carpenter, who has written a book (and for The Atlantic) about being a stay-at-home dad, called his daughter's high school one day to let them know she was staying home sick. The school immediately contacted his wife to confirm that she really was ill. Years ago, he picked his son up from day care and another child asked why the boy was always picked up by his dad. "He has a daddy-mommy," the teacher said. ("The fuck?" Carpenter thought.)

Schools, pediatricians, random passersby--so many people assume that Mom knows what's going on with the family, and that Dad does not. If a child has a problem, they think, the first step is to contact the mother--no matter where she is or what she might be doing. Yevgeniya Nusinovich, a mom of four, told me that earlier this year, a doctor's office called her three times while she was in Taiwan for work, leaving messages for her in the middle of the night without ever trying to reach her husband. When Alexis Miller took an international flight with her husband and their 11-month-old daughter, they booked two seats together and one a few rows back. Her husband took the first shift with the baby, who started fussing. The flight attendant walked past Miller's husband and approached Miller to tell her to go help her baby calm down. Miller told her, "She is with her dad and she'll settle in a minute."

Read: A grand experiment in parenthood and friendship

I'm familiar with this phenomenon myself: I once got a call to confirm my son's physical-therapy appointment, told the office to call my husband instead, and gave them his number. I hung up. They called me right back.

This isn't just in our heads. Research backs up the idea that people tend to assume mothers are the default parent, even when they explicitly ask not to be. A few years ago, Kristy Buzard, an economist at Syracuse University, and her colleagues posed as fictitious parents and emailed more than 80,000 school principals, saying they were searching for a school for their child and asking for a call back. The researchers found that the principals were 40 percent more likely to call the pretend mothers back than the pretend fathers. Even in cases where the email came from the father, and the father said he was more available than his wife, the principals called the mother 12 percent of the time.

Part of the reason, Buzard posited, is "this underlying belief that moms are more available and are going to be more responsive." That suspicion was underscored by the fact that in areas with more Republican-voting, religious, and rural people--traits she and her co-authors used as a proxy for traditional gender norms--moms were even more likely to be called. Katy Milkman, a behavioral economist at the University of Pennsylvania, told me, "We have a stereotype of the mother as the caregiver." Many school administrators and doctor's-office staffers, she said, "probably are not going through a deliberate thought process where they're like, Huh, which of these two people should I call? Let me think about the probabilities of which of them is the caregiver." She told me that "people jump to conclusions, maybe without even realizing it."

Another explanation is that many kid-related institutions rely on software that's janky and outdated. "The data systems aren't smart enough to prioritize who gets called first," Jen Shu, a pediatrician based in Atlanta, told me. "I never know on any given day which one I'm supposed to call, because our system isn't smart enough to say, 'For today, call this parent at this number.'" The software, she said, can sometimes have only one email on file, and can text only the parent whose cell is listed as the main number. If a mom brings in a newborn for an appointment and fills out the intake paperwork and then goes back to work while her husband is on paternity leave, a reliable way doesn't always exist to notify the office that it should now contact the father. If the mother tells the receptionist, that person might not be the one whose job it is to update the patient's chart. If she tries to make the change herself online, the patient portal might not feed the new information into the doctor's records. "In this day and age," Shu said, "it should be easier."

Read: The isolation of intensive parenting

Of course, in many families, mothers are the primary contact. (Dustin Strickland, the assistant principal of North Murray High School in Georgia, told me that, based on a glance at his records, most families list the mom first.) Nevertheless, treating mothers as the default parent when they don't want to be can add annoyingness to their already annoyance-filled lives. Unwanted calls from school or the doctor's office can interrupt their focus at work, and passing the call on to Dad isn't always as easy as it might seem. In another survey of parents that Buzard and her co-authors also conducted, mothers were 30 percent more likely than fathers to say that outsourcing a job to their partner is "disruptive to their day and that they still have to be involved in the task even after asking their partner for help," a sentence that was surprisingly not followed by an upside-down smiling emoji. Some mothers get so fed up with the stress of being the one to field emails about flu shots and spirit-day outfits that they scale back at the office or stop working altogether. Buzard and her co-authors found that kid-related disruptions contributed to many women's decisions to take lower-demand jobs that offered greater flexibility, or to to be a stay-at-home parent.

For dads, getting treated as the backup parent creates its own frustrations. Rauzon keeps track of his son's asthma-medication regimen, and when the doctor's office calls his wife instead of him, managing his medications and treatments becomes harder. Similarly, when the day care that Estes and his wife use calls his wife at the office when their son is sick, even though Estes works from home, "it adds an extra unnecessary step," he told me. "I think people sometimes assume dads are just there for decoration."

These days, many dads want to step up, and the family runs better when they do. If only everyone else would catch on and let them.
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The Cynical Republican Plan to Cut Medicaid

Work requirements set up a thicket of paperwork that leads eligible Medicaid recipients to lose their insurance. That's the point.

by Jonathan Chait




A generation ago, the Republican Party's preferred symbol of government-funded indolence was the "welfare queen," a quasi-mythical figure who collected checks to sit at home watching television. Today's GOP has fixated on an even stranger target: unemployed adults who take advantage of the taxpayer by collecting free ... health insurance.

The fiscal centerpiece of the "big, beautiful bill" now making its way through Congress is to take Medicaid away from jobless adults. According to the Congressional Budget Office, the work requirement would save $300 billion over a decade and take health insurance from 7.6 million people. This would not come close to offsetting the deficit-exploding effects of extending and expanding the 2017 tax cut, but it's one of the only big spending reductions the congressional Republican caucus can agree on.

Jessica Riedl: Congressional Republicans might set off the debt bomb

Supporters depict work requirements as a matter of fairness and proper incentives. In a New York Times op-ed published this morning, the Trump-administration officials Robert F. Kennedy Jr., Mehmet Oz, Brooke Rollins, and Scott Turner define Medicaid as "welfare" and blame it for luring people into dependency and sloth. "Millions of able-bodied adults have been added to the rolls in the past decade, primarily as a result of Medicaid expansion," they complain. "Many of these recipients are working-age individuals without children who might remain on welfare for years. Some of them do not work at all or they work inconsistently throughout the year."

What this claim is hiding behind weasel words (many, some) is that, according to a recent academic study based on U.S. census data, a mere 8 percent of Medicaid recipients are able-bodied, working-age adults who don't have jobs.

RFK Jr. and his co-authors don't spell out precisely how work requirements are supposed to get their imagined Medicaid queens off the couch, but the implication is that the threat of removing free health care will prod these slackers into finding a job. ("We believe that work is transformative for the individual who moves from welfare to employment," they write.) But note that the expected fiscal savings depend on the get-a-job requirement not working. If every Medicaid recipient duly secured or sought work to the government's specifications, then they would keep their Medicaid benefits, and the requirement wouldn't cut spending. (Yes, some folks who got jobs would receive employer-provided health coverage, but many would still need Medicaid, because many low-paying jobs don't come with insurance.)

What actually will happen, however, is very different. The work requirements will create complex reporting demands that lead eligible Medicaid recipients--people who have jobs, or care for their children, or cannot work--to lose their health care.

This is not speculation. We know how Medicaid work requirements play out because the policy has been tried at the state level. Arkansas, for example, implemented work requirements in 2018. Researchers found that they utterly failed to encourage more employment among the Medicaid population. The work requirements instead forced Medicaid recipients to navigate endless, complex paperwork demands that many of them couldn't understand or keep track of, causing them to lose their Medicaid eligibility. The bulk of the savings came from denying coverage to eligible Americans, not able-bodied adults who don't want to work.

Georgia tried its own version of work requirements in 2023 and experienced even more extreme failure. Under its Pathways to Coverage program, the state expanded Medicaid eligibility, but forced recipients to verify their employment status or participation in other qualifying activities, such as volunteering or job training. After one year, just 4,231 Georgians had enrolled, about 2 percent of the eligible population. Incredibly, Georgia spent five times as much on the system to verify their eligibility as it did on their health care.

Sometimes studies produce conflicting results, but if supporters of work requirements had evidence that the policy does what it's supposed to, they would be touting it. The RFK Jr. op-ed seems to nod at the well-documented failure of work requirements, only to wave it away with a statement of faith: "Some will argue that work requirements create barriers to resources. We disagree. We believe that welfare dependency, not work, is the barrier." You can trust the data, or you can trust the heartfelt beliefs of four political appointees, two of whom are famous quacks.

You might wonder why Republicans have selected a policy that has failed so badly on its own terms as a national model. A cynical answer, and perhaps a correct one, would be that the policy is designed to fail. The complex reporting requirement screens out eligible applicants. Congressional Republicans can pretend they are not denying Medicaid to people who need it, because those people are theoretically able to access it. But those politicians can be sure that a huge proportion of eligible beneficiaries won't make it through the administrative burden, giving them an easy way to cut spending.

Annie Lowrey: The Republicans' budget makes no sense

Indeed, the GOP claims that the purpose of this exercise is actually to protect Medicaid beneficiaries. "When so many Americans who are truly in need rely on Medicaid for life-saving services, Washington can't afford to undermine the program further by subsidizing capable adults who choose not to work," Brett Guthrie, the chairman of the House Energy and Commerce Committee, wrote in a recent Wall Street Journal op-ed. "Not only does Medicaid lack a work requirement for able-bodied adults, but in many cases the federal government pays states more to cover working-age, single men than it does for vulnerable pregnant women or people with disabilities," the House Budget Committee asserts (without evidence, of course) on its website.

If spending too little on "truly" needy Americans was the issue, congressional Republicans could make their benefits more generous. Instead, they intend to use the proceeds from the work requirements on a regressive tax cut--almost as if the plight of low-income pregnant women and the disabled is not their real concern.

Even if it were possible to design a work requirement that screened out only able-bodied adults who choose not to work, a broader question remains: Why do that? On what moral basis ought we deny health-care coverage to people who aren't working?

Almost any economic system, even most socialist ones, will have some goods that people can access only through hard work, inheritance, or luck. The Republican Party is unique among major conservative parties around the world in its conviction that access to routine medical treatment should be one of those goods.

Although internal Republican divisions on the issue have drawn wide media attention, nobody in the party is really disputing whether to cut Medicaid--only how. On Monday, Senator Josh Hawley of Missouri published a New York Times op-ed of his own, in which he urges Republicans not to cut Medicaid. Yet even he has recently endorsed work requirements, cooperating with the pretense that this maneuver will not harm eligible recipients.

Even though work requirements poll well, the policy's Republican proponents don't have much confidence that voters will appreciate the way they function in practice. As a compromise with skittish members of Congress in districts with large numbers of Medicaid recipients, the work requirements won't go into effect until 2029, so that the legislators who voted to throw their constituents off their insurance aren't held accountable in either of the next two election cycles.

The professed concern with slackers sitting at home and enjoying their free Medicaid is a canard. The actual plan is to finance a tax cut that mainly benefits the affluent by taking away health insurance from people who have no other way to get it.
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Maybe <em>Star Wars</em> Is Better Without Lightsabers

The TV series <em>Andor</em> achieved greatness by challenging the franchise's good-and-evil dichotomy.

by Shirley Li




This article contains spoilers through the end of Andor.

Andor, the Disney+ Star Wars spin-off series that concluded this week, traveled far, far away from the generally wholesome and fantastical adventures of the Jedi. The gritty story of Cassian Andor (played by Diego Luna), a disillusioned smuggler turned Rebel Alliance operative, trained its attention on ordinary people trying to survive an oppressive system. Andor was the TV prequel to the film Rogue One, which was itself a prequel to the first movie in the original Star Wars trilogy; like its predecessor, Andor took its Star Wars storytelling seriously. The show held on to the franchise's core idea that there exists in the universe a constant tension between good and evil. But it boldly interrogated the origins of that dichotomy, focusing on what pushes someone to adopt one set of beliefs over another.

Yet whereas Season 1 examined how a political awakening develops, Season 2 dove further into that transformation's messy effects. The Rebels and Imperials, within their factions, disagreed over how to achieve their respective aims of overthrowing and protecting the emperor--whether to enact violence, carry out diplomacy, or do something else altogether. Believing in a common cause, the series suggested, can be an inspiring but dangerous endeavor. Many of the show's climactic moments were small in scale compared with the franchise's typical showdowns: One episode hinged on a character's ability to remove a recording device that had gotten stuck in an artifact, and another involved a scheme to help a politician escape from a building after she delivered an incendiary speech. Andor reflected the chaos of radicalization, meditating on the consequences of embracing an ideology.

That didn't mean the show avoided spectacle. Episodes 7 through 9 of Season 2 chronicled a citizen uprising on Ghorman, a planet the Empire began occupying for mysterious reasons, and a sequence showing the subsequent massacre of its people by Imperial forces is horrifying. But the scenes of Ghorman's ruin exemplified what made Andor stand out as a Star Wars drama: Rather than solely revealing the destruction through the eyes of its heroes, the show also tracked the perspective of Syril Karn (Kyle Soller), the devoted Imperial officer who spent much of Season 1 hunting Cassian. Stationed on Ghorman, he went from believing he was helping the Empire maintain peace to seeing firsthand what that "peace" meant, an experience that sent him into a state of shock. He was filmed in slow motion, which emphasized his disorientation. When he spotted Cassian, Syril pursued him through the crowd as if on autopilot--as if it's easier to go after your idea of an enemy than to question whether you've been the villain all along.

Read: Star Wars gets political

Andor's second season unfolded across four distinct arcs, which each began with a year-long time jump. Some people who'd just been introduced never returned. Others relocated and built new alliances, or made new enemies. As such, Andor required viewers to keep up with rapid developments, especially the characters' emotional shifts. The show was economical with its revelations; Cassian and his partner, Bix (Adria Arjona), for example, exchanged zero dialogue about how they managed to find and kill the man who had once tortured Bix. There were hints sprinkled throughout the season, however, that Bix was planning to take her revenge. Early on, Bix, in hiding while Cassian went on Rebel assignments, was tormented by memories of her abuse. By the time she reunited with Cassian, she'd regained some of her strength and confidence. Her fear had become anger, pushing her to take action.

As character bonds formed and frayed, Andor often paused the action to concentrate on more intimate moments: Cassian and Bix practicing a traditional dance from Ferrix, the planet they used to call home; the senator Mon Mothma (Genevieve O'Reilly), a key Rebel ally, comforting her daughter; Syril and the high-ranking Imperial officer he was romantically involved with hosting Syril's mother for a strained meal. Episode 10 in particular indulged in observing how people come to depend on one another, portraying how Luthen (Stellan Skarsgard), the shadowy Rebel leader, raised his assistant, Kleya (Elizabeth Dulau), as his surrogate daughter. After he died, she intended to quit the Rebel operation altogether, but Cassian tried to persuade her to stay, to make Luthen's efforts worthwhile. By the end of Andor, however, what Kleya chose is unclear. The conclusion felt true to the show's larger point that people commit to causes for a variety of reasons--including for the communities they create.

Read: How Disney mismanaged the Star Wars universe

Andor did make clear that the actions of one generation tend to affect the next. Mon, whose own marriage was shaky at best, didn't want her daughter to feel trapped in a relationship; she was devastated when her attempt to make her child understand her perspective failed. Syril's mother watched the news of his death with rapt attention; she'd pushed him to stand out among his peers, and his status as an Imperial martyr obviously filled her with some degree of pride. A friend of Cassian's joined with another, more aggressive Rebel leader, in part because of the resentment he felt from the way Imperial forces killed his father in Season 1. What these characters do now, Andor made plain, would influence a future they might never see, affecting people they might never meet.

The show's final shot, of Bix holding a baby implied to be Cassian's, underlined this idea, while also giving Andor a bittersweet bent. There were people who ignored the Empire's treachery, such as Mon's husband, who early in Season 2 advised the anxious guests at his daughter's wedding to "reach past this constant cloud of sadness," dismissing the ongoing political turbulence. And then there was someone like Bix, who saw that true joy couldn't be achieved while ignoring injustices. In Episode 9, after Cassian told Bix he intended to quit the rebellion so they could start a life together, Bix left him; that way, she could ensure that he would keep fighting. She seemed to realize that the Rebels had to win in order for there to be peace, even if that meant she'd never tell Cassian about her child. Andor, then, told a story not just about how rebellions start but about why they're necessary. Anyone who watched Rogue One knows that Cassian dies; anyone who watched the sequel trilogy knows that an oppressive regime rises again. Yet in only two seasons, Andor understood intimately that attaining peace, even for just a generation, sometimes comes at a high cost--and that a hard-won sense of hope can be the most valuable kind.
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Trump's Third-Term Ambitions Are Very Revealing

The president sees the Constitution as an obstacle to be surmounted, not a repository of values that he must respect.

by Richard Primus




President Donald Trump is cagey about whether he might try to stay in office after his current term expires. He frequently says that other people want him to do it, and the Trump Organization is selling Trump 2028 hats. In March, he said that he is "not joking" when he refers to a possible third term. More recently, he said that a third term is "something that, to the best of my knowledge, you're not allowed to do" but then immediately questioned the constitutionality of being prevented from running again. When pressed about how he would serve a third term despite the Constitution's rule against being elected more than twice, he said, "There are ways of doing it."

In short, Trump is aware that if he wants to serve a third term, the Constitution--in particular, the Twenty-Second Amendment--presents a problem. But he's not precluding the possibility. Problems can be solved. Notice how he frames the issue: For the president, the Constitution is not a repository of values that he must respect. When it stands in the way of his interests, it is an obstacle to be overcome.

When Trump says, "There are ways of doing it," he has in mind work-arounds like the one he calls "the vice-presidential thing." The idea is something like this: The Twenty-Second Amendment says that "no person shall be elected to the office of the President more than twice." Construed strictly, the prohibition is on being elected, not on holding the office. So if Trump could be president after 2028 without being elected president--say, if he were elected vice president, and then the person elected at the top of his ticket resigned, thus making Trump the president--then he would not be violating the prohibition. After all, he would not be elected "to the office of the President more than twice."

Read: Trump says he is serious about staying in office past 2028

Whether this work-around would be legally valid is the subject of some controversy among experts in constitutional law. As a strictly textual matter, it makes sense. At the same time, it's a clear nullification of the purpose of the amendment. No one can know how the Supreme Court would resolve that tension three years from now.

But if the question of how courts would assess such a work-around is murky, Trump's willingness to promote the idea is enormously illuminating. It reflects his sense that where his interest in power is on the line, the Constitution is something to be evaded.

Usually, a dispute over how to interpret a constitutional provision is, at bottom, a dispute about what that provision is trying to achieve. When a court credits a plaintiff's argument about the plain text of a constitutional clause over a defendant's argument about the purpose of that clause, it generally does so because the mismatch between the text and the defendant's claim about purpose makes the court wonder whether the defendant is describing the clause's purpose correctly. Maybe the clause is trying to do what you're saying, the court implicitly says, but if that's what the clause were trying to do, it would probably be worded differently. And because we aren't sure about the clause's purpose, the safest course is to stick to the plain text.

Nothing like that applies in the case of the Twenty-Second Amendment. Everyone understands that the purpose of that provision is to limit the amount of time that any one person can serve as president. That purpose is so clear, and so sensible, that most Americans simply think that the Constitution imposes a two-term limit, rather than a two-election limit. Everyone, surely including Trump, understands that a two-term president who became president again would subvert the point of the Twenty-Second Amendment, whether or not he got into the office by being "elected." What distinguishes Trump from other two-term presidents is that he appears happy to subvert the amendment's purpose, if he can figure out a way. He isn't trying to respect the Constitution; he's trying to outsmart it.

For some roles within the legal system, trying to outsmart the law is normal behavior. Private tax attorneys try to find clever ways to minimize their clients' taxes, including by working around the rules when possible. Indeed, the rules are written with the understanding that the people who are governed by them will try to game them in just that way. But presidents are not supposed to treat the Constitution the way a private lawyer treats the tax code--that is, as an adverse force to be defeated. Indeed, the reason the Twenty-Second Amendment can be gamed if read literally is that its drafters did not bother to write it in an airtight way, because they assumed that future presidents would approach the Constitution in good faith--that they would understand, and respect, the point of the Twenty-Second Amendment. Trump must understand the purpose of the amendment, but he feels no obligation to respect it. If he can prevent it from standing in his way, he will.

This approach to the Constitution is typical for Trump. In his first term, when he benefited from foreign diplomats staying at his hotels, public-interest watchdogs contended that Trump was violating the emoluments clause, which prohibits federal officers from accepting "any present, emolument, office, or title, of any kind whatever, from any king, prince, or foreign state." The clear purpose of the clause is to prevent foreign governments from bribing American officials and, by the same token, to prevent American officials from using their office as a vehicle for personal enrichment. Trump refused to stop the practice, and his administration claimed that he wasn't violating the Constitution, because the money he was getting wasn't technically an "emolument" as 18th-century Americans understood that term.

Read: Why Trump says he's 'not joking' about a third term

Whether that argument was right about the 18th-century meaning of emolument is controversial. But the logic here is the same: The Trump administration chose to defend an obviously corrupt practice on the ground that it wasn't technically prohibited. Any previous president would have stayed a hundred miles away from even the appearance of that kind of impropriety, because everyone knows that presidents shouldn't line their pockets with the money of foreign governments. But in Trump's view, if there was an available way to argue that the corruption wasn't prohibited, the fact that it was obviously corruption didn't matter. Rather than treating the Constitution's anti-corruption clause (with its language about "any present ... of any kind whatever") as being sufficiently clear about whether federal officials should accept foreign payments, he argued a technical point and continued taking the money.

More than a century ago, Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. articulated what legal theorists call the "bad man" theory of law. The bad man, Holmes wrote, does not want to know what his obligations are. He wants to know only what will happen if he engages in a given course of action. If an action causes no adverse consequences to him--if he can get away with it--then the law provides no reason not to do it, even if someone with a different sense of law would regard that action as unlawful.

President Trump's attitude toward the Twenty-Second Amendment is a classic case of Holmes's bad-man perspective. Indeed, the bad-man construct captures Trump's attitude toward law in general. Rather than regarding law as the repository of values that officials should try to realize, the president regards it as a set of obstacles to be worked around as he pursues his interests. If his goals conflict with the project of the law--say, because the law embodies the idea that presidents should not use their office to profiteer, or that nobody should occupy the White House for long enough to risk the system's sliding into personalist strongman authoritarianism--he will disregard the project of the law and pursue his own goals, as long as he can get away with it.
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ChatGPT Turned Into a Studio Ghibli Machine. How Is That Legal?

Three possible arguments against the tech company

by Alex Reisner




A few weeks ago, OpenAI pulled off one of the greatest corporate promotions in recent memory. Whereas the initial launch of ChatGPT, back in 2022, was "one of the craziest viral moments i'd ever seen," CEO Sam Altman wrote on social media, the response to a new upgrade was, in his words, "biblical": 1 million users supposedly signed up to use the chatbot in just one hour, Altman reported, thanks to a new, more permissive image-generating capability that could imitate the styles of various art and design studios. Altman called it "a new high-water mark for us in allowing creative freedom."

Almost immediately, images began to flood the internet. The most popular style, by a long shot, was that of Studio Ghibli, the Japanese animation studio co-founded by Hayao Miyazaki and widely beloved for films such as Spirited Away and Princess Mononoke. Ghibli's style was applied to family portraits, historical events including 9/11, and whatever else people desired. Altman even changed his X avatar to what appears to be a Ghiblified version of himself, and posted a joke about the style's sudden popularity overtaking his previous, supposedly more important work.

The Ghibli AI phenomenon is often portrayed as organic, driven by the inspiration of ChatGPT users. On X, the person credited with jump-starting the trend noted that OpenAI had been "incredibly fortunate" that "the positive vibes of ghibli was the first viral use of their model and not some awful deepfake nonsense." But Altman did not appear to think it was luck. He responded, "Believe it or not we put a lot of thought into the initial examples we show when we introduce new technology." He has personally reposted numerous Ghiblified images in addition to the profile picture that appears atop every one of his posts, which he added less than 24 hours after the Ghibli-esque visuals became popular; OpenAI President Greg Brockman has also recirculated and celebrated these images.

Read: Generative AI is challenging a 234-year-old law

This is different from other image-sharing trends involving memes or GIFs. The technology has given ChatGPT users control over the visual languages that artists have honed over the course of their careers, potentially devaluing those artists' styles and destroying their ability to charge money for their work. Existing laws do not explicitly address generative AI, but there are plausible arguments that OpenAI is in the wrong and could be liable for millions of dollars in damages--some of those arguments are now being tested in a case against another image-generating AI company, Midjourney.

It's worth noting that OpenAI and Studio Ghibli could conceivably have a deal for the promotion, similar to the ones the tech company has struck with many media publishers, including The Atlantic. But based on Miyazaki's clear preference for hand-drawn work and distaste for at least certain types of computer-generated imagery, this seems unlikely. Neither company answered my questions about whether such a deal had been made, and neither Miyazaki nor Studio Ghibli have made any public remarks on the situation.

Individual works of art are protected by copyright, but visual styles, such as Studio Ghibli's, are not. The legal logic here is that styles should be allowed to evolve through influence and reinterpretation by other artists. That creative and social process is how van Gogh led to Picasso, and Spenser to Shakespeare. But a deluge of people applying Ghibli's style like an Instagram filter, without adding any genuine creative value, isn't a collective effort to advance our visual culture. The images are also the direct result of a private company promoting a tech product, in part through its executives' social media, with the ability to manufacture images in a specific style. In response to a broader request for comment, a spokesperson for OpenAI told me, "We continue to prevent generations in the style of individual living artists, but we do permit broader studio styles."

Still, this has the flavor of an endorsement deal, such as the ones Nike has made with LeBron James, and Pepsi with Beyonce: Use ChatGPT; make Studio Ghibli art! These kinds of endorsements typically cost millions of dollars. Consider what happened in 1985, when Ford Motor Company wanted to promote one of its cars with an ad campaign featuring popular singers. Ford's advertising agency, Young & Rubicam, asked Bette Midler to record her hit song "Do You Want to Dance?" but she declined. Undeterred, they approached one of Midler's backup singers and asked her to perform the song in Midler's style. She accepted, and imitated Midler as well as she could. The ad aired. Midler sued.

In court, the judge described the central issue as "an appropriation of the attributes of one's identity," quoting from a previous case that had set precedent. Young & Rubicam had chosen Midler not because they wanted just any good singer but because they wanted to associate their brand with the feelings evoked by Midler's particular, recognizable voice. "When a distinctive voice of a professional singer is widely known and is deliberately imitated in order to sell a product," wrote the court, "the sellers have appropriated what is not theirs." Young & Rubicam had violated Midler's "right of publicity," in the language of the law. Midler received a $400,000 judgment (the equivalent of approximately $1 million today).

Read: The unbelievable scale of AI's pirated-books problem

OpenAI risked ending up in a similar lawsuit last year when it used a voice many people thought sounded similar to Scarlett Johansson's to promote its voice-assistant product. Like Midler, Johansson had been asked to participate, and declined. Experts believed she had a viable right-of-publicity case against OpenAI. Johansson's lawyers sent letters to OpenAI but did not file a formal legal complaint. (OpenAI denied that the voice was modeled on Johansson's, but removed it and apologized to the actor.)

The average person seeing a torrent of images in the Studio Ghibli style, with captions praising ChatGPT, might reasonably infer that Miyazaki himself endorses or is associated with OpenAI, given that he is the most famous artist at the studio and has directed more of its films than any other. That people tend to call the aesthetic Ghibli's doesn't change the fact that the style is most recognizably Miyazaki's, present even in his early work, such as the 1979 film Lupin III: The Castle of Cagliostro, which was created six years before Ghibli was founded. Surely many people recognize Spirited Away as Miyazaki's and have never heard of Studio Ghibli.

Besides a right-of-publicity complaint, another legal option might be to file a complaint for false endorsement or trade-dress infringement, as other artists have recently done against AI companies. False endorsement aims to prevent consumer confusion about whether a person or company endorses a product or service. Trade-dress law protects the unique visual cues that indicate the source of a product and distinguish it from others. The classic Coca-Cola bottle shape is protected by trade dress. Apple has also acquired trade-dress protection on the iPhone's general rectangular-with-rounded-corners shape--a design arguably less distinctive (and therefore less protectable) than Ghibli's style.

In August, a judge agreed that false-endorsement and trade-dress claims against Midjourney were viable enough to litigate, and found it plausible that, as the plaintiffs allege, Midjourney and similar AI tools use a component that functions as "a trade dress database."

Read: There's no longer any doubt that Hollywood writing is powering AI

Regardless of what the courts decide or any action that Studio Ghibli takes, the potential downsides are clear. As Greg Rutkowski, one of the artists involved in the case against Midjourney, has observed, AI-generated images in his style, captioned with his name, may soon overwhelm his actual art online, causing "confusion for people who are discovering my works." And as a former general counsel for Adobe, Dana Rao, commented to The Verge last year, "People are going to lose some of their economic livelihood because of style appropriation." Current laws may not be up to the task of handling generative AI, Rao suggested: "We're probably going to need a new right here to protect people." That's not just because artists need to make a living, but because we need our visual aesthetics to evolve. Artists such as Miyazaki move the culture forward by spending their careers paying attention to the world and honing a style that resonates. Generative AI can only imitate past styles, thus minimizing the incentives for humans to create new ones. Even if Ghibli has a deal with OpenAI, ChatGPT allows users to mimic any number of distinct studio styles: DreamWorks Animation, Pixar, Madhouse, Sunrise, and so on. As one designer recently posted, "Nobody is ever crafting an aesthetic over decades again, and no market will exist to support those who try it."

Years from now, looking back on this AI boom, OpenAI could turn out to be less important for its technology than for playing the role of provocateur. With its clever products, the company has rapidly encouraged new use cases for image and text generation, testing what society will accept legally, ethically, and socially. Complaints have been filed recently by many publishers whose brands are being attached to articles invented or modified by chatbots (which is another kind of misleading endorsement). These publishers, one of which is The Atlantic, are suing various AI companies for trademark dilution and trademark infringement, among other things. Meanwhile, as of today, Altman is still posting under his smiling, synthetic avatar.
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A Week of Manufactured Trump Victories

Shashi Tharoor and the Trump grift machine

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 breaks down what he calls "the week of the four scams"--a stunning display of misinformation and corruption from President Donald Trump involving fake trade deals, manipulated markets, and even a personal jet from Qatar.

David is then joined by Indian Member of Parliament and Chairman of the Committee on External Affairs Dr. Shashi Tharoor to examine the recent India-Pakistan cease-fire and just how much (or little) credit the Trump administration can fairly claim for brokering peace.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome to Episode 6 of The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic.

At the very beginning of the first Trump presidency, back in 2017, I posted on Twitter the following thought: "Regular reminder that Donald Trump's core competency is not dealmaking with powerful counter-parties. It is duping gullible victims."

That warning has seldom been more needed than it has been needed in the past days, which I call the week of the four scams. Over these past few days, Donald Trump has taken credit or introduced one after another piece of outrageous fiction, which he is presenting to the world as some tremendous achievement. And we need to be warned against it and to protect ourselves against it.

Now, the first of the scams will supply the matter of my main conversation on the program today. That is Donald Trump's attempt to take credit for the India-Pakistan cease-fire. The India-Pakistan cease-fire is a real event. It actually happened. But Donald Trump's role in it was negligible, to say the least, as you'll hear when I speak to my guest today, Dr. Shashi Tharoor, who is chairman of the External Affairs Committee in the Indian Parliament and one of that country's leading voices for liberal and humane values.

But now let's talk, in the interval, about the three scams that took place here on the home front. Two of them are the so-called trade deals that Trump has taken credit for: one with Britain, one with China.

Now, these aren't deals in any traditional sense of the word. A trade agreement must be approved by Congress. It's a treaty. These are executive announcements, PR, press releases, concepts, plans, projects, noise. They don't amount to anything. Today, in May, American tariffs are dramatically higher than they were the day before Donald Trump took office. And the effort to make them scale up and to scale down is just a distraction, the way the dealer in a three-card monte game keeps up a line of pattern so that you don't notice that you are being deceived and robbed.

The fourth of the scams is Donald Trump's project to accept from the Emirate of Qatar the personal gift of a jet--a jet plane--that would accrue to him personally during his time as president and that would then be kept by him and by his heirs, through the guise of the Trump Library and casino and fast-food restaurant, or whatever he calls it, but nothing that is going to be like any kind of charity. And it looks like the plane will keep operating and be available to him and to his family for use afterwards.

It is the most astonishing act of brazen corruption in the history of the American presidency--in the history of many post-Soviet presidencies. I mean, it's un-American. It can't be compared to anything that has ever happened in American history. And it comes on top of the flow of funds to Donald Trump from all over the world via these strange meme coins that he keeps issuing, that someone is buying for no obvious business reason but as a way to direct funds to the pockets of the president.

Let's talk a little bit more about these two trade deals because there's going to be an enormous attempt to make them seem real. You know, in a three-card-monte game, and as well as the dealer, there are often people in the crowd who are there to back up the dealer stories, to nudge people away from the tables if they look too closely and to entrap victims. And a lot of the pro-Trump media plays the role of these kinds of ropers and bumpers, as they're called.

But those even in the independent media, we're not really very good at saying, This thing the president said, it doesn't mean anything. All that is happening here is the construction of a new apparatus of taxation that is imposed by the president at the president's discretion, that can be exempted by the president to people who give them favors or in exchange for various kinds of benefits--all of which is to shift the burden of taxation of the country from those best positioned to pay to those least positioned to pay.

Swirling around all of this commotion, all of this noise, is massive amounts of insider trading. We have had volatility unlike anything seen in financial markets since the great crisis of 2008-09, and people who study the markets notice a lot of short selling and a lot of rapid buying just before the president makes major moves, as if important market players have been tipped off and are making bets in the trillions on which they're reaping profits in the hundreds of billions. It is just an astonishing thing that is happening.

Meanwhile, the central act is the movement of taxation--because tariffs are taxes--from those best positioned to pay to those leased positioned to pay. A tariff is a tax on goods. It is a tax that falls on the consumer of those goods, and it is a tax on the consumer of anything that has any kind of imported component in it.

Now, maybe a way to think about this is: Imagine a poor family eating a meal at home. Their table is tariffed. Their chairs are tariffed. The plates are tariffed. The knives and forks are tariffed. If they're having a frugal meal of pasta or spaghetti, the Canadian wheat that probably is the major ingredient in that pasta--that's tariffed too. Now imagine a wealthier family enjoying a meal in a restaurant, perhaps to celebrate the enormous reduction in their taxes that they're going to get as a result of the Trump tax deal. Now, their tables and their chairs and so forth, the knives and forks--they might be tariffed too, although they probably come from Europe rather than China, so they'll be tariffed at a lower rate.

The most important cost in a restaurant meal is not the plate, not the chair, not the table, not the knife and fork, not even the food. The most important expenses are the wages of the chef, the wages of the server, and the rent on the space in which the restaurant is located. None of those things are tariffed. They are services, not goods, and so they escape the tax entirely.

Richer people tend to spend more of their income on services than they do on goods. Poorer people spend more on goods than on services. And richer people, of course, can save and invest more of their income, and that escapes tariffs entirely. And the more of the income you spend on the services, the less you pay in tariffs. The working man's car, that's tariffed; the rich man's chauffeur, not tariffed. The poor girl's dolls, of which she's allowed so few by the Trump administration--those are tariffed. When the rich family hires a nanny to play dolls with the girls, the nanny salary is not tariffed. Towels are tariffed. Membership in a swimming club, where you use the towel, that's not tariffed. The doorknob is tariffed, but the doorman on Fifth Avenue: no tariff on him.

It is very important when you listen to the Donald Trump show to keep your eye not on the game, but on the players and what they're about. And this jet story, this jet scam, is maybe the most revealing thing of all. It is just beyond shameful that such an offer would even get two minutes of consideration.

Look--foreign governments, authoritarian governments, especially those like Qatar, which have these bad ties to Hamas and Iran and which are trying to buy favor in the United States, they're always approaching people. There's a whole apparatus of distance to keep things like that away from the president. The president doesn't normally say no. The president normally never even learns that the offer was made in the first place. But in this case, there are no guardrails and no protections. And so in our fourth scam, the offer comes to the president, and the president wants to say yes.

Now, he may ultimately not be able to say yes. The gift of a jet to the president of the United States personally from a foreign Emirate, that may be too much even for Trump's usual apologists. But look how far we've come. Look how low we've sunk. It's a shame. It's a scandal. And the test for all of us is whether we can keep our eye on the main thing and to keep being shocked by things that are shocking.

And now my discussion with Dr. Shashi Tharoor. But first a quick break.

[Music]

Frum: A terrorist outrage in Kashmir killed some 25 Indians on April 22. India and Pakistan have since mutually retaliated one upon the other. As we record this dialogue on the morning of Sunday, May 11, in Washington--the evening of Sunday, May 11, in the subcontinent--a cease-fire has taken hold. To discuss the very distressing and worrying events in the subcontinent, I'm very proud and pleased to be joined by Dr. Sashi Tharoor.

To say Shashi Tharoor is an author and a member of the Indian Parliament is accurate so far as it goes but inadequate to the reality. His books have been massive sellers in India and the United Kingdom, and have had a great influence on all debate about Indian politics. He himself occupies a very important place as a politician that goes beyond the merely parliamentary. In a country where politics has for a long time been drifting in sectarian and authoritarian directions, Dr. Tharoor's public advocacy and political work elevate him as one of India's preeminent voices for secular and liberal politics.

A graduate of the University of Delhi and a Ph.D. from the Fletcher School at Tufts University, here in the United States, Dr. Tharoor spent much of his early career working in international organizations. He rose to be undersecretary general of the United Nations. In 2009, he was entered into Indian electoral politics and was elected to Parliament. He has been reelected three subsequent times, for a total of four--an unbroken career of success. He now heads the Parliamentary Committee on [External] Affairs in the Indian Parliament.

Thank you so much for joining us today at this time of tension. Maybe you can begin by talking about the cease-fire. A cease-fire has taken hold. The Trump administration claims a lot of credit for brokering it. Do they deserve that credit?

Shashi Tharoor: We were all a bit puzzled by President Trump's posts on Truth Social and on X, because India has historically been allergic to mediation. It doesn't believe it needs it, and it's unlikely to have invited mediation in a formal sense. On the other hand, it's true that the U.S. administration--in particular, Secretary of State and now also National Security Advisor Marco Rubio and, to some degree, Vice President Vance--have been speaking to Indian officials, as indeed, Indian officials have acknowledged. The foreign minister's tweets will tell us about these calls.

But it's one thing for the Indian foreign minister to say to the Americans, Look--if the Pakistanis do this, we will do that. Or if they hit us, we are going to hit them harder back, and quite another for the foreign minister to say, Would you mind relaying this message to the Pakistanis? India would never do the latter. They would do the former, and I think what happened then, perhaps, is that Rubio then called the Pakistanis and said, Look--I've been talking to the Indians, and this is what they're saying, so you might want to take this into account. And would you not like to move in a different direction? That kind of thing.

The initial Trump announcement gave the impression that the Americans and Indians and Pakistanis have been pulling an all-nighter, discussing everything jointly. That simply hasn't happened. And I think that's a misrepresentation of what role the U.S. played. But I certainly don't want to sound ungrateful for anybody who is willing to pull the Pakistanis down off the escalatory ladder that they had climbed onto.

There was a terrorist outrage in India. India chose to react in a very careful, calculated, calibrated, and precise way only against terrorist infrastructure. It didn't strike any Pakistani military installations or any civilian nor governmental installations, and basically signaled, Look--we are only after terrorists, and we did this strike at 1:30 in the morning so there wouldn't be too many civilians about. We want to avoid all collateral damage. It was a very responsible strike that the Indians conducted.

The Pakistanis chose to react with unnecessary escalation. They shelled very heavily civilian and occupied civilian inhabited areas of India, killing 22 civilians and hospitalizing a further 59 in the district of Poonch in Kashmir. And frankly, India had to respond--and did--very, very strongly. And when India responded, it also attacked places it had so far kept off limits. It hit Pakistani air bases, for example, very hard. Pakistan has, because there are no terrorist infrastructure in India to attack--Pakistan was assaulting Indian cities where ordinary human beings live. And that was simply unacceptable. We were able to use our air-defense shield to stop that, but we hit the Pakistanis hard where it hurt.

Now, this escalation was leading nowhere for nobody. As far as India was concerned, they delivered their message to the terrorists. They were willing to stop. As far as Pakistan was concerned, they didn't know when to say that their honor was satisfied. And if the U.S. helped them to step off that ladder, the U.S. gave them an excuse to climb down off it, so much the better, because India had no interest in a prolonged war.

What was very clear from the manner of the Indian strike to begin with, David, was that India was trying to signal from the very start: This is not the opening salvo in a long conflict. This is just a one-off retaliation to a terror attack, period. Nothing else. It's Pakistan that was taking it in the wrong direction, and I'm glad that stopped right now.

Frum: Well, let me ask you more about this American mediation. You'll remember that in 2001 there [was], again, another outrage against India. [Former Secretary of State] Colin Powell personally inserted himself and worked very hard, deployed a lot of threats, actually, against the Pakistanis to bring about a cease-fire in 2008 after the terror attack in Mumbai, another outrage on Indian soil. [Former Secretary of State] Condoleezza Rice was in person in the subcontinent and flew back and forth.

That's what American mediation has looked like in the past, from our point of view. And not to make this story about the United States when it's a story about the people of the subcontinent, but it does look like the Trump administration showed up, took credit for something that had already happened, and now its main interest seems to be not a structure of peace but scoring some Nobel Peace Prize nomination for Donald Trump.

Tharoor: (Laughs.) Oh, you said it, David. I didn't, and I probably would be unwise to say very much along those lines myself. I will say that mediation is possibly the wrong word. Mediation implies a request by both parties to be involved. In the two examples you gave, and a third example--the 1999 Kargil conflict, when President Clinton summoned the prime minister of Pakistan to Washington and told him to lay off, which he did--all those three cases were essentially the U.S. putting pressure on the Pakistanis, who in every case were in the wrong. They were the perpetrators of terror. They were the perpetrators of violence. And in the case of Kargil, they were the ones who had led an invasion of Indian territory. So in all those cases, the U.S. was telling one side.

I would say that in this particular instance, in as much as there was any strong American messaging coming, it was almost certainly directed principally to the Pakistanis, because India at no stage wanted to prolong a war. See, India, David, is a status-quo power. It is a country that basically would be very happy to be left alone. There's nothing Pakistan has that we want. We would be very happy to focus on our own growth, our own development, the well-being and prosperity of our own people. We are a high-tech economy, moving in that direction. We are trying to find a way forward in the 21st century. We are already the world's fifth-largest economy in dollar terms, and in purchasing-power-parity terms are third-largest. So that's where our ambitions and aspirations are.

We don't want to get bogged down into a meaningless war with a bunch of Islamist fanatics whose lust for our territory is what motivates them. When you are a status-quo power, what you want to do is to just continue with the way things are. Next door to us, unfortunately, is a revisionist power--a power that is not happy with the existing states of regional geopolitics and wants to upend it, and that's what the Pakistanis, sadly, are.

So they couldn't do it by conventional means. They kept losing formal wars against us. So from 1989 onwards, having learned an unfortunate lesson from the success of the mujahideen against the Soviet Union and Afghanistan, from Pakistani soil, the Pakistanis decided to turn that technique against us. And they started unleashing mujahideen by various names and various terror organizations, front organizations, into Indian territory to wreak havoc against innocent Indian civilians. They've been doing that since 1989. This is year 36 of Pakistani terrorism. You can understand that we really have lost patience with this.

Frum: One last question about the American role, because when you line up--and I should have mentioned--in 1999, 2001, 2008 and you see the pattern of the American involvement there, and then you contrast it with the pattern of American involvement in 2025, it does really look like the United States is a receding power in the world that mattered much more a quarter century ago than it does now, and that the Trump administration seems to want the accolades that it would get domestically from the assertion of great power status. But actually, it has given away that status, and maybe by its own neglect, maybe by some objective reality.

Tharoor: Yeah, and there was some slightly confused messaging also coming out of all of this that the first statements of Mr. Trump were that, Oh, these Indians and Pakistanis have been fighting for thousands of years, which is slightly odd because Pakistan has only existed for 77 years as a country. So they haven't fought anybody for a century, let alone centuries or thousands of years.

Then we had Mr. Vance saying, Oh, we have no business in this fight. Let them sort it out themselves. And then suddenly, within a day or two of these remarks, the same two people are taking credit for the cease-fire. I'm at a bit of a loss, frankly, about what they did. Certainly, there is no independent confirmation from the Indian side of any successful or serious negotiating effort by the U.S. here.

It's possible that they did this with the Pakistanis, and we might learn more from the U.S.--there's always stories coming out in the U.S. media from reliable sources in Washington as to what exactly America did with Pakistan. I'm sure we'll find out soon enough. But for now, I am at a bit of a loss, to answer your question, David. But the desire for accolades without too much of effort is a human foible, isn't it? It's something which too many people tend to want to do.

Frum: It runs stronger in some human beings than in others. In a few, it's the overwhelming passion of life.

Let me ask you: You alluded, I think, a little bit to what will be your answer to this question, but why is it so hard to reach an enduring peace in the subcontinent? The one smidgen of truth in Donald Trump's post about a thousand years is: For a thousand years, Hindu majority and Muslim majority--Hindu-ruled and Muslim-ruled--states have coexisted peacefully and successfully in the subcontinent. Why can't they do so now?

Tharoor: Well, I mean, that's the irony of all of this. I mean, it's utter nonsense to imply that there is a thousand-year battle between Hindus and Muslims. On the contrary, every great Hindu king had Muslim soldiers and generals on his side. Every great Muslim king had Hindu generals and soldiers on his side. And the two communities have coexisted ever since the advent of Islam on the Indian subcontinent, which was within a century after the birth of the prophets. Indeed, in my own state of Kerala, Islam came peacefully through traders and merchants bringing it as news from the Arab world rather than coming as some sort of foreign conquest.

So there's been a long and complicated history. But it's not all been hostile. The British during the colonial regime chose a very deliberate and deliberately militant policy of "divide and rule," where they actively fomented a distinctive Muslim identity as distinct from, a separate from a Hindu identity in order to prevent the two uniting against the British, as they had done in the revolt of 1857, when Hindus and Muslims alike rose up in arms against British rule. It was ruthlessly suppressed. The British butchered 150,000 civilians in Delhi alone in putting down that revolt.

And then they adopted a conscious policy of divide and rule. Divide and rule meant that when the Indian National Congress was established as a representative body of Indian nationalists--in those days, very decorous Indian nationalist agitation for rights and political rights in India against the British--the British actually paid to establish a rival Muslim organization, called the Muslim League, in order to undermine the Indian National Congress.

Finally, partition happened. Pakistan was carved out of the stooped shoulders of India by the departing British in 1947. And ever since, it has had to justify its existence as a separate country by an increasingly belligerent Islamism. This is why Pakistan was not only the source of these horrific attacks, such as the 26/11 attack, to which you alluded to--the butchery of 166 innocent people in Mumbai in 2008, all the earlier attacks on the Indian Parliament, the invasion of Kargil, and so on--but Pakistan was also the place that sheltered and protected Osama bin Laden for many years, until, as you know, he was found living in a safe house right near a Pakistani army encampment. This is Pakistan's history.

It is a country that has, unfortunately, armed, trained, equipped, guided, and directed terrorism from its soil for decades as an instrument of state policy. It is a malcontented state that wants territory that India controls and that it can't have. It is a bigoted state that believes that all Muslims belong to it, so that the first loyalty of Muslims, even in India, should be to Pakistan, which--I'm sorry--is never going to be the case.

It was very striking that one of the daily briefings that were being done by the Indian military featured an Indian woman colonel who was a Muslim. It was a very powerful message that India stood united. It was not about Hindu, Muslim. It was all about India standing united against terror.

Pakistan doesn't understand that, because their state is built on a totally different set of premises. It's also, to paraphrase Voltaire on Prussia, a situation where India is a state that has an army; Pakistan is an army that has a state. And that army really controls the state, runs the state, controls the largest share of that country's GDP and governmental budget--larger than any army of any country in the world controls of its GDP and national budget. So for the army to continue its disproportionate dominance of Pakistan, it needs to be able to have enough external demons, in addition to the demons it has nurtured in its own backyard, in order to be able to point to the fact that it is the sole savior of its people.

It's a very, very sad and pathetic story. The Osama bin Laden story was merely the tip of a very, very large mountain, I'm afraid, of this kind of thing. Hillary Clinton, rather memorably, said as secretary of state, when Pakistan tried to plead victim about its own terrorist problems with a group called the Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan, initially created by Pakistan, but which has deemed Pakistan to be insufficiently Islamist to its taste and that has turned out to be attacking Pakistan's military and political institutions--Hillary Clinton said, Well, if you nurture vipers in your backyard, some of them would turn around and bite you. And I think that was absolutely the right metaphor. That's what Pakistan has done. Vipers in your backyard is really a case of--to mix up the animals--the chickens coming home to roost in Pakistan.

Very sad story, but that's the problem we are living with next-door to us.

Frum: Pakistan is ideologically committed to the conflict, for reasons you described, but the wealth gap between India and Pakistan has been growing and growing and growing. Presumably, the power gap follows, although India has historically had difficulty turning wealth into power, for reasons you may want to explain.

At some point, you would say, However ideologically committed you are to this conflict, it's not working, so peace becomes your logical outcome. But in the subcontinent, as indeed in the Israeli conflict with the various anti-Israel rejectionist groups around Israel, the logic of power that political scientists would predict doesn't seem to work. Why does it not work between Pakistan and India, where they say, You know what? We've just lost too many times.

Tharoor: Yeah, but you've left out a very important force, unfortunately, in this equation, and that is China. China is sitting on our northern borders, nibbling away at our land. They have a long-standing frontier dispute with India. And Pakistan has been reduced to a client state of China over the years.

China's single-largest project under its Belt and Road Initiative is a massive highway through Pakistan called the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor, which is of inestimable economic value to China because goods coming from the Suez Canal and from the Gulf countries can now be offloaded at the Port of Gwadar--in the southwestern tip of Pakistan, in Pakistan's Balochistan Province--and transported on this Chinese-built highway all the way directly into western China. Whereas in the past, and right up to then, these goods had to go all the way around India, through the Strait of Malacca, into the South China Sea, be offloaded in ports like Guangzhou, in southeastern China, and then transported laboriously overland all the way across to western China.

They save 90 percent of the cost and 95 percent of the time by just being able to use Pakistan as a conduit for their goods into western China. So China has a huge interest in keeping Pakistan safe and secure and an obedient vessel state, which Pakistan is, indeed, happy to be. And China also has its own problems with India, which it would dearly like to cut down to size as a potential geopolitical rival in the area.

So when you talk about the power gap between India and Pakistan, the difficulty we have is: We have two fronts we need to be worried about. We have a Pakistan front and a China front. And cumulatively, I'm sorry to say, we are not in a position, most unfortunately, to fight a two-front war. So we have a very complicated mix of diplomatic, military, and geopolitical calculations to make every time Pakistan triggers a problem with us. We've got to make sure we hit Pakistan hard so that they learn a lesson, but we also have to make sure we don't go to such a point that China feels obliged to come directly to Pakistan's rescue.

The overwhelming majority of Pakistani weaponry--which means, I believe, as high as 90-odd percent of Pakistani weaponry--comes from China. That includes China's latest 4.5 generation J-10[C] fighter aircraft, their PL-15 missiles, and various other kinds of ammunition. So India's problem is that it is essentially having to juggle a number of geopolitical, diplomatic, as well as military considerations when it reacts to Pakistani provocations.

We want to send the terrorists a message. We want to hit back whenever Pakistan hits us, but we don't want to get to a situation where we might end up, quite frankly, provoking a more direct Chinese involvement, because India is not particularly keen on entering into a two-front war with both Pakistan and China.

So it's a complication. When you look at the power asymmetry, as you mentioned, you are not just comparing India and Pakistan; you're comparing India against both Pakistan and China, and then the comparison doesn't look that good for India.

Frum: But as China has colonized Pakistan in this way over the past generation, a succession of American presidents--starting with Bill Clinton, developing very rapidly under George W. Bush (the president for whom I worked), under President Obama a little maybe less energetically--have sought to build an American-Indian partnership that is closer and closer. And there are a lot of difficulties in the way of this, but there has been effort very much on the U.S. side, a little more doubt on the Indian side.

President Trump has just slammed India with a whole new set of punitive tariffs, undercutting all the fine things that he and his vice president say about India. How would you assess the state of that U.S.-India partnership so founded by Bill Clinton and nurtured by W. Bush and President Obama.

Tharoor: Well, you know, and even in the first Trump administration, it was going fine. I mean, I would've said that, in many ways, the India-U.S. relationship was above partisan politics, that it certainly transcends the political divide within India, and appeared to have transcended the political divide of the U.S.--because both Bush and Clinton, both Obama and Trump 1.0 all supported a very close relationship.

But everything has become very confused in Trump 2.0. There have been the tariffs, which certainly have hurt India quite significantly. There have been the very, very stringent policies with regard to immigration--including legal immigration, H-1B visas, spouse reunions, and so on--which tends disproportionately to hit Indian techies who provide a lot of IT services in the U.S. and who obviously want their families to join them and so on, who are going to find that challenging.

But even more, Mr. Trump's statement yesterday and today has been very troubling because it de facto handed Pakistan a victory that Pakistan has not earned. By choosing unnecessarily to imply an equivalence between India and Pakistan, it was equating the victim and the perpetrator. By speaking in terms of getting the two to sit down together and talk to end their thousands of years of conflict, apart from the fact that it hasn't been thousands of years, there is a fact that we are certainly not going to give Pakistan the satisfaction of earning negotiating rights at the point of a gun. We are not going to talk to the Pakistanis after what they have done to us by killing innocent civilians. And I'm sorry--if that's what Mr. Trump wants, he's not going to get it.

Thirdly, he has given the Pakistanis the victory of re-internationalizing the Kashmir dispute, which had been off the international agenda for quite some time, and he has done India the grave disservice of re-hyphenating India and Pakistan in the American imagination, which had been de-hyphenated since the days of Clinton. You will notice, David, that since the days of President Clinton, no American president has actually visited both countries on the same trip. They have very deliberately sent a signal that India is a country you deal with in its own right. It's not something we twin with Pakistan in the American imagination.

Sadly, Mr. Trump's post has done all of these four things, and I think it shows that he has not yet been rather well briefed. What's striking is that he has named a proposed assistant secretary of state for South Asia who is a very knowledgeable scholar about South Asia and about India, and who is himself partly of Indian American origin, and who would, I believe, know far better than to say the kinds of things that President Trump has said on Truth Social--which are, in that sense, an embarrassment to the last quarter century of American policy. It has really upended all of these fundamental assumptions of the U.S.-India relationship.

Frum: Now, let me ask you a question about--speaking about Indian in its own right--about Indian domestic politics. The political tradition from which you come and, indeed, your life's work has been to speak for India as a nonsectarian state, a state of Muslim and Sikh and other minorities. And I will note here for those who--you will know this history, but--many forget that the Indian army that liberated Bangladesh in 1971 was led by a Jewish officer, which is a detail that is often forgotten.

Tharoor: Yeah. Not led; it was more complicated. We had--the army was commanded by a Parsi Zoroastrian, the tiny minority. The general officer commanding the Eastern command, the forces that marched into Bangladesh, was a Sikh. The vice chief of the air staff was a Muslim. And the major general who was helicoptered into Dakar to negotiate the surrender of the Pakistani army at the end of that war was Jewish. Major General J. F. R. Jacob was a friend of mine, a remarkable gentleman, now no longer with us. But that was India, David. That's what India is all about. It's just a country of such immense diversity that it really is a microcosm of all that's fine about pluralism as a social construct.

Frum: That said, over the past decade and a half, India has emigrated away from that tradition to a great extent. And you see a rise of sectarian and authoritarian politics in India. And I don't say this to cast aspersions. We have seen it in the United States. Why should you be any different from the rest of the world? But it has become to the point where people sometimes fear India becoming a Hindu Pakistan--chauvinist, sectarian, authoritarian. How worried should we be? How strong are the forces of opposition to the tendency? And the last question--maybe we can break this into a separate part: How is this affecting the way the authoritarian and sectarian elements in the United States think about India?

Tharoor: Okay, so first of all, as far as India's concerned: I mean, this is a battle we fight daily on our own soil. And I have been--I hope I'm acknowledged as--being a very strong voice against sectarian tendencies in our politics. I believe strongly and passionately that every Indian has the same rights as every other Indian and that their religion, their language, their ethnicity, their color, the region or the state they come from have absolutely no bearing on their rights as an Indian and their contributions to this great country.

And in many ways, my notion of Indianness is comparable to most Americans' idea of civic nationalism in America, where you all belong and you're sheltered by this collective identity. You can be Jewish. You can be--whatever--Californian. You could be Hungarian speaking, whatever. But you are who you are because being American makes it possible. And it's the same for us in India. And you can be a good Muslim, a good Gujarati, and a good Indian all at once because that Indianness is what protects your ability to be all of that. And I fought for that idea, and I will do so till my last breath.

But having said that, when it comes to something like a conflict with Pakistan, it's very interesting how quickly some of these divisions in our internal domestic politics disappear. And as I mentioned to you, the striking sight in the daily briefings of an Indian woman military officer who is a Muslim sent a very powerful message, both at home and abroad: This is who we are. That's not who we are, not the guys across the border with their sectarian bigotry. And to my mind, that was actually a very welcome reminder.

The second paradox, David, is that this government--despite the fact that it has presided over some of the worst tendencies of bigotry and encouraged intolerance within Indian society--has actually been a remarkably good government when it comes to strengthening India's relations with the Arab and Muslim world. It's quite astonishing to see, for example, the closeness of India's relations with Saudi Arabia and the U.A.E. and Egypt, all of which have never been better. And it's striking that's happening on the watch of a government that domestically has been rightly criticized for some of its statements and actions with regard to the Muslim minority.

So there is hope yet. I do believe that we are going through a certain churn in our politics. You are quite right that it's reminiscent in many ways of what we're seeing around the world--the same degree of xenophobia and rejection of the "people not like us" kind of thing that you've seen in the U.S., in Brexit in Britain, in Hungary, in Erdogan's Turkey, and so on. Right across the world, there've been a lot of these tendencies, and we're seeing it rising in many parts of liberal Western Europe with the rise of AfD in Germany or the equivalent party in Austria. There have been suddenly elements given a free reign to say, We are more authentic representatives of the country than these people who worship foreign gods and speak foreign tongues. And that sort of thing, I'm afraid, is what has also been rising in India.

But I do believe that liberal, pluralistic, humane values have not been snuffed out. We are going to continue to keep them aloft in my country.

Frum: Well, you'll remember the Howdy Modi event in Houston, Texas, where in Trump's first term--

Tharoor: Right.

Frum: --where he gave a very personal greeting to Prime Minister Modi, of a kind that previous American presidents have tried absolutely to subordinate--to say, This is not a personal relationship. It's: Bush Clinton doesn't matter; whoever is the head of government in India doesn't matter. This is a national, nation-to-nation, people-to-people relationship.

But there do seem to be elements in the Trump administration (the vice president is one) that--I don't want to overstate this, but--seem to be indicating that a more Hindu, chauvinist India is what they want, just the way they want to see neo-Nazis or neofascists prevail in many European countries. And I know you're speaking to an American audience, and you want to preserve national unity, but can you talk a little bit about, from an American point of view: Are they right that the United States would be better off with a more Hindu, chauvinist India?

Tharoor: Look--I don't think the U.S. would be better off with one or the other kind of group in India. I think that the U.S.--this particular administration--may be equally comfortable with people of that persuasion. Whereas arguably, someone like Bill Clinton or Barack Obama would not have been comfortable with a more explicitly sectarian Indian government.

In fact, Obama made a famous speech in Delhi calling for greater religious tolerance at a time when Mr. Modi's government was still pretty new. So there is a difference, yes, in your domestic politics between a more liberal government and a government that considers itself more conservative. But ultimately, I still would like to believe, David, that this relationship is above and beyond that--that if tomorrow, a more liberal Indian dispensation came to power, that there would still be enough forces in America that would want to preserve a good relationship with it.

One factor, undoubtedly, is the extraordinary influence of the Indian American diaspora. It's now 3.4 million strong, which is, oh, a good 1 percent of your population, heading a little above 1 percent. And these are people with a tremendous contribution being made to America. They have the largest single median income of any ethnic group, higher than Japanese Americans, higher than white Americans. They're making significant contributions in a number of cutting-edge sectors. They're technologists. They're computer geeks. They're doctors and medical people. They're bio-technologists. They do all sorts of things in fields that America values.

They've not only done all of that--they've also got involved in your politics. There are Indian Americans among top fundraisers going back to George Bush Sr., whose leading fundraiser was an Indian American dentist in Florida. You've had Indian Americans on the campaign trail. You've had Indian Americans getting elected to office. Nikki Haley is an Indian American. Bobby Jindal is an Indian American. And of course, there will be more. There are half a dozen people of Indian origin in the U.S. Congress right now, today--six of them.

So you're looking at a community that's not only made a valuable contribution to America but that is visible, is active, is engaged in your social and political life, and therefore cannot be ignored. By extension, the country they came from and still in many cases care about cannot be ignored. Just as, you know, Jewish Americans have an impact on America's policy towards Israel, I expect Indian Americans to continue to have an impact on America's policy towards India.

And I believe that will be the case, whoever forms the government in India. I may be wrong, David. We'll find out the hard way. But as of now, the changing complexion of Indian politics may not make such a difference to the U.S. attitude to India, because there are now more and more sort of permanent structural factors sustaining that relationship, including the presence and role of the Indian diaspora in America.

Frum: Will the cease-fire hold?

Tharoor: I think so, yes. I don't really think that Pakistan has much to gain from starting a new misadventure, because India has been able to demonstrate that they can hit very hard. They've destroyed the runway in a major air base, called the Rahim Yar Khan Air Base, and have severely damaged another air base, the Air Marshal Nur Khan Air Base, which is right next to Pakistani military headquarters GHQ Rawalpindi, not far from the capital of the country. So I think it's been a sobering wake up to the Pakistanis that this is not an adversary you want to monkey around with.

Now, did they achieve their goals? Partially, yes. And Mr. Trump's statement would be cause of rejoicing in Islamabad, that, Look--we are back on the map with the U.S. They're treating us as the equal of the Indians. So they might feel that, Look--we pulled off something very good by doing what we did. I don't think they would see a reason now to get back again to the battlefield and possibly risk further defeat and further opprobrium.

They would actually feel they've actually pulled off something here. So I think not, and as far as India's concerned, India has never been the belligerent, has no interest, whatever, in initiating conflict, and ideally wants to be left alone by Pakistan to get on with its own business and focus on its economy.

So for all these reasons, I believe the cease-fire could hold, can hold, should be holding. But it's not even 24 hours yet. And in fact, on the first day of the cease-fire--which in our time zone, it's yesterday evening--I'm afraid the Pakistanis violated it in three places by sending missiles across to Indian cities, hitting civilian targets, homes, and cars. We were able to stop many of those missiles, but we did take a few blows. And we hit back, as well, in retaliation.

So the message is very clear, David. If the Pakistanis can't curb their hot heads and if they fire at us, we will fire back, and we will fire back very hard. But if they are able to curb their worst instincts and behave and actually hold their fire, we have no intention whatsoever of initiating any action. We would like the peace to hold, and we'd like to get on with our lives.

Frum: Thank you so much for making the time for us today.

Tharoor: Thank you, David. Really good speaking to you.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks to Dr. Tharoor for joining me on the program. Because of the substance and length of our discussion today, we'll omit the viewer-question part of the program this week. I hope you will send questions for next week's programs to producer@thedavidfrumshow.com, and I hope you'll join us again next week for the next episode of The David From Show.

Remember, if you like what you hear at the on The David Frum Show, you can support our work and the work of all Atlantic journalists when you subscribe to the Atlantic at theatlantic.com/listener. That's theatlantic.com/listener. And please like, subscribe, rate, review, share it any way you can, the content of this program, if you enjoy it and find it a value. We are already past in our first five episodes 1.5 million views and downloads on video and audio platforms. We hope to keep growing. We need your help to do that. So please rate, review, like, subscribe, share in any way you can, and subscribe to The Atlantic at theatlantic.com/listener.

Thank you. I'm David Frum. See you next week.

[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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Silicon Valley Braces for Chaos

The center of the tech universe seems to believe that Trump's tariff whiplash is nothing compared with what they see coming from AI.

by Matteo Wong




On a Wednesday morning last month, I thought, just for a second, that AI was going to kill me. I had hailed a self-driving Waymo to bring me to a hacker house in Nob Hill, San Francisco. Just a few blocks from arrival, the car lurched toward the other lane--which was, thankfully, empty--and immediately jerked back.



That sense of peril felt right for the moment. As I stepped into the cab, Federal Reserve Chair Jerome Powell was delivering a speech criticizing President Donald Trump's economic policies, and in particular the administration's sweeping on-again, off-again tariffs. A day earlier, the White House had claimed that Chinese goods would be subject to overall levies as high as 245 percent when accounting for preexisting tariffs, and the AI giant Nvidia's stock had plummeted after the company reported that it expected to take a quarterly hit of more than $5 billion for selling to China. The global economy had been yanked in every direction, nonstop, for weeks. America's tech industry--an engine of that system, so reliant on overseas labor and hardware--seemed like it would be in dire straits.



Yet within the hacker house--it was really a duplex--the turmoil could be forgotten. The living space, known as Accelr8, is a cohabitat for early-stage founders. Residents have come from around the world--Latvia, India, Japan, Italy, China--to live in one of more than a dozen rooms ("tiny," an Accelr8 co-founder, Daniel Morgan, told me), many of which have tech-inspired names: the "Ada Lovelace Room," the "Zuck Room," the "GPT-5 Room." Akshay Iyer, who was sitting on a couch when I walked in, had launched his AI start-up the day before; he markets it as a "code editor for people who don't know how to code." In the kitchen, a piece of paper reading Wash your pans or Sam Altman will get you was printed above a photo of the OpenAI CEO declaring, in a speech bubble, that he eats children.



For a certain type of techie in the Bay Area, the most important economic upheaval of our time is the coming of ultrapowerful AI models. With the help of generative AI, "I can build a company myself in four days," Morgan, who'd previously worked in sales and private equity, said. "That used to take six months with a team of 10." The White House can do whatever it wants, but this technological revolution and all the venture capital wrapped up in it will continue apace. "However much Trump tweets, you better believe these companies are releasing models as fast," Morgan said. Founders don't fear tariffs: They fear that the next OpenAI model is going to kill their concept.

John Hendrickson: What I found in San Francisco

I heard this sentiment across conversations with dozens of software engineers, entrepreneurs, executives, and investors around the Bay Area. Sure, tariffs are stupid. Yes, democracy may be under threat. But: What matters far more is artificial general intelligence, or AGI, vaguely understood as software able to perform most human labor that can be done from a computer. Founders and engineers told me that with today's AI products, many years of Ph.D. work would have been reduced to just one, and a day's worth of coding could be done with a single prompt. Whether this is hyperbole may not matter--start-ups with "half-broken" AI products, Morgan said, are raising "epic" amounts of money. "We're in the thick of the frothiest part of the bubble," Amber Yang, an investor at the venture-capital firm CRV, told me.



There were also whispers about the stock market and the handful of high-profile tech figures who have criticized Trump's economic policies. Yang told me that she had heard of investors advising start-ups to "take as much capital as you can right now, because we don't know how the next few years will play out." But around the Bay, the concerns I heard mostly positioned tariffs and stricter immigration enforcement as a rough patch, not a cataclysm. The industry's AI growth would continue, tech insiders told me: It would speed through volatile stocks, collapsing commerce, a potential recession, and crises of democracy and the rule of law. Silicon Valley's exceptionalism has left the rest of the country behind.

Along highways and street corners, on lampposts and public transit across the Bay Area, promises of an AI-dominated future are everywhere. There are advertisements for automated tools for compliance, security, graphic design, customer service, IT, job-interview coaching, even custom insoles--and, above all, AI products that promise to speed the development of still more powerful AI products. At an AI happy hour at a beer garden in the Mission neighborhood, I listened to a group of start-up founders passionately debate whether today's approach to AI will produce "superintelligence." (That the industry will achieve AGI went unquestioned.) A few days later, Evan Conrad, a co-founder of the San Francisco Compute Company, a start-up that rents out AI computing chips, suggested, when I asked about Trump's tariffs, that I might be the one with too narrow a focus. "Why aren't you more freaked out about the other stuff?" he asked.



The release of ChatGPT, in late 2022, began a frenzy over AI products. Founders and executives promise that the technology will cure cancer, solve climate change, and rapidly grow the world economy. "People just don't start non-AI companies anymore," Morgan said. The wealthiest firms--Amazon, Alphabet, Meta, Microsoft--have together spent hundreds of billions of dollars building the infrastructure needed to train and run AI models. Only a year ago, the AI industry was still "in the mid- to early stages of the gold rush," Yang told me at the time, over coffee. Then an investor at Bloomberg Beta, she had risen to local fame for popularizing the nickname "Cerebral Valley" for the Hayes Valley neighborhood, dubbed as such for its abundance of tech start-ups and hacker houses. "There's still so much that you can make from just slight automations," she said. On that same day, I went to OpenAI's offices, where, on a floor with rooms named after core human inventions ("Clock," "Fire," and so on), a conference room was called "AGI." A year later, the gold rush is mature, and the term AGI is common enough that an advertisement in San Francisco International Airport offers to help customers overcome "bottlenecks to AGI."



The day after visiting Accelr8, I made my way to another hacker house: one story in a brick and terra-cotta building rented by Finn Mallery as his home and office for his start-up, Origami Agents, which builds AI tools for sales teams. I was instructed to take my shoes off, and then we settled in the kitchen to talk beside Costco-size bags of potatoes, a Kirkland tub of pink salt, and two sinks, one spotless and the other full of dirty pans.



Mallery graduated from Stanford last year and told me that his computer-science classmates were all hungry to launch or join AI start-ups; he knew of at least eight undergraduates who'd dropped out to do so. "The bar is so much lower" to found a company than when he started school, Mallery said, because AI can take care of anything administrative (which might otherwise require paying accountants, lawyers, and the like). Origami Agents could lower the bar further: The company's goal, Mallery said, is to build a "superintelligent system of sales agents that can do all the work a team of humans can do." He was one of several entrepreneurs who mentioned an internal memo by Tobi Lutke, the CEO of Shopify, mandating that his employees use AI. "Before asking for more Headcount and resources," Lutke wrote, "teams must demonstrate why they cannot get what they want done using AI." Working at a major tech firm, Mallery said, seems almost less secure than starting your own company.



AI development, in this view, matters far more than traditional drivers and markers of economic development. "If OpenAI's next model is horrible or plateaus, that would be much more concerning," Mallery said. Founders and investors repeated the same thing: Tech start-ups are inherently risky and are not expected to turn a profit for a decade; they raise enough money to have "runway" precisely in the event of a rough stretch or a wider recession. The tech industry admittedly doesn't "think very hard about how bad things could get," Conrad told me. "Our job is to raise this," he said, pointing upward--to raise the ceiling on how prosperous and enjoyable society can be. "Your job"--media, banks, elected officials, the East Coast--"is to protect the floor."



Several investors I met suggested that a recession might even be an opportunity for AI firms. "Companies aren't going to hire; they're going to roll out AI," Jeremiah Owyang, a partner at the VC firm Blitzscaling Ventures, told me. "It's not a good story to tell, but it's true."



I met Owyang outside Stanford's Jen-Hsun Huang Engineering Center, named after the CEO of Nvidia. Hundreds of entrepreneurs, software engineers, VCs, and students had gathered there in April for the 17th edition of an AI event Owyang hosts called the "Llama Lounge." The energy was giddy: pizza, demo tables, networking. "Eighty to 90 percent of use cases are still out there," Chet Kumar, an investor at the AI-focused firm Argonautic Ventures, told me that evening--meaning, in other words, that ChatGPT and all the rest weren't even beginning to make good on AI's potential. A few minutes later, I met James Antisdel, a former product manager at Google who recently launched his own company, CXO AGI, which aims to help businesses manage AI programs that act as employees. "With tariffs, if it becomes harder to move around the world, agents are going to become even more important," Antisdel told me. "You can't get a human, so get AI."

Read: A disaster for American innovation

I heard this in Palo Alto, in San Francisco, in Menlo Park. "With the economy bad in the U.S. and around the world, you can make businesses more efficient," Joanathan McIntosh, an AI-start-up founder, told me. Less than two weeks later, the CEO of Duolingo, the language-learning app, put out a memo telling employees that they were required to use generative AI and that "headcount will only be given if a team cannot automate more of their work." Anthropic, on the same day, published research showing that 79 percent of user interactions with its AI coding interface, Claude Code, were some form of "automation"--human software engineers getting AI to directly complete a task for them. Moderna, the pharmaceutical giant, has combined its human resources and tech departments to determine which jobs are better done by people or AI. Should the nation enter a recession, and hundreds of thousands or millions of Americans lose employment, this time, they may never get their jobs back.



The day after the Llama Lounge, I traveled to the sidewalk outside OpenAI's new offices (not the ones with the "AGI" conference room) in San Francisco, only minutes from the water, where a small group dressed in red shirts that read STOP AI was gathering. When I arrived, there were eight protesters and eight police officers nearby; at a previous demonstration, a few protesters were arrested for trespassing. Attendees were angry about potential automation, copyright infringement, affronts to human dignity, and a robot apocalypse. "This company is putting people's lives at risk," Sam Kirchner, the lead organizer, said in a short speech. The protesters then performed a skit in which Kirchner played Sam Altman and the other protesters beggars; faux Altman, seemingly at random, chose whether to dole out fruit from behind a sign that read Universal Basic Income--a fixed monthly payment that the real Altman has suggested as a solution to widespread AI-induced job loss. Nobody, other than the police officers and a small number of reporters, was there to watch or listen.

Not everyone was blocking out the White House with visions of AGI, of course. Outside Coupa Cafe, a Palo Alto coffee shop known for tech-founder and VC meetings, I sat down with Mike Lanza and Katrina Montinola, who have spent decades in start-ups and major tech firms around Silicon Valley, and they were irate over the Trump administration's antagonistic approach to immigration and international collaboration. "The ones who have the gumption to come over here are admirable," Montinola, a Filipina immigrant, told me. "That personality is what makes America great." Lanza was more direct: "I have that American exceptionalism," he told me, passed down from his father and his Italian-immigrant grandparents. "And now I'm embarrassed."



Of all the whispers of discontent I heard in the techno-optimistic valley, this was by far the most frequent. Silicon Valley would not be the success story it is, people told me more than once, without the immigrants who have driven innovation here. At the Accelr8 hacker house, miniature national flags from around the world were strung across the ceiling, crisscrossing between the doors. America's global standing, Lanza told me, matters for the tech industry's talent pool, investors, and customers.



At the same cafe, Mustafa Mohammadi, a robotics and AI-simulation consultant, explained to me how Trump's policies risk dooming the robot revolution--the path for AI to transition from screens to the real world. Much of the best robot hardware and highest-quality robot data, as well as many of the most talented engineers, come from China, Mohammadi said. In the past, collaboration between the United States and China formed a robotics flywheel, he continued, spinning his finger in a circle. Should Trump continue down his current path--tariffs, immigration crackdowns, racist remarks--"you'll break the fucking wheel." At a recent dinner with AI-software engineers, many of whom were Chinese, Mohammadi told me, his friends were furious that Vice President J. D. Vance had described trading with China as buying from "Chinese peasants." For all that Silicon Valley has to offer, these engineers are souring on America, he said--before long, if paid more to do the same job in China, "they will go back."



Even the most confident AI founders I spoke with were beginning to worry about international researchers and entrepreneurs not being able, or no longer wanting, to enter the United States. Just over a week after my meeting with Mohammadi, an OpenAI researcher named Kai Chen was denied a U.S. green card. Chen had been instrumental to one of the firm's most advanced models, GPT-4.5. "What is america doing," one outraged colleague wrote on X. "Immigration makes america strong," another chimed in. "We should not be denying entry to brilliant AI researchers." (A few hours later, Noam Brown, the OpenAI researcher who had announced Chen's predicament, posted an update: It seemed to have been a paperwork error, which a spokesperson for OpenAI told me is also the company's "initial assessment." Chen is working from Canada until the issue is resolved.)



The tech industry's bubble, then, remains permeable. Shortly after visiting the hacker houses, I found myself on the eighth floor of the Phelan Building, a century-old triangular office in downtown San Francisco. It holds the headquarters of Flexport, which coordinates supply-chain logistics and freight shipments for billions of dollars of goods each year; its CEO, Ryan Petersen, has watched and felt the effects of Trump's tariffs. Freight bookings from China to the U.S. were down by 50 percent, Petersen told me at the time. Roughly "90 days from now, you're going to see mass shortages across the United States," he said.



Petersen suggested that I talk with Dan Siroker, the founder of the AI-gadget start-up Limitless, and a few days later, we spoke over Zoom. Limitless was feeling the full force of Trump's tariffs--the firm manufactures in China and had accepted many preorders at $59 each, but the duties had raised manufacturing costs to nearly $190 per unit. Siroker seemed to think that Limitless will be fine, because it had shipped enough inventory pre-tariffs to survive and will recover costs on subscriptions. But if the tariffs had come six months ago, he said, "it would be much harder."



Trump's policies, Petersen told me, reminded him "of central planning of the economy at the level you're used to seeing from a Stalinist state." At the bar of Rosewood Sand Hill hotel, a VC meetup in Menlo Park reminiscent of a White Lotus resort, Boyd Fowler, the chief technology officer at the semiconductor manufacturer OmniVision, lamented that his lawyers were working "night and day" on the tariffs. The legendary tech investor Paul Graham has likened the tariffs to China's Great Leap Forward. Of course, Petersen said, all of this was only if nothing changed--and in his view, these tariffs were "so bad" that "there's no way that it just stays like this." That was in mid-April. Just yesterday, the U.S. and China announced a 90-day reduction in their tariffs--"Get ready for a big shipping boom," Petersen wrote on X--although without any long-term trade deal or material concessions from either side.

Again and again, I heard the assumption that every Trump policy was reversible and would be reversed, in no small part because of the "really good, smart tech people" in the administration, as Rahul Kayala, a former Apple and Microsoft employee who recently co-founded an AI start-up, told me. He noted David Sacks and Sriram Krishnan, two influential tech investors advising the White House. Lanza, despite his fury with Trump's immigration policy and tariffs, also cited Sacks. Anybody "who's got a brain in the Trump administration is biting their tongue about these tariffs," he said. "Everyone is assuming this is a reversible decision still," Conrad said. Investors, Yang told me, had not changed their long-term plans.



Even before the latest pause, the White House had already announced some tariff exemptions for tech products, including Apple devices and some duties affecting carmakers. But the reversals don't appear to be rational, let alone part of any plan. Even then, founders and investors told me that no matter what happens with tariffs and the broader economy, AI is clearly a priority for Trump. The White House has issued statements to this effect--but has simultaneously gutted funding for the basic science research that today's generative-AI products depend on, put international scientific and technological collaboration at risk, and issued tariffs that could make it more expensive to build and power data centers in the United States.



This particular strain of optimism--a sense that tariffs and restricted immigration are terrible, but a stronger conviction that the tech industry can survive, or even thrive, anyway--was everywhere. I thought back to the demonstration in front of OpenAI's offices, which had attracted a single counterprotester. Vikram Subbiah, a former SpaceX software engineer working on an AI start-up, was there to defend the technology, and he'd unfurled a red banner that read Stop Protesting AI. "My job is at more risk than they are," Subbiah told me. If even the most automatable software engineers support AI, he argued, everyone should. Siroker, of the AI-gadget start-up, said something similar. Trade policy in the 1990s and 2000s "was a tiny blip compared to this big sucking sound, which is the internet," Siroker told me. "And that big sucking sound today is AI." Even the coronavirus pandemic, he said, "is a micro trend by comparison."



In Silicon Valley, where the technological future is the center of today's world, the president is easily reduced to memedom--not the most powerful man on the planet, but just some guy trolling everybody on the internet. The real power, the big sucking sound, is apparently in California. Trust the autopilot to stay the course. Where that takes us exactly, no one can say.
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A Different Way to Think About Medicine's Most Stubborn Enigma

A new book shows that dementia isn't just a loss, and memory is much more than recollection.

by Marion Renault




It took 14 men to restrain Jose Arcadio Buendia at the height of his delirium, and 20 more to drag and tie him to a chestnut tree. The patriarch of Gabriel Garcia Marquez's One Hundred Years of Solitude would remain tethered there until his death, "discolored by sun and rain" as he sank into an "abyss of unawareness."

Decades after the publication of the classic Colombian novel, Francisco Piedrahita came across similar scenes while growing up in the country's mountainous Antioquia region. Walking through his native hamlet of Canoas, he glimpsed neighbors who seemed disoriented or couldn't leave their beds. Once, he saw a man tied to furniture with a rope around his waist. "It's an illness that people get," Piedrahita's mother explained, "and you'll come to understand it one day."

She was right. Piedrahita watched his grandmother die of it. Other grandparents, aunts, and uncles followed. Piedrahita eventually became a neurology nurse, caring for families, including his own, who were marked by a rare genetic mutation linked to early-onset Alzheimer's disease.

His story--part clinical, part familial--forms the core of Valley of Forgetting, Jennie Erin Smith's book on memory, medicine, and hereditary fate in rural Colombia. She follows researchers who, over four decades, have studied the paisa mutation--a gene passed down from a single common ancestor--which causes the illness in nearly everyone who inherits it. In Antioquia, scientists have identified between 1,000 and 1,800 carriers of this particular gene, constituting one of the largest known clusters of familial cases on Earth. Smith, a science journalist, also tells the stories of some members of the 6,000-person clan who participate in research trials, donate loved ones' brains, and care for one another while bracing for their turn.

Read: The Texas county where 'everybody has someone in their family' with dementia

Dementia is one of the modern world's most dreaded maladies--only in part because we see it more as people live longer. In an era when individual identity and self-expression are often held paramount, the condition threatens to erase the self entirely. Smith's book is a detailed chronicle of the families and scientists who are drawn together by one mutation, but it isn't just a grim catalogue of familial illness. Through the characters she speaks with over six years, Smith suggests that forgetting might be more than just an existential loss; it might also be a chance to explore other forms of humanity that are grounded in feeling, presence, or touch.

Garcia Marquez's 1967 novel follows seven generations of the Buendia family in the fictional Colombian town of Macondo, a place haunted by war and magic. Early in the story, a mysterious plague descends on the town, causing insomnia and erasing memories. Garcia Marquez's fictional world hovers over Valley of Forgetting, resonating uncannily with Antioquia's real experience of widespread, precipitous memory loss. A copy of the novel accompanies one woman whom Smith gets to know on a 10-hour bus ride. When clinical trials of an Alzheimer's treatment called crenezumab launched in Antioquia in 2013, scientists compared it to the magical elixir that ends the amnesiac plague in Macondo. (The crenezumab study was halted in 2022 after disappointing results.)

One Hundred Years of Solitude is a famous work of magical realism. Its timelines collapse and blur, and its characters are bound by ruinous, inescapable fates; the reader cannot avoid disorientation. (Garcia Marquez, who died in 2014 with dementia, once described memory as the material and method of his life's work: "At bottom, I have written only one book, the same one that circles round and round, and continues on.")

In Antioquia, many of those connected by the paisa mutation live with a similar sense of distortion. Here, Alzheimer's is a disease not only of the elderly, but one that can strike adults as early as their 30s. Relatives care for family members while anticipating the day they might need the same help from their younger kin. "Each death caused them to relive the trauma of a previous death, and raised the specter of future ones," Smith writes. Diagnosis is not an individual experience, but a collective tether. "Looking at the genealogies of these Alzheimer's clans, the stories ceased to be personal. That level of resolution was lost. The family was the unit," Smith writes, "its branches growing and shrinking endlessly like fractals."

Both Garcia Marquez's and Smith's stories invite readers to reconsider memory as something relational, inherited, and timeless, rather than strictly personal and chronological. In Antioquia, Smith notes, families carrying the paisa mutation offer scientists a rare opportunity: a known genetic cause of early-onset Alzheimer's for which they might develop targeted treatments. But that's not all. The people Smith observed "harbored other types of knowledge" about the disease, she writes, "which they carried, with no formal way to catalogue or transmit it, along with their coveted genes and biomarkers."

This understanding isn't clinical, but embodied--what people feel, witness, share, and pass down. When one researcher asked why so many in Antioquia were willing to give their blood, brains, and time to the trials, the answers came fast: "For the kids," they said. "To break the chain." Memory is not just what they recall. It's also how, over generations, people learn to care for one another.



Among ancient European philosophers, cognitive decline in late life was typically seen not as a medical condition but as either an inevitable consequence of aging or punishment for personal faults. (There are communities today where some see dementia more as a symptom of old age rather than a disease, as in Starr Country, Texas.) In some Asian and Middle Eastern traditions, dementia was historically associated with madness or idiocy. Among many First Nations communities, by contrast, memory loss in old age is sometimes embraced as a final flourish of the life cycle: a spiritual stage in which a person draws "closer to the Creator."

It wasn't until the turn of the 20th century that scientists--armed with microscopes and techniques that made brain tissue visible at the cellular level--could discern the structure of Alzheimer's disease: tangled bundles and clumps of misfolded proteins inside and between neurons. But observing the disease under a microscope doesn't necessarily translate to a full understanding of it.

Antioquia's families had long viewed dementia not clinically but supernaturally. "The conventional wisdom in Canoas held that it was witchcraft," Smith writes, "which could mean a lot of things." A curse from a scorned lover. A punishment cast by a cruel priest. An encounter with the arboloco--the "crazy tree." "It wasn't such a stretch to think that someone in a disoriented, nonsensical state was enyerbado, or "under a spell," she writes; they might be bobo ("stupid") or necio ("hard-headed"), "but they did not call the person sick."

Many popular metaphors for dementia suggest erosion: a candle burning down or the body as a shell of the former self it housed. Others conjure a sudden disappearance: fogs, voids, and black holes. Dementia is depicted as an invading enemy, waging war on the mind, a "holocaust of my brain," as described by the author and activist Thomas DeBaggio in his 2002 memoir, Losing My Mind. These metaphors ultimately reveal--beyond a struggle to confront dementia outright--a terror at the prospect of cognitive dissolution.

The brain is often seen as the engine and archive of a person's identity. In this light, losing one's memory is tantamount to losing one's sense of self. "Life is not what one lived," Garcia Marquez wrote in the epigraph of his 2002 memoir, "but what one remembers and how one remembers it in order to recount it." In other words: The survival of one's selfhood depends on a continued ability to narrate it--to orient yourself in time, space, and plot.

Dementia resists both emotional comprehension and rational explanation; it remains one of medicine's most stubborn enigmas. Despite billions of dollars in investment and a century-plus of research, scientists don't yet fully understand what causes it or how to cure it, and it can be challenging to diagnose. Paradoxically, for those who are experiencing dementia, there is only grim certainty: They will die with it. This tension makes the illness ripe for figurative language. "Any important disease whose causality is murky, and for which treatment is ineffectual," wrote Susan Sontag in her 1978 essay Illness as Metaphor, "tends to be awash in significance."



In Valley of Forgetting, Smith describes a 25-year-old woman named Daniela who cares for her mother and extended family as early-onset Alzheimer's moves through their generation--seven of her mother's 10 siblings were already sick or had died from the disease at the time of Smith's reporting.

Daniela showered her aunt Mabilia with affection--kisses, ice pops, compliments on her appearance. When her uncle Fredy had only one word left--si--Daniela recited familiar names for him, his face lighting up with each. As her mother, Doralba, declined, Daniela changed her diapers, rubbed her skin with lotion, and refused to cut her long hair--"a concession," Smith writes, "to a womanhood she'd worn proudly and which no one wanted to rob her of."

In Doralba's final hours, as her breath began to rattle, Daniela massaged her limbs. After her mother died, Daniela cleaned her one last time, smoothing lotion over her skin, as always. "Because to me," she told Smith, "at that moment, it was as though she was still alive." She then gave her mother's body to Neurociencias, the University of Antioquia research lab that had discovered the paisa mutation and has studied those with it for decades.

Read: Americans with dementia are grieving social media

The relationship between Daniela and Doralba extends beyond cognition. People with dementia may lose names, dates, recognition of their own face. But as the disease strips one kind of memory, it can deepen others: emotional, sensory. When my grandmother's dementia progressed, she once told me I was her little sister; it wasn't literally true, of course, but her affection was emotionally honest. As Smith notes in the final pages of her book, each generation of potential paisa mutation carriers has to face the future holding multiple, sometimes opposing, truths: "This was what the families had learned over forty years of taking part in science: to resist undue hope and to resist despair."

What if people considered a new metaphor for dementia? In neuroscience, the brain is sometimes described as a forest--neurons represent the trees; dendrites (from the ancient Greek for "tree," dendron) represent the branches. Some writers, like Claude Couturier in her 1999 memoir, Puzzle, Journale d'une Alzheimer, have described living with dementia as being like a tree in autumn that "tries desperately to hold on to its dead leaves, ripped off by a violent wind."

But fallen leaves don't have to be a symbol of death. Leaf litter hosts life for hundreds of species: bacteria, ants, mushrooms, shrews. Even bare trees are alive in unseen ways--communicating and sharing nutrients through underground networks of roots and fungi sometimes called "the wood wide web."

To consider dementia as a tree is to embrace a kind of magical realism: to understand that fresh buds of connection sprout even as older ones fall away, that roots persist, that decay and renewal coexist. As Ursula, the matriarch of Garcia Marquez's novel, witnessing her family's fate repeat itself, exclaims: "I know all of this by heart. It's as if time had turned around and we were back at the beginning."

At one point, Daniela reminds Smith that her half-sister and cousin are already in their 30s--the age when Alzheimer's tends to appear in their family. She, herself, is also approaching 30. Yet Daniela sees not annihilation in her mother's last days but something profoundly human--beyond memory as people typically understand it.

"She didn't remember me anymore in her mind. Even as she tried to do it, she couldn't locate me. But she had me in her soul and in her heart because she could feel me," Daniela concludes. "Although she couldn't say it, her eyes could."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/books/archive/2025/05/valley-of-forgetting-jennie-erin-smith-book-review/682766/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Crisis of American Leadership Reaches an Empty Desert

Photographs from the humanitarian disaster in Sudan and Chad

by Lynsey Addario


Refugees who fled the Zamzam camp in Sudan's Darfur region sit on top of a truck shortly after arriving in Tine, a border town in eastern Chad. They await relocation to a transit camp nearby. (May 1, 2025)



In Tine, a barren desert town in eastern Chad, the first humanitarian crisis of the post-American world is now unfolding. Thousands of people fleeing the civil war in Sudan's Darfur region have recently arrived there after enduring long journeys in relentless, 100-degree heat. Many have nothing--they report being beaten, robbed, or raped along the way--and almost nothing awaits them in Tine. Due in part to the Trump administration's devastating cuts to foreign aid, only a skeleton staff of international humanitarian workers are on hand to receive them. There are shortages of food, water, medicine, and shelter in Tine, and few resources to move people anywhere else.

Several months ago, I was reporting in Sudan with the photographer Lynsey Addario. She recently returned to the region and spent several days photographing and speaking with some of the people who are streaming into Tine. According to aid workers on the ground, more than 30,000 people have arrived there since regional fighting intensified in mid-April, and more than 3,500 are now arriving every day. The photos below capture the desperation of people with nowhere to go, the absence of infrastructure to help them, the desolation of the empty desert.

Most of the people in Tine and nearby towns are coming from Zamzam, a famine-stricken camp for displaced people in North Darfur. Aid trucks carrying food have long had difficulty reaching Zamzam, thanks to ongoing violence, bad roads, and the Sudanese government's reluctance to let international organizations operate in areas controlled by its rivals. Over the past few weeks, the Rapid Support Forces, the militia that is the Sudanese army's main antagonist, raised the stakes further. The RSF tightened its siege of El-Fasher, the largest city in North Darfur, and began shelling Zamzam itself.

The core of the RSF consists of Arabic-speaking nomads, once known as the Janjaweed, who have long been in conflict with the non-Arab farmers in this part of Sudan. Their lethal rivalry is not a religious dispute--both sides are overwhelmingly Muslim--and the ethnic differences are blurry. Nevertheless, refugees in Tine say RSF soldiers are interrogating people escaping from Zamzam and El-Fasher, and murdering men who look "African" instead of "Arab," who speak the wrong language or who come from the wrong tribe. "If your language is Arabic, they will let you go," a woman named Fatima Suleiman recounted. Those who did not speak it, she said, were murdered on the spot. Her dark-skinned son, Ahmed, a student who knows some English, was spared because he speaks Arabic too, though his friends were not as fortunate. He watched them get gunned down.

In theory, the Trump administration still supports emergency humanitarian aid. But in practice, the cuts to logistics and personnel, the abrupt changes to payments, and the associated chaos have hampered all of the international humanitarian organizations working in Tine and everywhere else. The Chadian Red Cross lacks transport for the wounded. The World Food Program's supplies are unreliable because support systems have been cut. The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees is cutting staff due to budget constraints. Jean-Paul Habamungu Samvura, who represents UNHCR in eastern Chad, said that in his 20-year career, he could not recall refugees ever being offered so little.

"Our big donor is the U.S.," Samvura said. But in February, UNHCR was instructed to alter its services. "Things we are used to seeing as lifesaving activity, like providing shelter, are no longer considered lifesaving activity," he explained. That leaves his team with an unsolvable problem: "Where to put people at least to give them a bit of shading." Some of his staff have been told that their jobs will end as soon as June, but the crisis will not end in June.

Local Sudanese groups, part of a mutual-aid movement called Emergency Response Rooms, are collecting donations from overseas and have begun offering meals to refugees, as they do all over Sudan. But if the number of displaced people continues to grow as the scale of the disaster expands, these volunteers will also need more resources, if only to ensure that everyone in Tine eats a meal every day. Eyewitnesses report people dying of thirst on the way to Tine, and malnourished children arriving among the refugees.

This is a dramatic moment in a devastating war. More people have been displaced by violence in Sudan than in Ukraine and Gaza combined. Statements about Sudan are regularly made at the UN and in other international forums. And yet the people in these photographs seem to have been abandoned in an empty landscape. As the United States withdraws and international institutions decay, their ordeal may be a harbinger of what is to come.


Sudanese refugees gather in the sweltering sun near a United Nations truck in the Tine transit camp. They are to be relocated to another overstretched, underserviced camp nearby in eastern Chad. (May 1, 2025)




Community members distributing hot meals in Tine try to fight back Sudanese refugees desperate for food. Most of the newly arrived refugees fled famine conditions at the Zamzam camp in Darfur. Dwindling support from the United States and other international donors has left local groups without resources. (May 1, 2025)




Sudanese refugees board a truck in Tine. (May 1, 2025)




Sudanese children scramble to grab their bowls from the ground following a food distribution by the Tine Emergency Response Room. The group aims to provide 1,700 meals a day for the thousands of Sudanese refugees arriving in Tine. (May 4, 2025)




Sudanese children are passed into the backs of United Nations trucks in Tine. (May 3, 2025)




Hungry Sudanese refugees run after trucks ferrying hot meals and food donated by the local community in Chad for the thousands awaiting transfer from the Tine transit camp to Iridimi. Until the recent massive influx of refugees, most Sudanese arriving in Tine would be relocated almost immediately to nearby camps for shelter. Because of U.S. humanitarian-assistance cuts, the United Nations does not have the means to transfer refugees quickly, leaving them for more than a week without shelter or food under the hot sun. (May 3, 2025)




Fatima Oumda Mohammed, carries her two-month-old son, Mohammed Khari Mohammed Bar, moments after arriving at the border in Tine. Fatima's husband was killed in the attack on Zamzam, and she and her son walked for two weeks to the Chad border. (May 1, 2025)




At the Iridimi camp, in eastern Chad, Taysir Ibrahim Juma, 30, holds her two-month-old son, Mujahid, as she sits among relatives and other Sudanese refugees. She said her husband was shot and killed by the Rapid Support Forces in Zamzam five months ago. (May 2, 2025)




A makeshift shelter at the Iridimi camp (May 2, 2025)




Most Sudanese refugees arriving in Tine are dehydrated and hungry. Many people fleeing violence in Darfur die of hunger or thirst before reaching the border with Chad; others are robbed, beaten, or killed along the way. (May 4, 2025)
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The Honeymoon Is Ending in Syria

A former jihadist needs more than charisma to heal his shattered country.

by Robert F. Worth




Five months after its liberation from the police state of Bashar al-Assad, Syria sometimes looks like a country in civil war. Sectarian clashes have turned into street battles with rockets and mortars. In the southern province of Suweida, local leaders have denounced the new Syrian government as a band of terrorists, and they fly the flag of a Druze statelet that flourished a century ago.

The country's new president, Ahmed al-Sharaa, has tried repeatedly to reassure Syria's religious minorities, saying he wants peace and pluralism. He won some unexpected relief on the economic front yesterday, when President Donald Trump, who is visiting the Gulf states, agreed to drop all American sanctions on Syria. But he seems unable to remedy the structural flaws that have fed the violence of recent months. His fledgling state is too centralized, and too dependent on former jihadists he cannot control.

In March, Sunni Islamist gangs massacred Alawites on the Syrian coast, in attacks that left well over 1,000 people dead. Alawite friends tell me they live in constant fear, as these gangs roam the streets and sometimes confiscate their houses at gunpoint under the dubious authority of a "war-spoils committee." Several have asked for my help in escaping a country that now seems alien to them.

The latest crisis erupted late last month, when a Druze cleric was alleged to have insulted the Prophet Muhammad. Crowds of armed men thronged the streets in several Syrian cities, chanting for the blood of infidels. The audiotape of the cleric's offense turned out to be fake. But an old religious hatred had been rekindled. One video showed a small boy held aloft in a cheering crowd as he sang "Alawites, we will slaughter you all" and slashed the air with a knife. Soon afterward, gunmen attacked members of the Druze religious minority in towns south of Damascus, setting off fierce battles that left more than 100 people dead.

Read: Can one man hold Syria together?

Attitudes are hardening among the Druze, who have mostly refused to hand over their heavy weapons to Damascus. Many believe that the new government was behind the attacks, despite its denials. "We are defending ourselves against Salafi ISIS extremism and terrorism, disguised as a state," a Druze contact texted me earlier this month.

The attack on the Druze has drawn in Israel and shown just how vulnerable Syria's new state is. On May 2, Israeli warplanes fired missiles into a hillside next to Syria's presidential palace, in what that country's defense minister called a "clear warning" to leave the Druze alone. Israel appears to be exploiting the conflict to carve out a de facto zone of control in southern Syria, where the Druze are concentrated. It has also clashed with Turkey, the patron of the new Syrian government, which aspires to exert a similar dominance over the country's north.

Israel's incursions are fueling a vicious cycle inside Syria. They feed the perception that the Druze are a fifth column, supported by an outside power; hard-line Sunni Muslims see this as justification for more attacks. Most Druze resent Israel's behavior, but the more threatened they feel by their Sunni neighbors, the more inclined they are to demand greater autonomy for their sect and region. A similar pattern is visible with the Kurds in Syria's northeast, who distrust Sharaa and are trying to maintain some independence.

Israel and Turkey have been holding "deconfliction" talks in Baku, the capital of Azerbaijan, ostensibly aimed at avoiding military mishaps. To some Syrians, the talks resemble a vaguely colonial project to divide up their country, as the European powers did a century ago after the collapse of the Ottoman empire.

Sharaa, a former jihadist who led the fight to expel Assad in November and December, cannot do much about these internal and external challenges to his authority. He has spoken out repeatedly against sectarianism and says he wants to restore a pluralist and sovereign Syria. But without a real army, he is still dependent on the undisciplined jihadist legions who helped him defeat the Assad regime.

"Sharaa has a dilemma: How do you unify the country without having real control?" Joshua Landis, the director of Middle East Studies at the University of Oklahoma, told me. "His forces are Sunni supremacists, there's no getting around that."

Landis and others say that Sharaa has given up any hope he might have had to tame his unruly militias and has now adopted a tacit strategy of crushing the minorities into submitting to Sunni rule. If that is true, Sharaa could risk souring his improved relations with the United States and Europe, which have lifted the sanctions that were suffocating Syria's economy. Christians may be a minority in Syria, but their voices are loud in Washington, and perhaps especially with Trump loyalists like Sebastian Gorka, who more or less runs Syria policy in the new administration.

Read: Assad's opponents are building a new order

Paul Salem, the Beirut-based vice president for international engagement at the Middle East Institute, takes a more optimistic view of Sharaa. "The president is seemingly trying to inch in the right direction, with great difficulty," he told me, adding that the U.S. and others can still help Sharaa build a more open government that would help stabilize the region.

President Trump's meeting with Sharaa in Riyadh on Wednesday could help to advance that effort, Salem told me. Sharaa is urgently hoping to lure American investments in Syria. He has already tried to fulfill some conditions the Trump administration has laid out, including by arresting some Palestinian militants in Syria and reaching out indirectly to Israel to signal a desire for peace.

Syria is a shattered country whose reconstruction will cost hundreds of billions of dollars. Any kind of funding would make a big difference. Just being able to pay regular salaries to soldiers, police, and teachers would provide a bulwark against chaos.

But the recent sectarian bloodletting has exposed another problem, and it's one Trump can do nothing about. Sharaa's new government is far too centralized and desperately short on competent administrators. The Syrian leader has placed his family members and cronies in essential posts. He appointed 23 new cabinet members in late March--most of them figureheads without power. Almost nothing can be done without the direct involvement of Sharaa or Asaad Shaibani, his foreign minister and right-hand man. The machinery of state moves at a crawl; public employees are still being paid via Sham Cash, a dubious app launched by Sharaa's Islamist cronies before the fall of the Assad regime and plagued by technical failures.

Read: The end of a 13-year nightmare

Sharaa promulgated a new constitution in March that enshrines this concentration of power. There is no real check on the authority of the president, who directly appoints a third of the Parliament and indirectly controls the remaining two-thirds. The constitution also says the Syrian state "respects all divine religions." Many Islamists--including those in the new government--see that wording as a tacit exclusion of the Alawite, Druze, and Ismaili faiths. Members of those communities see the clause as an insult at best, and at worst, an invitation to violence.

Sharaa has great charisma, and many Syrians tell me, with conviction, that he is not to blame for the fanaticism in his camp. But if sectarian pogroms continue on his watch, those assurances will start to look hollow. Some people are already recalling the honeymoon granted to an earlier Syrian ruler, who seemed so mild-mannered in his first days that few could believe he was the one sending people to be tortured and killed.

"People used to say, It isn't his fault; Bashar's heart is good," Mohammad al-Abdallah, the executive director of the Syria Justice and Accountability Project, told me. "It was always the people around him who were to blame."
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Trump's Legal Strategy Has a Name

And it has been deployed by would-be autocrats around the world.

by Andrew O'Donohue




Donald Trump's attacks on the courts lack recent precedent in the United States, but they follow a clear pattern seen in backsliding democracies around the world. In many countries, when political leaders challenge the courts, the end result isn't merely a win in a single policy dispute. These attacks have a deeper, more destructive effect: They systematically weaken the courts as a check on the executive's power--opening the door for governments to abuse that power to target opponents and endanger democracy.

This fight takes place both inside and, importantly, outside the courtroom, in the arena of the public's opinion. Even though citizens generally agree that governments should obey court orders, several would-be authoritarians--such as those in Turkey, Mexico, and El Salvador--have managed to defy the courts, while keeping the public on their side. The interesting question is not why these leaders seek to turn public opinion against the judiciary--that much is obvious--but how they do it.

The pattern I have seen as I've studied democratic backsliding globally is what I call "court-baiting." To undermine public support for the judiciary, political leaders adopt policies that are popular but very likely illegal. Many courts then rule against the executive, and the executive uses their unpopular decision to condemn the judiciary writ large. Court-baiting is a potent strategy because it puts judges in a lose-lose position: Either strike down a popular policy and face public backlash, or allow the policy and erode legal limits on executive power. Such tactics are tailor-made to undermine judges' legitimacy, because elected leaders can claim to represent the "will of the people"--and thus democracy--when the courts block popular policies. Even when losing, these would-be authoritarians win.

Thomas P. Schmidt: The Supreme Court has no army

This strategy of court-baiting is difficult to defend against because political leaders determined to weaken the courts hold a key strategic advantage. The executive branch sets the policy agenda, whereas the judiciary is a reactive institution. Presidents can thus choose favorable terrain on which to do battle with the judiciary, challenging the courts on policy issues that are popular with voters. In the United States today, by clashing with the judiciary on numerous cases involving immigration, the president is following precisely this court-baiting playbook.

To understand this dynamic, consider a textbook example from Turkey. When Turkey's long-serving leader, Recep Tayyip Erdogan, first rose to power in 2003, he initially faced powerful constraints from the judiciary. Whereas Erdogan's party was religiously conservative, Turkey's courts were staunchly secular and issued dozens of decisions during Erdogan's first term to limit the government's sway over historically secular state institutions.

To take down the judiciary, Erdogan used the court-baiting playbook. He proposed a constitutional amendment perfectly designed to galvanize public support--and trigger a showdown with the judiciary. In Turkey, the courts had repeatedly upheld a ban that prevented Muslim women from wearing the Islamic headscarf at universities in the name of upholding the constitution's strict commitment to secularism. This policy was exceedingly unpopular. Erdogan's constitutional amendment, passed in 2008, lifted that ban.

The public loved Erdogan's amendment. More than 75 percent of Turkish citizens supported repealing the headscarf ban, as did 93 percent of voters in Erdogan's party. Even better for Erdogan, the headscarf issue resonated personally with many citizens. Roughly 70 percent of women in Turkey wore a headscarf at the time, and a significant minority of women--about one in five--said they would prefer to leave university rather than remove their headscarf.

Best of all, Erdogan's headscarf policy was well calibrated to cause a conflict with the courts. In previous rulings, Turkey's judiciary had explicitly struck down laws permitting the headscarf as inconsistent with secularism and thus unconstitutional. Faced with a highly popular but questionably legal policy, Turkey's Constitutional Court chose to go against public opinion. In a highly controversial 9-2 decision, the court ruled that Erdogan's constitutional amendment allowing headscarves at universities was itself unconstitutional, as it infringed on the bedrock, unamendable principles of Turkey's secular constitution.

This deeply unpopular decision created a golden opportunity for Erdogan to weaken the courts in the name of democracy. As one high-ranking Turkish judge told me in an interview, "The headscarf issue was a way for Erdogan to become the victim and win the support of the people. It was so popular." (As part of my research, I granted anonymity to all of the judges I spoke with in Turkey, because of the level of political repression there.) In response to the court's ruling, Erdogan argued that the judiciary was obstructing the "national will," or milli irade in Turkish. Erdogan proposed new constitutional changes in 2010--this time with provisions to increase the number of seats on the Constitutional Court and bolster government control over appointing and disciplining judges. This constitutional referendum passed with 58 percent of the vote.

This strategy of court-baiting is widespread across cases of democratic backsliding. Although the particular policies that leaders champion vary, presidents frequently antagonize the courts on national-security issues--a policy arena in which voters tend to support a stronger executive and weaker judiciary. That's what played out in Mexico under former President Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador, when he sought to empower the military to fight drug cartels and take over various civilian responsibilities.

In 2022, Lopez Obrador and his Morena party passed a law to hand control over Mexico's civilian-run National Guard to the military. This policy had significant support because the Mexican public expressed higher levels of trust in the military than in the police on the issue of combatting the cartels. Lopez Obrador further made the case that putting the National Guard in the military's hands was necessary to skirt the corruption endemic to Mexico's police.

Though popular, Lopez Obrador's policy was also almost certainly illegal. The civilian nature of the National Guard was explicitly enshrined in Mexico's constitution. But because Lopez Obrador and his party lacked the votes needed for a constitutional reform, they attempted to militarize the National Guard using ordinary legislation. Sure enough, Mexico's Supreme Court ruled in 2023 that the president's policy ran afoul of the constitution.

Lopez Obrador's response was to mobilize voters against the courts in the name of creating what he called a "true democracy." In 2024, after winning a landslide election victory, Lopez Obrador's coalition passed constitutional changes to fire nearly 7,000 judges, including all of the justices on Mexico's supreme court, and replace them with popularly elected ones. At the same time, Lopez Obrador's coalition renewed its push to bring the National Guard under military control--now with the supermajority needed for a constitutional amendment. With this strategy of court-baiting, Mexico's leader leveraged popular policies to lambast judges for being out of touch with voters and ultimately secured the majorities needed to subdue the judiciary.

In the United States today, President Donald Trump's administration is similarly baiting the courts. It is likely no accident that the Trump administration's most high-profile conflicts with the courts involve his signature policy issue: immigration. Last month, FBI agents arrested a Wisconsin judge accused of helping a migrant evade federal custody, and the Supreme Court found that the administration broke the law by deporting Kilmar Abrego Garcia, an immigrant who had been living in Maryland, to El Salvador. Of the 233 lawsuits filed against the Trump administration so far, almost one in four--53 legal challenges in total--concern immigration and citizenship.

Why challenge the courts on immigration? Because immigration is Trump's most popular issue. Immigration is thus the ideal policy arena for court-baiting--one in which Trump can put courts in the uncomfortable corner of blocking him on a popular campaign promise. As Trump himself posted on Truth Social in response to a Supreme Court ruling, perfectly articulating the logic of court-baiting, "I'm doing what I was elected to do, remove criminals from our Country, but the Courts don't seem to want me to do that."

Proof of the strategy's effectiveness is that citizens are more likely to support defying judges' decisions in cases about immigration. When asked in the abstract, a supermajority of 82 percent of U.S. adults think that the president "should obey federal court rulings even if he disagrees with them." But when asked specifically about immigration, 40 percent of adults and 76 percent of Republicans agree that "Trump should keep deporting people despite a court order to stop."

Certainly, not every legal move from the Trump administration reflects a calculated strategy. In the case of Abrego Garcia, who was deported against court orders to a prison in El Salvador, Trump-administration officials admitted that the deportation was an "administrative error." Yet key officials, in particular Trump's deputy chief of staff, Stephen Miller, have been strategizing for years about how to launch an immigration-policy blitz and push the boundaries of executive power.

By emphasizing the popularity of unlawful policies, Trump administration officials have followed the court-baiting playbook. When asked about a Supreme Court decision that found that Abrego Garcia had been illegally deported, Miller argued that the president's policy is that "foreign terrorists that are here illegally get expelled from the country." That policy, Miller stated, is a "90-10 issue," referring to hypothetical percentages to suggest that an overwhelming majority of Americans would support the president's actions. Other members of Trump's administration have similarly invoked security concerns to justify defying court orders on immigration. The president's top border official described Abrego Garcia as a "designated terrorist." The administration's gambit, in brief, is that immigration is a winning issue for challenging the courts.

How, then, can the judiciary and its defenders respond to court-baiting? The first lesson from other democracies is that courts themselves are limited in their capacity to shape public opinion--and therefore depend on allies outside the judiciary. Whereas presidents can dominate the news cycle with media appearances and policy announcements, judges have fewer and more bounded avenues for reaching public audiences. In the United States, when Chief Justice John Roberts issued a public statement rebuking Trump's calls to impeach judges, his announcement stood out as rare. Rather than making the case themselves, judges rely on external allies, such as civil-society leaders and elected officials, who can communicate with citizens about the value of upholding legal constraints on the executive.

Conor Friedersdorf: Donald Trump's cruel and unusual innovations

A second lesson is that the judiciary's defenders can combat court-baiting by reframing the executive's policies to undercut their popular appeal. For instance, when surveys ask if Americans support deporting undocumented immigrants accused of violent crimes, U.S. adults say yes by an 81 percentage-point margin. Little wonder, then, that Trump administration officials are attempting to frame the wrongfully deported Abrego Garcia as a "terrorist." But when U.S. adults are asked if they support deporting undocumented immigrants who have lived in the United States for more than 10 years, as is true of Abrego Garcia, Americans say no by a 37 percentage-point margin. In other words, to thwart court-baiting, an effective counterattack for the judiciary's defenders is to reframe the executive's policies to render them less palatable for voters.

Ultimately, however, constitutionalism means that society must accept an unpopular policy that respects constitutional limits over a popular policy that violates them. The very foundation of constitutionalism is that certain fundamental protections--whether for free speech or the separation of powers--must be beyond the reach of popular majorities. There will almost always be some policy that is popular but unconstitutional.

Perhaps the most important lesson from other democracies is that when politicians successfully bait the courts on a popular issue, the resulting erosion of checks and balances spills over into other domains, enabling the executive to wield power in much more unpopular ways. Turkey provides a sobering example. Turkey's leader initially weakened the courts in the name of passing popular policies, but he then abused his expanded power to clamp down on universities, erode the independence of the central bank, and imprison civil-society leaders, journalists, and politicians. In the United States, if Trump is able to weaken the judiciary by baiting the courts on immigration cases today, would he stop there? The experiences of other democracies offer a warning: Court-baiting starts by expanding executive power on a popular issue, but it can end with an unconstrained executive who destroys the cherished institutions of a free society.
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A Novel About Motherhood, Childhood, and Secrets

<em>Atlantic</em> editor<strong> </strong>Honor Jones discusses her debut novel, <em>Sleep</em>, and what fiction does that journalism cannot.

by Walt Hunter




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.


Honor Jones's debut novel, Sleep, starts with a child's perception of the world around her. I've known Honor, a senior editor at The Atlantic, since we were both children, and reading the book was a little like immersing myself in our own long friendship. I asked Honor a few questions about Sleep, which is out today. You can buy it here.





Walt Hunter: I think I was one of the first people to read the whole novel--is that right?--which is an incredible gift for an editor, not to mention a friend. You're an editor, too, and a journalist. What are the differences, for you, between writing fiction and writing nonfiction?

Honor Jones: You were! And you gave me the most brilliant notes. We go back: I'll remind you and everyone else here that you also read and advised me on my thesis in college! I see how the idea of moving from fact to fiction could feel really unmooring, but I basically think that writing is writing--you're always thinking about voice, about structure. What really matters is that you have a purpose: something that needs to be said or done in the text. If that's the case, then there's always something dictating what the story needs, even if, instead of news or history, it's only the demands of the story itself.

That said, it was hard--and exciting--to try to leave my journalist self out of the sentences. I had to go through and cut like a thousand commas out of the book. During the editing process, I also accidentally called the book title "the headline" so many times that it started to get embarrassing.

Walt: When I think about the novel, the first thing I think about is your style. What does a novel allow you to do that a news story doesn't?

Honor: One thing it lets you do is write what a character is thinking and feeling about what's happening, even when she doesn't understand what's happening. This was important because the beginning of the book is told from the perspective of a child. I also felt that I was often exploring an idea that I couldn't argue or defend. A novel is a good place for that, especially if the idea is weird or perverse or otherwise hard to talk about.

Walt: The main character, Margaret, is a sharp observer of her world--someone "on whom nothing is lost," to borrow a phrase from Henry James. We start the book in the dampness under a blackberry bush--such a tangible detail!

Honor: I knew that I didn't want the child in this story to be special or precocious. She has no exposure to the world of art or ideas. She knows next to nothing about history or politics. She's growing up in the '90s, and I have this line about her education lying entirely on a foundation of American Girl-doll books. She simply has no context for what happens to her. But she's trying really hard to make sense of it anyway. She's naturally probably a perceptive kid, but she's also that way because she has to be, because she learns that she has to protect herself.

And I think that sense of watchfulness defines her as she grows up. In the sections that follow, she changes in all these ways while remaining fundamentally the same person. I was interested in that--how she can't shake her own history, how many of her choices as an adult are defined by the events of her childhood, how she has to learn to be a mother while remaining a daughter.

Walt: The novel is also psychologically astute in any number of ways. For example, we watch the friendship between Margaret and Biddy as it develops over a long period of time. And Margaret's relationship with her family members is, of course, at the center of the book. What are you exploring with these long-term ties?

Honor: I loved writing this friendship! You can probably recognize aspects of the girls we both grew up with in the character of Biddy. She's sort of a composite of all the best friends I've loved through life, while also being her own person--ballsier and bolder than any of us were at that age. Biddy really is Margaret's family, the person who stays alongside her through all the years. One thing I find freeing about their relationship is that, even though Margaret keeps this terrible secret from Biddy, in some ways, it doesn't matter. The novel is so concerned with the danger of secrets and the power of disclosure, but Biddy just loves Margaret. She is the one character for whom the truth would change nothing.

A lot of the book is about Margaret trying to understand the people around her, but people don't really explain themselves. (Margaret doesn't, either--people keep asking her why she got divorced, and she never has any idea what to say.) When she finds the courage to ask what is maybe the most important question in the book, the answer she gets is profoundly insufficient. I think some readers might find that frustrating, and would rather the book build up to a final confrontation and resolution. But that's not what I was interested in. I think trying to understand, failing to understand, knowing a little more, knowing yourself better--that's what it's about.

Walt: The first part of Sleep is set in a place--wealthy suburban New Jersey--where social class has an infinite number of near-invisible gradations. It reminds me a lot of where we grew up, on the Main Line outside Philadelphia. You manage to sneak in so many small details--of decor, especially, but also of social decorum--that reveal these distinctions. They make sense to me, the child of a reporter, whose family never quite fit into the whole milieu. And I recognize myself a little in Margaret--she's not entirely comfortable among the heirs and heiresses. But of course the book is also very tender, in its way, to the people in it. Why write about this place, these people? What did you learn?

Honor: The thing that really marks her as an outsider in this social world and class happens when she grows up and gets divorced. But she's always felt like an outsider and an observer, as you say. I wanted to show how, as a child, she's learning about class as if it's just another language. Why does her mother care so much about this particular neighbor? What are they conveying by having this particular pet? It was fun to write about all this signaling from people who are quite incapable of communicating in other ways.

Walt: One scene that sticks in my mind--that really keeps me up at night, sometimes--is the one at the party in Brooklyn where we almost suspect that Margaret's child might be in danger. There's genuine suspense there, even some terror.

Honor: I think the big question of this book is: How do you raise a child to be safe without raising them to be afraid? What's the right amount of vigilance? Should you--can you--trust the world? I think this feeling of domestic horror will be familiar to a lot of parents. It's a lovely day on the playground, and then suddenly you look up and you can't find your kid. He's fine! He's just behind a tree or whatever. But immediately you're aware of the worst-case scenario. Terror is always an option, and those darker feelings lie right up against the joy and fun of parenting. I think there's a lot of the latter in the book, too.

Walt: Does fiction have an ethical responsibility when it comes to representing a moment, or repeated moments, of trauma? What is that responsibility?

Honor: If there's anything I think fiction shouldn't tolerate, it's squeamishness. In Sleep, for instance, I had to say what happened to Margaret. I had to describe it in simple language. It had to happen in the beginning of the book. Her particular form of trauma is quieter than many others--there is no violence, for instance. But it's still insidious. Margaret might not understand what's happening, but I wanted the reader to know. You could imagine a different story: a divorced woman's self-doubt, a mystery unfolding, a revelation of memory ... but I could not have written that book. It would have felt dishonest. The mystery isn't what was done to her--it's what she does with herself after.

Related:

	"Skin a rabbit": a short story by Honor Jones
 	"How I demolished my life"






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The debate that will determine how Democrats govern next time
 	Adam Serwer: Due process is a right, not a privilege you get for being good.
 	Good on Paper: The myth of the poverty trap




Today's News

	The Trump administration announced a nearly $142 billion arms sale to Saudi Arabia. In return, Saudi Arabia would invest $600 billion in America's industries.
 	President Donald Trump declared that he would lift sanctions on Syria, ahead of his visit with Syria's new president.
 	Russian and Ukrainian delegations are set to meet this week for their first face-to-face talks since 2022.




Evening Read


Illustration by Doug Chayka



How Part-Time Jobs Became a Trap

By Adelle Waldman

Several years ago, to research the novel I was writing, I spent six months working in the warehouse of a big-box store. As a supporter of the Fight for $15, I expected my co-workers to be frustrated that starting pay at the store was just $12.25 an hour. In fact, I found them to be less concerned about the wage than about the irregular hours. The store, like much of the American retail sector, used just-in-time scheduling to track customer flow on an hourly basis and anticipate staffing needs at any given moment. My co-workers and I had no way to know how many hours of work we'd get--and thus how much money we'd earn--from week to week.


Read the full article.
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	America is the land of opportunity--for white South Africans.
 	ChatGPT turned into a Studio Ghibli machine. How is that legal?
 	What the U.K. deal reveals about Trump's trade strategy
 	Is the AfD too extreme for democracy?
 	Weight-loss drugs aren't really about weight.
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Watch. These are 25 of the best horror films you can watch, ranked by scariness, David Sims wrote in 2020.

Discover. Gregg Popovich, former head coach and current president of the San Antonio Spurs, shared his life lessons with Adam Harris.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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America Is the Land of Opportunity--For White South Africans

Trump has frozen refugee admissions and cut off resettlement funding, but he has made an exception for white South Africans, who he says are victims of racial discrimination.

by Nick Miroff


The first group of Afrikaners from South Africa to arrive for resettlement at Washington Dulles International Airport in Virginia on May 12 (Saul Loeb / AFP / Getty)



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


Updated at 6:35 p.m. ET on May 13, 2025. 


When the welcome ceremony was over, and the Trump officials drove off in their black SUVs, a dozen or so newly arrived South African refugees stepped out into the parking lot of a private terminal at Washington Dulles International Airport yesterday afternoon, still carrying little paper flags they'd been handed. Now it was time for a smoke.

Will Hartzenberg, a tall, sunworn 44-year-old farmer from the Limpopo region in the country's north, was on his way to Idaho with his family to start a new life. "Relief," he told me, when asked what he felt. "We are really relieved."

Hartzenberg said his wife, Carmen, had teased him for worrying whether it was safe to leave their young children inside the building while they stepped out for a cigarette. He needed to learn to let down his guard, he figured. "This is not South Africa, where you have to take your children with you wherever you go," he said.

A U.S. official came over to hurry the group back into the terminal. They smoked faster. Hartzenberg's parents and sister had been shot during an attack on the family farm in 1993, he told me as he walked. They survived, but he said he didn't see a future for his children in South Africa, or at least not a prosperous one.

Adam Serwer: Afrikaner 'refugees' only

The country's white minority--descendants of British colonists, and Afrikaners from the Netherlands and other European countries--once dominated South Africa through the apartheid system of legalized discrimination, confining the country's majority-Black population in slums. Three decades after that system's defeat, the plight of white South Africans has become a cause celebre among white-nationalist groups. American President Donald Trump says they are victims of racial discrimination and genocide--claims that South Africa's government calls "completely false."

Hartzenberg and his family will be resettled in a state that is 92.5 percent white. When he researched Idaho's landscapes online, he liked what he saw: "We come from a farm that is surrounded by mountains. So I was quite excited when I Googled to see where we are going."


Will Hartzenberg at Dulles International Airport (Julia Demaree Nikhinson / AP)



Hartzenberg's mix of bewilderment, relief, and optimism has been shared by generations of refugees as they set foot in the United States for the first time. Few have enjoyed the kind of support the South Africans are receiving from the Trump administration, which has all but frozen refugee admissions from other nations and cut off resettlement funding. That has stranded at least 12,000 refugees, many from conflict zones, who had flights to the United States booked after they were extensively vetted and approved for resettlement--only to learn that they were no longer welcome in the United States, according to aid groups suing the Trump administration.

One resettlement agency affiliated with the Episcopal Church said yesterday that it will not help resettle the Afrikaners as required under its federal grant. The church's presiding bishop, Sean W. Rowe, sent a letter to members of the Church saying it was terminating its four-decade-old partnership with the government. The bishop said Trump's resettlement plan crossed a moral line for the Church, which is part of the global Anglican Communion and whose leaders have included the late South African Archbishop Desmond Tutu.

  "It has been painful to watch one group of refugees, selected in a highly unusual manner, receive preferential treatment over many others who have been waiting in refugee camps or dangerous conditions for years," Rowe wrote. They include "brave people who worked alongside our military in Iraq and Afghanistan and now face danger at home because of their service to our country," he added.

The Trump administration said yesterday that it will end temporary immigration protections for some Afghans who are already in the United States on July 12, leaving about 9,000 immigrants at risk of being deported back to the Taliban-controlled nation.

The White House's grand welcome for the white refugees came as the Trump administration is waging a deportation campaign, aimed at removing millions of immigrants from the United States. Trump has depicted recent waves of immigrants, particularly from Latin America, as an existential threat to the United States that is "poisoning the blood" of the country.

Hartzenberg and his family and the other refugees were warmly welcomed after their chartered flight landed in Northern Virginia around midday. They were greeted by Deputy Homeland Security Secretary Troy Edgar and Deputy Secretary of State Christopher Landau, who connected their own lives to those of the new arrivals. Landau said his father fled the Nazi takeover in Europe and found safety and freedom in the United States. Edgar told the group his wife is an Iranian Christian who fled persecution in her homeland.

"A lot of you, I think, are farmers, right?" Landau said. "When you have quality seeds, you can put them in foreign soil and they will blossom. They will bloom. We are excited to welcome you here to our country, where we think you will bloom."

Edgar told the South Africans they would receive the officials' personal contact info--a gesture that seemed to underscore the newcomers' special status.

Refugees are in a distinct category among U.S. immigrant groups and are selected because they face persecution or harm in their home countries resulting from their race, religion, nationality, political views, or membership in a particular social group. In years past, the United States has welcomed Vietnamese fleeing a Communist takeover, Soviet emigres, and Christians from across Africa and the Middle East. Refugees submit to a U.S. vetting and screening process, then endure waits that may stretch for years. They arrive with full legal protection and a path to citizenship, and they receive assistance from resettlement organizations, which are generally affiliated with faith groups and have long enjoyed bipartisan political support.

The South Africans were processed by the Trump administration in a matter of weeks. Asked by a BBC reporter why they were fast-tracked into the United States at a time when other admissions from applicants in Afghanistan or war zones are frozen, Landau said Trump had made an exception based on the dire situation in South Africa. He and Edgar took only two questions in the tightly controlled press event (I was not allowed in) and left without speaking to reporters outside.

South Africa has one of the world's highest crime rates, and land conflicts have fueled violence in rural areas. Crime data show that a few dozen white farmers are killed each year, but their deaths account for fewer than 1 percent of the country's homicides. "Farmers are being killed," Trump told reporters at the White House yesterday. "They happen to be white. But whether they're white or Black makes no difference to me; but white farmers are being brutally killed and their land is being confiscated in South Africa."

During his first term Trump slashed the number of refugees admitted to the lowest levels since the 1980 Refugee Act went into place. He went even further after he retook office this year, issuing an executive order that suspended refugee admissions. But within weeks he made an exception. White South African farmers have protested vigorously against a law adopted in January that allows courts to take land without compensation in some cases. Officials in South Africa say its purpose is to address inequalities that were lethally enforced during decades of apartheid rule. Although white people make up about 7 percent of South Africa's population, they own about 75 percent of the farmland, according to a South African government land audit.

George Packer: 'What about six years of friendship and fighting together?'

"The South African government has treated these people terribly--threatening to steal their private land and subjected them to vile racial discrimination," Secretary of State Marco Rubio wrote on social media yesterday.

The Biden administration resettled about 100,000 people last year. None were from South Africa. Now about 8,000 South Africans have expressed interest in applying for U.S. resettlement, according to U.S. officials.

U.S. visa statistics show that South Africans have been coming to the United States in greater numbers to work as temporary farm laborers--often to operate machinery or perform other skilled tasks. More than 15,000 South Africans came on temporary visas to perform farm labor last year, U.S. data show.

Hartzenberg told me his family grew vegetables on their farm in South Africa. He hoped to return to farming in Idaho, he said, but he wasn't sure what work might be available. The caseworker assigned to his family hadn't told him yet. With one last draw on his cigarette, he hustled back into the hangar to gather his children and board a bus to a hotel with the others.



This article originally misstated the first name of the Episcopal Church's presiding bishop.
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Dear James: I Have Debilitating Stage Fright

How to overcome my panic?

by James Parker




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

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




Dear James,

I have stage fright. I've had it since I was a little kid trying to perform at elementary-school talent shows. But the problem has persisted into adulthood, what with its occasional PowerPoint presentations and wedding speeches.

I would generally say I'm a confident guy, and I'm comfortable in one-on-one settings--even high-stakes ones, like job interviews. But put me in front of an audience, or on the spot to answer a question in a meeting, and that's when my biology betrays me: heart bumping, fluttering in my gut, dryness in my mouth, dampness in my palms. In an instant, I become hyperaware of my body, and I can't think straight.

How can I seize control of my mind when it's been hijacked by my more reptilian nerves? I fear that you'll suggest joining an improv group--but if you think it'll help, I'm open to it.



Dear Reader,

Hijacked by the reptilian: I spend half my life in that state. Really a fascinating aspect of the human condition--and one that preoccupies us now more than ever, I think, because we're so up in our heads, our screens, our sealed-off, smoothed-out little 21st-century subjectivities. The body won't have it; the body won't translate itself to the cloud; the body rebels and throws up wild and withering panics to recall us to our animal nature.

Stage fright is not something that's ever bothered me. I'm like Lady Gaga--I live for the applause--although I did (I've mentioned this before in this column) endure a childhood stammer: If you want a primal image of my psyche, kindly picture me at the age of 10, a short-trousered boarding-school boy, standing at the lectern in chapel in front of all the other short-trousered boarding-school boys, comprehensively unable to utter the words A reading from the prophet Jeremiah. Gaping, blocked, with the pressure rising.

I got there in the end. I always do. (Put that on my gravestone: He got there in the end.)

I don't know anything about improv, so for you I'm going to recommend meditation, and I'll tell you why. Non-meditator that I currently am, I can trace one significant and quite helpful development in my being-in-the-worldness to the years I spent meditating very badly (like everyone) for 20 minutes a day. Those 20 minutes were pure mental chaos, but gradually I was made aware of a tiny part of me, a silvery scintilla of awareness, that wasn't actually touched by the chaos. Rather, it watched the chaos, observed it, with a kind of benign fascination: Holy hell, this guy's all OVER the place.

So now when the reptilian hijacks me, when anxiety sweats through me, when my stomach jumps and my head whirls and the dancing horses of panic make their entrance, I reach for that bright splinter of untouchability. I watch myself, experience myself, going through it. And pretty soon, I'm not in it anymore--and then it's over.

Wishing you operatic PowerPoint presentations,

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 MAGA-World Rift Over Trump's Qatari Jet

Some of the president's biggest allies are panning his plan to accept the luxury aircraft.

by Jonathan Lemire, Russell Berman




As Air Force One glided into Doha today, it was easy to imagine President Donald Trump having a case of jet envy.

Hamad International Airport, in Qatar's capital, is sometimes home to the $400 million "palace in the sky," a luxury liner that Trump is eyeing. Qatar's royal family plans to give the plane to Trump as a temporary replacement for the aging Air Force One and then to his future presidential library after he leaves office. The Qatari aircraft was in Texas, not Doha, during the tarmac welcome ceremony that Trump received on the second stop of his Middle East trip. But questions about the gift's security and ethics have shadowed the entire week.

Trump has privately defended accepting the Qatari plane as a replacement for the current Air Force One, which dates to 1990. He has told aides and advisers that it is "humiliating" for the president of the United States to fly in an outdated plane and that foreign leaders will laugh at him if he shows up at summits in the older aircraft, a White House official and an outside adviser told us, granted anonymity to discuss private conversations. The outside adviser said that Trump has also mused about continuing to use the Qatari plane after he departs the White House.

But in a rare moment of defiance, some of the loudest cries of protest about the possible gift are coming from some of Trump's staunchest allies. "I think if we switched the names to Hunter Biden and Joe Biden, we'd all be freaking out on the right," Ben Shapiro, a Daily Wire co-founder, said on his podcast. "President Trump promised to drain the swamp. This is not, in fact, draining the swamp."

Even in Washington, a capital now numbed to scandals that were once unthinkable, the idea of accepting the jet is jaw-dropping. Trump's second administration is yet again displaying a disregard for norms and for traditional legal and political guardrails around elected office--this time at a truly gargantuan scale. Trump's team has said it believes that the gift would be legal because it would be donated to the Department of Defense (and then to the presidential library). But federal law prohibits government workers from accepting a gift larger than $20 at any one time from any person. Retired General Stanley McChrystal, who once commanded U.S. forces in Afghanistan, told us that he couldn't "accept a lunch at the Capital Grille." Former federal employees shared similar reactions on social media.

"Those of us who served in the military couldn't accept a cup of coffee and a doughnut at a contractor site because of the appearance of impropriety," retired Air Force Colonel Moe Davis, who also worked as a military prosecutor at Guantanamo Bay, wrote on X. "Now Trump is taking a 747 airplane from the government of Qatar for his personal use ... grift and corruption run amuck."

Read: There's no such thing as a free plane

Air Force One is the most famous aircraft in the world, an instantly recognizable symbol of American power. More than that, it's a White House in the sky, one outfitted with enough top-of-the-line security and communications equipment to run the government if needed. Famously, it harbored President George W. Bush for hours after the terror attacks of September 11, 2001, keeping him protected until he could safely return to Washington. Technically, any plane a president boards gets the Air Force One call sign. But when most people think of the plane, they picture the highly modified Boeing 747-200B aircraft, with its Kennedy-era light-blue, gold, and white color scheme. (There are actually two identical versions of the plane, one of which is usually used for additional staff on long foreign trips. A smaller version is also used domestically for airports with short runways.)

Permitting a foreign government to supply the signature American aircraft strikes many people as not just unpatriotic, but also an outrageous security risk. Although U.S. relations with Qatar have improved, especially as Doha has emerged as a crucial mediator in the Israel-Hamas war, the Gulf country has previously supported terror groups. In order to be swept for listening devices and brought up to American-military standards, the Qatari aircraft would likely have to be disassembled, inspected, and then rebuilt, a painstaking process that would take years and cost taxpayers hundreds of millions of dollars. Boeing was supposed to deliver a replacement for Air Force One last year, but significant delays have cost the plane maker billions on the project. The White House estimated last month that a new plane might not be ready until 2029; Boeing recently said that its goal is 2027.

For some in MAGA world, Trump's decision to accept a plane from a Gulf state is the antithesis of his "America First" foreign policy. It also clashes with his economic agenda to return manufacturing jobs and projects to the United States. Laura Loomer, whose influence with Trump helped lead to a recent purge at the National Security Council, has blasted the idea, posting on X, "This is really going to be such a stain on the admin if this is true. And I say that as someone who would take a bullet for Trump. I'm so disappointed." Mark Levin, another influential conservative voice, replied, "Ditto."

Trump's eagerness to accept such a lavish gift from a Middle Eastern power has put congressional Republicans in the awkward-but-familiar position of defending a move that they would denounce were it made by a Democratic president. Some have criticized the idea--gently. "I certainly have concerns," Senator Ted Cruz of Texas told CNBC. Saying he was "not a fan of Qatar," Cruz warned that the plane would pose "significant espionage and surveillance problems." Senator Roger Wicker of Mississippi, the chairman of the Armed Services Committee, also panned the offer, telling Politico that "it would be like the United States moving into the Qatari embassy."

Others have shown more willingness than usual to break with Trump. Borrowing the president's description of his economic policy, Senator Josh Hawley of Missouri told reporters that "it would be better if Air Force One were a big, beautiful jet made in the United States of America." Senator Rick Scott of Florida was more blunt, telling The Hill: "I'm not flying on a Qatari plane. They support Hamas." And Senator Cynthia Lummis of Wyoming burst into laughter when asked by reporters in a Capitol corridor if accepting the jet would be a good idea.

Yet GOP leaders have shown no indication that they plan to launch anything resembling the aggressive, lengthy investigations they conducted into the foreign entanglements of Hunter Biden or, in an earlier era, Hillary Clinton. Speaker Mike Johnson tried to draw a distinction between what he characterized as the secretive dealings of "the Biden crime family" and Trump's seemingly more transparent dealmaking. "Whatever President Trump is doing is out in the open," Johnson told reporters this morning. "They're not trying to conceal anything."

The speaker made little pretense of disguising the fact that a Republican-controlled Congress is unlikely to probe a Republican president, no matter how questionable their actions. Whereas GOP leaders framed their investigations into the Bidens and the Clintons as the solemn responsibility of the legislative branch, Johnson's remarks today treated Congress's oversight role as almost an afterthought. "I've got to be concerned with running the House of Representatives, and that's what I do," he said. "Congress has oversight responsibility, but I think, so far as I know, the ethics are all being followed."

The Senate's top Democrat, Minority Leader Chuck Schumer, declared that he would place a hold on all of the president's Department of Justice nominees until the possible transaction is scrutinized.

Trump seems to see no problems with accepting the gift. He called a reporter a "stupid person" for questioning its appropriateness, adding, "I would never be one to turn down that kind of an offer." And in a Truth Social post sent at 2:50 a.m. local time in Saudi Arabia today, before his arrival in Doha, he wrote, "Why should our military, and therefore our taxpayers, be forced to pay hundreds of millions of Dollars when they can get it for FREE." He added, "Only a FOOL would not accept this gift on behalf of our Country."

When I asked the White House for further comment, a spokesperson pointed me to the president's post. Trump has been frustrated with the current Air Force One for years and had thought that the new version--which was commissioned during his first term in office--would be ready for his second.

Jonathan Rauch: One word describes Trump

For years, the large majority of Republicans have chosen to ignore Trump's efforts to capitalize on the presidency to enrich himself and his family. Despite his promises, the president never did release his tax returns or totally divest himself from his business in his first term (his two eldest sons simply took over the day-to-day operations). Trump ignored the emoluments clause of the Constitution, which prohibits elected officials from accepting gifts from foreign states, sparking multiple lawsuits. Perhaps his most egregious example of pay-to-play was the Trump International Hotel, in the towering old post-office building just a few blocks from the White House. When a foreign delegation came to visit Washington, a fine way to curry favor with the chief executive was to rent a block of rooms at the hotel. And taxpayer dollars flowed into the Trump family's coffers every time he spent a weekend at one of his own resorts, and required staff and Secret Service agents to stay there.

The Trump International Hotel was sold during Trump's four years out of office, but the president's efforts to profit have become only more blatant. His business has made a move into cryptocurrency with a pair of "meme coins" and an exchange called World Liberty Financial, which issues its own token, just as Trump is in a position to back crypto-friendly legislation. An auction involving one of the meme coins, $TRUMP, concluded this week, with the top holders of the coin winning a dinner with Trump and a private tour of the White House. And American Bitcoin, a crypto-mining firm backed by the Trump sons, will soon go public, meaning that investors at home and abroad will be able to pour money into the company.

Trump's aides have focused on striking business deals while the president is in the Middle East this week--the White House announced $1.2 trillion in agreements with Qatar today, including a deal for the Arab state to buy $96 billion in Boeing jets--while also quietly trying to make headway on an Iran nuclear deal and a cease-fire in Gaza. But the trip has again cast a spotlight on the Trump family's business ties to lands not covered by his "America First" rhetoric. Trump arrived in Qatar two weeks after his son Eric Trump inked a deal to develop a $5.5 billion golf club just north of Doha. The Trump Organization has also secured new deals in Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, the other stops on the president's trip.

"If he can get himself a plane, he'll be laughing his way to the bank," Anthony Scaramucci, the former Trump official turned Trump critic, told us. "But I think it's just out there as a red herring to distract from the even bigger things that he's doing for himself."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/05/trump-qatar-plane-reaction/682811/?utm_source=feed



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Trump's Real Secretary of State

How the president's friend and golfing partner Steve Witkoff got one of the hardest jobs on the planet

by Isaac Stanley-Becker




Steve Witkoff emptied his backpack on the conference table in his second-floor office, in the West Wing. He wanted to show me a pager given to him by Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and senior officials of the Mossad. The pager commemorates the intricate operation in which Israel detonated handheld devices used by Hezbollah, the Iranian-sponsored Lebanese militant group, killing or maiming thousands of its operatives.

Witkoff located the gadget amid a tangle of electronics he uses to communicate abroad in his role as America's shadow secretary of state. The back of the pager, he proudly told me, carries an inscription: Dear Steve, friend of the state of Israel. And then the acronym OTJ, for "One Tough Jew."

If one definition of Jewish toughness is the willingness to stand up to Netanyahu, who has frustrated American presidents going back to the days of Bill Clinton, then Witkoff, President Donald Trump's special envoy for more or less everything, deserved the label. He had just pressured the Israelis to accede to a January cease-fire and hostage agreement negotiated with the help of Egypt and Qatar. And just this week, working behind Netanyahu's back, he claimed another victory, pressuring Hamas through an intermediary to release Edan Alexander, the last living American hostage in Gaza.

Witkoff's spectacular rise on the world stage--few people outside New York real-estate circles knew of his existence five months ago--has bewildered America's professional diplomats and eaten into the duties of Marco Rubio, the actual secretary of state (and interim national security adviser). Rubio came into his role with one enormous disadvantage: He wasn't a friend of Trump's.

Witkoff very much is. The two men have known each other for 40 years. He is a regular at the president's many golf clubs. Witkoff followed Trump into real-estate investing, a pursuit that made them both billionaires. He has been by Trump's side through bankruptcy, two divorces, two impeachments, two assassination attempts, and two inaugurations. Now Trump has asked his friend to solve many of the world's most dangerous problems, problems that have defeated generations of American presidents and diplomats.

Witkoff, who is 68, is more soft-spoken than the president, but equally predisposed to grandiose language. He told me, "We're going to have success in Syria; you're gonna hear about it very quickly. We're going to have success in Libya; you're going to hear it quickly. We're going to have success in Azerbaijan and Armenia, a place that was godforsaken almost, and you'll hear about it immediately. And ultimately, we will get to an Iranian solution and a Russian-Ukraine solution."

Read: Incompetence leavened with malignity

Witkoff has faced a precipitous learning curve, though he seems largely unbothered by the long history of American diplomatic failure in the Middle East, in particular. Like Trump, he is very much the transactionalist, and sees Ayatollah Khamenei and Vladimir Putin, among others, not as cruelly Machiavellian authoritarians captured by deeply felt and deeply antagonistic ideologies, but as clever negotiators, like so many real-estate lawyers he once faced in business, looking for the best possible deal. He appeared to interpret Putin's desire to meet with him not as a display of dominance but as a sign of the Russian leader's sincere interest in peace.

With the Israelis, he has shown more skepticism. To secure the January deal, Witkoff told David Barnea, the head of the Mossad, that he would have to answer to friends whose children would never return from captivity in Gaza if Israel didn't agree. In March, he left Doha believing he had agreement from Hamas to extend the cease-fire, only for the group to propose alternative terms.

"Maybe that's just me getting duped," he said at the time. The intransigence of the conflict had "humbled" him, as a person who works with the leadership of a Gulf country put it to me. It was around then that U.S. officials undertook direct dialogue with Hamas, a break with U.S. protocol; this week's concession by the militant group--negotiated with the help of Bishara Bahbah, the chairman of a group formerly called Arab Americans for Trump--sidelined Israel from the process entirely.

These developments stunned longtime experts. Witkoff "has been empowered to use tools that no administration has ever used," Aaron David Miller, a former State Department Middle East analyst and negotiator, told me. "We've never seen an administration separate itself from Israel like this."

Witkoff has no formal background in international relations. Nor does he have training or experience as a diplomat. To strike deals on matters as varied and complicated as the Russia-Ukraine war and the Iranian nuclear program, he is leaning heavily on intuition, his record of success in real-estate negotiations, and his personal friendship with the president. In recent months, he told me, he has read many books and watched Netflix documentaries on world conflicts (including Turning Point: The Vietnam War). He's come to believe, as Trump did with politics, that he can turn a lack of expertise to his advantage and succeed where the professionals have failed.

"This is sort of like 'Mr. Smith Goes to the Mideast,'" Senator Lindsey Graham, the South Carolina Republican, remarked to me.

Unsurprisingly, there is broad skepticism about Witkoff's chances of success. Some of Trump's own handpicked diplomats are said to have deep reservations about the Witkoff method. Witkoff shocked U.S. foreign-policy veterans by returning from his March meeting with Putin echoing Kremlin talking points in an interview with the former Fox News host Tucker Carlson. Putin, Witkoff said, "doesn't want to see everybody getting killed." The envoy seemed to validate Russian claims to eastern regions of Ukraine based on sham referendums staged there in 2022. Witkoff also enthused about Putin's personal charm, saying the Russian leader had been "praying for his friend" after Trump's ear was grazed by a bullet at a campaign rally last year. Witkoff said matter-of-factly of Putin, "I liked him."

Witkoff "seems to accept Putin's word at face value," William B. Taylor Jr., a longtime diplomat and former U.S. ambassador to Kyiv, told me. "The Russians are very skilled and very devious. Witkoff has little experience with them, so he can be taken advantage of." Witkoff's allies say he is simply trying his hand at flattery, a cornerstone of Trump's foreign policy.

Witkoff's role, which reprises some of the foreign-policy duties assumed by the president's son-in-law Jared Kushner in Trump's first term, rests on several premises: that international disputes are best resolved not by multilateral institutions but by the world's superpowers, represented by the personal emissaries of strong leaders; that business imperatives can overcome ancient hatreds, whether ethnic or religious; and that U.S. objectives are fundamentally pragmatic, not overly concerned with right and wrong.

Witkoff is a realist in the classic formulation of Hans Morgenthau; he thinks and acts "in terms of interest defined as power"--though he put it differently. "I'm not an ideologue," Witkoff told me. "Remember, I'm the amateur diplomat." I asked him if those were his words or borrowed from someone else. "My words," he replied, "but I say it tongue-in-cheek."

He let out a laugh. "Diplomacy is negotiation," he said. "I've been doing it my whole life."

Witkoff's life wasn't always like this. He made his name buying and selling real estate. He did that well, making enviable acquisitions that included the Daily News Building and the Woolworth Building in New York City, and amassing a net worth of about $2 billion.

What Witkoff lacks in diplomatic credentials, he makes up for in the president's confidence. Trump trusts Witkoff, aides and other allies said, because he succeeded in an endeavor that the president respects--making money--and because his loyalty is absolute. "A person like Donald Trump has many, many, many acquaintances, far too many to even name or count," Susie Wiles, the White House chief of staff, told me. "But I think he would say he has very few true friends outside of his family, and Steve has to be first among equals there."

Wiles is one of more than two dozen White House aides, current and former American diplomats, foreign officials, and business associates who spoke with me about Witkoff's role in high-stakes international negotiations. Some agreed to be interviewed on the condition of anonymity to discuss sensitive sticking points in ongoing talks or to offer candid assessments of Witkoff's capabilities. They revealed previously unreported aspects of his background, his relationship with Trump, and his approach to diplomacy--painting a picture of a happy but unlikely warrior, a new kind of diplomat for a president redefining America's role in the world.

I met Witkoff twice this month in his West Wing office. It's a spare room for a billionaire, outfitted with little beyond a desk, a plain conference table, and a chair where he rests his backpack. Images on the wall include a pastoral scene but otherwise mostly show Trump--Trump with Witkoff, Trump with Netanyahu.

During our conversations, Witkoff was loose and expansive. He chanted a portion of the Passover Haggadah, blamed Henry Kissinger for prolonging the Vietnam War to advance President Richard Nixon's political prospects ("I would never be able to live with myself," he told me), and declared Trump a "history buff" who is "extraordinarily well read."

Witkoff wears his own history around his neck. Seated across from me at his office conference table, he brushed aside his purple tie and unbuttoned his dress shirt to show me two Star of David pendants--one that had belonged to his father, and one that had belonged to his eldest son, who died of a drug overdose in 2011, at the age of 22. Witkoff has cropped graying hair and eyes that gleam when he discusses his many responsibilities ("I love it," he said of his high-flying role on the world stage) but can also betray terrible grief. "I do have this strong sensibility," he told me, "that my boy Andrew, who I lost, leads me to go do these things." After Alexander returned from captivity this week, Witkoff gave him the necklace that once belonged to his son.

Witkoff was born in the Bronx and raised on Long Island, the descendent of Eastern European Jews. His father made women's coats--taking over from Witkoff's grandfather after a heart attack--and his mother taught third grade. Growing up, he learned Krav Maga, a martial art used in Israeli military training.

Witkoff earned a bachelor's degree in political science and a law degree, both from Hofstra University, on Long Island. He first met Trump in the 1980s, when he was an associate at the New York firm Dreyer & Traub, which represented the mogul in real-estate transactions. Witkoff was at a delicatessen on East 39th Street between Park and Lexington Avenues late at night when Trump arrived without any money and, recognizing Witkoff from the firm, asked if he could spot him for a ham-and-cheese sandwich.

"I wanted to be him," Witkoff recalled in the March interview with Tucker Carlson. So Witkoff gave up legal work to invest in real estate. He started small, collecting rent at tenement buildings he owned in the Bronx, with a revolver attached to his ankle. He soon crossed into Manhattan and developed a reputation as a zealous investor with an appetite for risk, using borrowed money to snap up office buildings at deep discounts.

In 2013, he took on one of his most ambitious projects: the historic Park Lane Hotel on Central Park South. Witkoff partnered with the Malaysian financier Jho Low and other investors including Abu Dhabi's sovereign wealth fund to buy the property for $660 million, with plans to demolish the hotel and erect a soaring condominium featuring ultra-luxury apartments. But the plans unraveled, first because of a market downturn in 2015 and 2016 and then because Low was indicted on fraud charges in 2018. Witkoff wasn't accused of wrongdoing, and Jonathan Mechanic, a longtime real-estate lawyer in New York, told me that Witkoff was hardly the only person deceived by the Malaysian businessman, who is still a fugitive. "He managed to extricate himself, and I give him credit for that," Mechanic said.

In fact, it was the intervention of not one but two sovereign wealth funds from oil-rich Gulf nations that extricated Witkoff from the debacle. First, as the U.S. government moved to recover assets linked to Low, Abu Dhabi's sovereign wealth fund enlarged its stake in the hotel. Then, in 2023, the Qatar Investment Authority, based in Doha, stepped in and purchased the hotel for about $620 million, effectively taking over Witkoff's stake.

The series of transactions has prompted criticism of Witkoff--and suggestions that he is indebted to Qatar, whose role in long-festering regional conflicts is highly complex. Qatar is home to the largest U.S. military base in the Middle East, but it also maintains relations with Iran; it hosts Hamas political leadership yet engages extensively with Israel, including as a mediator in talks with the militant group. All the while, Qatar pours money into American institutions as a way to curry favor and influence. Its munificence is as conspicuous as can be: See the Boeing 747-8 "palace in the sky" that Trump has accepted, in his words, "FREE OF CHARGE."

David A. Graham: There is no such thing as a free plane

An April headline in Jewish News Syndicate posed the question bluntly: "Did Iran ally Qatar purchase Trump envoy Steve Witkoff?" Witkoff's colleagues dismiss this criticism as an attempt by Netanyahu's right-wing associates to thwart the envoy's diplomatic efforts because they favor confrontation with Iran. Witkoff declined to be quoted about the Park Lane Hotel but bristled at the suggestion that he was in the pocket of Qatar. He touted his pro-Israel bona fides by describing a visit, alongside a general in the Israel Defense Forces, to Hamas's network of tunnels in Gaza. "I was in the tunnels with the head of Southern Command. Does that sound like I'm a Qatari sympathizer?" he asked me. "I'm a Krav Maga double black belt." He added for emphasis: "Double black belt."

"I am no Qatari sympathizer," he said. "What I am is a truth teller."

Understanding how Witkoff became the president's everything emissary requires a lesson in how Trump plays golf.

"You have breakfast, and it goes as long as Trump wants it to go," Lindsey Graham told me. "Then you play golf, and then you have lunch."

At breakfast and lunch, Graham said, "you talk about all these things." In Witkoff's case, "these things" included how Trump's friend and golfing partner would like to occupy himself during a possible second term. After Trump secured the Republican nomination, in the spring of 2024, the post-golf lunch conversation included talk of Witkoff's future role. Graham described a conversation with Witkoff around that time: "I said, 'You want to run for the Senate?' He said, 'Hell no, I'd like to try to help in the Middle East.'" Witkoff expressed interest in an informal role, so Graham told him about envoys. "I think I'm the guy, maybe Mideast envoy," Witkoff replied, according to Graham.

Trump weighed in: "Yeah, whatever you want to do, Steve."

Trump's devotion to Witkoff owes in large part to his loyalty after the riot at the Capitol on January 6, 2021, when many onetime allies deserted the former president. "Steve was there for him in the worst hours of his life," Thomas J. Barrack Jr., a billionaire private-equity investor and Trump friend who is now ambassador to Turkey, told me in an interview. "In that four-year hiatus, most of the world thought that he was never going to be president again, or maybe never even see the light of day, but Steve stuck with Donald."


Francis Chung / Politico / AP



Witkoff took the stand to testify on Trump's behalf in 2023, during the New York attorney general's civil fraud case against the former president's family. Witkoff was golfing with Trump during the second attempt on his life, at his golf club in West Palm Beach in September. Witkoff's first grandchild, born last year, is named Don James, after the president.

In turn, Trump is rewarding Witkoff with a role that gives him an outlet for his grief. "It's a round trip for his healing of himself by doing something that's not commercial, that's not about money, that's somehow closing this karma gap for his son," Barrack told me. Witkoff has forged a special bond with hostage families, multiple associates told me, at one point whisking a family waiting for a White House meeting to dinner at Osteria Mozza, a popular restaurant in D.C.'s Georgetown neighborhood.

That personal motivation is part of what distinguishes Witkoff's outlook, said Kushner, who's not serving in Trump's second term but has offered counsel to the envoy. Witkoff, the president's son-in-law observed, is "not afraid of being yelled at." Addressing Witkoff's critics, Graham put it more colorfully. "I would tell them all to fuck themselves," the senator told me. "To the foreign-policy elite, what the fuck have you done when it comes to Putin? How did your approach work?"

When Witkoff started as an envoy, he came across as a "nice guy" who "didn't know anything about anything," as one person involved in his briefings put it to me. For a newcomer, he seemed surprisingly confident in himself, yet at the same time interested in other people's expertise.

His team is extremely small. He has a deputy, Morgan Ortagus, an experienced national-security professional and U.S. Navy Reserve intelligence officer who served as State Department spokesperson in Trump's first term. The envoy has only a few other aides but draws at will on the resources of the intelligence community and diplomatic corps. He has grown especially fond of a senior CIA official working on the Middle East.

"We're like a SWAT team," Witkoff told me.

After sensitive discussions abroad, he typically briefs some combination of the president, vice president, chief of staff, and national security adviser, among others. He has taken advice from a wide range of people, including intellectuals and former heads of state. Bernard-Henri Levy, the French philosopher and activist, has weighed in on the importance of Ukraine's struggle. In his quest to resolve Israel's war with Hamas, Witkoff has heard from Clinton, who made a trip to the Middle East in January, and former British Prime Minister Tony Blair, who has visited Witkoff in Washington. Blair's former chief of staff, Jonathan Powell, now national security adviser to Prime Minister Keir Starmer, has become an important interlocutor, spending time this month at Witkoff's rented townhouse in Washington. Miriam Adelson, the Israeli American physician and GOP megadonor, has become a "dear friend," Witkoff told me.

Witkoff's first diplomatic mission, even before Trump was inaugurated, was helping President Joe Biden's team secure a cease-fire and hostage deal. That required being firm with the Israelis. In the months since, the Trump administration has enabled Netanyahu's deadly blockade and bombing campaign in Gaza. The president has gone so far as to suggest permanently displacing Palestinians from the enclave and transforming it into a Mediterranean resort. Israel's announcement this month that it would intensify its war in Gaza prompted a shrug from Witkoff. The conduct of Hamas, he told me, "has been so poor that Bibi in certain circumstances has felt that he has no alternative." Any long-term resolution, Witkoff said, must involve the "total demilitarization" of Hamas.

Witkoff's approach has not been to restrain Israel but simply to work around Netanyahu to advance Trump's objectives, including a truce with the Houthis in Yemen and the release of Alexander. That breakthrough points up Israel's failure to release the other remaining hostages--a source of frustration for Witkoff, who reportedly told hostage families, "Israel is prolonging the war, even though we do not see where further progress can be made." Having support from the Israeli prime minister doesn't seem as important to Witkoff as having the backing of Israeli society. He told me, "If you look at the public opinion in Israel, it's split more than down the middle on behalf of getting the hostages out and having a negotiated settlement to this thing."

I asked Witkoff what he made of the expectation that Israel would be party to the discussions with Hamas and the Houthis, and he was unfazed. "I make of it that the president is the president, and I follow his orders," the envoy told me.

The president's orders took Witkoff to Moscow in February to pursue a deal: The Russians would release the American schoolteacher Marc Fogel in exchange for a cryptocurrency kingpin being held in a California jail.

As Witkoff was leaving the Kremlin and getting into a car with Diplomatic Security Service agents, his phone rang. It was John Ratcliffe, the CIA director. "We may have a problem," Ratcliffe told him. The cryptocurrency kingpin, Alexander Vinnik, was balking at returning to Russia, because he feared being killed there. Ratcliffe told Witkoff that he needed to inform Russia's domestic security service, the FSB, about the prisoner's objections--and he warned that Moscow might hold up the exchange.

Witkoff asked the driver to floor it. If he could get on the plane with Fogel, who had been imprisoned for bringing medical marijuana into Russia in 2021, and clear Russian airspace, the Kremlin wouldn't have time to backtrack. Witkoff arrived at the plane and introduced himself to Fogel as an emissary of the American president. But they couldn't leave just yet: This being Moscow in February, the plane had to be de-iced. Witkoff watched impatiently as an airport crew hosed down the left wing. Then the crew stopped.

"They're gonna pull Fogel off the plane," Witkoff told associates. "They deliberately only did one wing." The delay, it turned out, owed merely to a glitch with the de-icing machine. The crew finished the other wing and cleared the plane--Witkoff's own Gulfstream jet, which he uses for his international expeditions--to take off. It was snowing in Washington when they returned.

"Mark Fogel coming on my plane was one of the greatest blessings of my life," Witkoff told me. In geopolitical terms, the prisoner swap opened a line of communication between Witkoff and Putin at a time when Trump is seeking a settlement to Russia's war in Ukraine--and a broader reset in relations with Russia. Fogel's return had been a test of Kirill Dmitriev, the head of Russia's sovereign wealth fund: When Dmitriev offered himself as a back channel on behalf of the Russian president, Washington needed proof that he had sufficient influence with Putin to get an American hostage released. Dmitriev delivered, and Witkoff proceeded to meet with Putin three more times.

He has done so alone--without career diplomats, without a notetaker, without so much as a translator. Those were Putin's terms, and Trump endorsed Witkoff agreeing to them. Witkoff described Trump's attitude this way: "He wanted to gain knowledge from my visit. He trusted me to give him a good report. When I say a good report, I don't mean colored or shaded. I mean an accurate description of what happened so that he could make judgments." Witkoff said his role was "to almost be an active intelligence agent" for Trump. "I don't mean in a surreptitious way," he added.

Witkoff acknowledged in our conversations that a deal to end the three-year war, which Trump had promised to resolve on the first day of his second term, remains elusive. And he blamed Moscow and Kyiv equally for that: "50-50," he told me flatly. Under pressure from Washington, Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky has agreed to meet with Kremlin representatives tomorrow in Istanbul, in a face-to-face encounter resisted by European leaders who sought a cease-fire first. Witkoff is likely to be present for the talks, if they proceed.

The state of play is fluid but looks like this: Washington is trying to move both sides toward a solution that involves divvying up a handful of eastern regions of Ukraine, such that Moscow controls Crimea, which it seized illegally in 2014, along with Luhansk and Donetsk, but, in return, leaves Kharkiv and Zaporizhzhia to the Ukrainians. U.S. officials have good reason to believe they can persuade Moscow to accept a version of that arrangement--because it's not dissimilar from a plan put forward by Putin.

Phillips Payson O'Brien: Heads, Ukraine loses. Tails, Russia wins.

Witkoff has not visited Kyiv despite multiple invitations, a decision that U.S. officials say arises from the complexity of getting there and the envoy's ability to review satellite images of the damage. But his absence has baffled longtime Russia experts, including Michael McFaul, a former U.S. ambassador to Moscow who said the same emissary should be talking to Putin and to Zelensky. "It's called shuttle diplomacy for a reason," he told me. Keith Kellogg, an aide to Mike Pence during his vice presidency, was originally named special envoy for Ukraine and Russia but now handles just the Ukrainian part of the negotiations.

If the Russia-Ukraine peace efforts have not exactly gone to plan, Witkoff has found more reason for optimism on the Iran nuclear talks. "We may be there with Iran," he told me. "What looks like the most complicated could be the most likely."

I heard skepticism about Tehran's intentions from current and former American and Israeli officials, including a Trump-aligned senior diplomat in the region. Criticism of Witkoff's approach was summed up by Wendy Sherman, who as undersecretary of state during the Obama administration served as the lead negotiator for the 2015 Iran deal, which limited Tehran's nuclear program in exchange for sanctions relief. Iran's newly appointed foreign minister, Abbas Araghchi, "knows everything there is to know about this and speaks perfect English," Sherman, who went on to serve as deputy secretary of state under Biden, told me. "Unless you are at the top of your game, he will run circles around you."

Witkoff, she said, is out of his depth. "This is a man who met with Putin by himself; how is that smart?" Sherman asked. "I'm all for fresh perspectives, but negotiating a business deal is not the same as negotiating with Iran."

Witkoff, for his part, insisted that Iran would make historic concessions. "They're at that crisis point," he told me. "And that's when people make decisions." But his own lessons from real estate suggest that Washington will have to make sacrifices, too. In his newfound role as a negotiator, he said, lessons from business are "everywhere."

"Because deals are about figuring out how to get everybody kind of even," he told me. "So much of it is about understanding both sides and what you need to get both sides to the table. And then figuring out how you narrow the issues between both sides. I spent my whole life doing that."

Sometimes, it's not clear what deal Witkoff is seeking. That became apparent in the early overtures to Iran. Witkoff initially suggested that Washington would permit limited uranium enrichment, which Tehran has labeled "nonnegotiable," only to change his tune, saying any deal required complete denuclearization. A senior Israeli official expressed doubt that Tehran would accept Washington's terms but heaped praise on Witkoff, offering, "If anyone can reach a deal, it would be Witkoff."

I spoke with a wide range of officials from other allied countries, who chose their words carefully. They described Witkoff as personable and energetic. They said his relationship with the president counts in his favor; his counterparts appreciate that he seems to speak directly for the commander in chief. His shoestring staff is puzzling to them, because it makes coordination more difficult. And his public statements about Putin have alarmed them. As one European official put it to me, "He doesn't need to be a student of history or international relations, but it's not clear he understands what Putin's after or how he really operates."

I asked Witkoff how he sized up his place in history--if he ever mused about the fact that diplomatic heavyweights including Henry Kissinger, James Baker, and Richard Holbrooke had tried their hands at some of what he's attempting. He replied that he was unimpressed with Kissinger. "I watched a ton of stuff on Henry Kissinger," he told me. Among the details he learned is that the national security adviser persuaded Nixon not to end the Vietnam War before the 1972 election, because the conflict gave him leverage in the reelection campaign. "It was a sellout," Witkoff said with disgust.

I asked Witkoff what most surprised him about his work in government. He answered instantly: "What the press is like." The previous week, the New York Post, the tabloid owned by Rupert Murdoch, had published blistering criticism of his track record, suggesting he was in over his head. Witkoff told me he takes the criticism personally. "I don't want my mother reading something that is unkind," he said.

From the April 2025 issue: Growing up Murdoch

The envoy's image is of great concern to the White House, too. That became clear to me as I began working on this piece and received, unsolicited, praise from multiple top officials. A spokesperson sent me comments from Vice President J. D. Vance, who said, in part, that Witkoff's critics "know nothing about him and are attacking him because, unlike most diplomats, he actually serves the American people."


Anna Moneymaker / Getty



The White House also provided a statement from Rubio, whose role as secretary of state would traditionally involve representing Washington in the kind of high-stakes negotiations that Witkoff is leading. "Steve and I have a strong working relationship built on mutual respect and a shared commitment to advancing President Trump's foreign-policy agenda," he said. Witkoff returned the praise for Rubio, telling me, "My relationship with Marco is exceptional."

The relationship that matters most, however, is the one with the president, who seeks Witkoff's input not just on the geopolitical issues in his remit but on a range of other topics. They talk politics. They talk tariffs. They talk golf. One of Witkoff's sons, Zach, is in business with the president's sons through a cryptocurrency company, World Liberty Financial, mostly owned by a Trump family entity. Witkoff is a World Liberty Financial co-founder but told me he now has "nothing to do with it." He said he's in the process of meeting with the Office of Government Ethics and filing the necessary paperwork to divest from his businesses.

I asked him how long he expects to stay in his role, and he seemed to have no end date in mind. Second only to the critical news coverage, what has most surprised him is how much he enjoys his high-wire act on the world stage. "I can't get enough of it," he told me. "I mean, sometimes I complain. I say to my girlfriend, 'God, you know, let's get a boat, go away.' But I kind of don't mean it. The work is so worthy."

As I was working on this story, Witkoff delivered the keynote remarks at a celebration of Israel's Independence Day, hosted at the home of the Israeli ambassador. Everyone was vying for his attention when he arrived at the 11-bedroom mansion, including Cabinet officials, members of Congress, and the chief rabbi of Ukraine. I had spoken with the envoy in his office earlier that day, and we were scheduled to meet again the following afternoon, so I didn't occupy him during the ceremony. But when we shook hands, he confided that he had just been invited to brief ambassadors to the United Nations in New York, before his return to the Middle East. Then he drew close to me and spoke quietly into my ear.

"We actually know what we're doing," he assured me.



Jonathan Lemire contributed reporting.


 *Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic. Sources: Evelyn Hockstein / AFP / Getty; Sean Gladwell / Getty; Thara Kulsubsuttra / Getty. 
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The Cynical Republican Plan to Cut Medicaid

Work requirements set up a thicket of paperwork that leads eligible Medicaid recipients to lose their insurance. That's the point.

by Jonathan Chait




A generation ago, the Republican Party's preferred symbol of government-funded indolence was the "welfare queen," a quasi-mythical figure who collected checks to sit at home watching television. Today's GOP has fixated on an even stranger target: unemployed adults who take advantage of the taxpayer by collecting free ... health insurance.

The fiscal centerpiece of the "big, beautiful bill" now making its way through Congress is to take Medicaid away from jobless adults. According to the Congressional Budget Office, the work requirement would save $300 billion over a decade and take health insurance from 7.6 million people. This would not come close to offsetting the deficit-exploding effects of extending and expanding the 2017 tax cut, but it's one of the only big spending reductions the congressional Republican caucus can agree on.

Jessica Riedl: Congressional Republicans might set off the debt bomb

Supporters depict work requirements as a matter of fairness and proper incentives. In a New York Times op-ed published this morning, the Trump-administration officials Robert F. Kennedy Jr., Mehmet Oz, Brooke Rollins, and Scott Turner define Medicaid as "welfare" and blame it for luring people into dependency and sloth. "Millions of able-bodied adults have been added to the rolls in the past decade, primarily as a result of Medicaid expansion," they complain. "Many of these recipients are working-age individuals without children who might remain on welfare for years. Some of them do not work at all or they work inconsistently throughout the year."

What this claim is hiding behind weasel words (many, some) is that, according to a recent academic study based on U.S. census data, a mere 8 percent of Medicaid recipients are able-bodied, working-age adults who don't have jobs.

RFK Jr. and his co-authors don't spell out precisely how work requirements are supposed to get their imagined Medicaid queens off the couch, but the implication is that the threat of removing free health care will prod these slackers into finding a job. ("We believe that work is transformative for the individual who moves from welfare to employment," they write.) But note that the expected fiscal savings depend on the get-a-job requirement not working. If every Medicaid recipient duly secured or sought work to the government's specifications, then they would keep their Medicaid benefits, and the requirement wouldn't cut spending. (Yes, some folks who got jobs would receive employer-provided health coverage, but many would still need Medicaid, because many low-paying jobs don't come with insurance.)

What actually will happen, however, is very different. The work requirements will create complex reporting demands that lead eligible Medicaid recipients--people who have jobs, or care for their children, or cannot work--to lose their health care.

This is not speculation. We know how Medicaid work requirements play out because the policy has been tried at the state level. Arkansas, for example, implemented work requirements in 2018. Researchers found that they utterly failed to encourage more employment among the Medicaid population. The work requirements instead forced Medicaid recipients to navigate endless, complex paperwork demands that many of them couldn't understand or keep track of, causing them to lose their Medicaid eligibility. The bulk of the savings came from denying coverage to eligible Americans, not able-bodied adults who don't want to work.

Georgia tried its own version of work requirements in 2023 and experienced even more extreme failure. Under its Pathways to Coverage program, the state expanded Medicaid eligibility, but forced recipients to verify their employment status or participation in other qualifying activities, such as volunteering or job training. After one year, just 4,231 Georgians had enrolled, about 2 percent of the eligible population. Incredibly, Georgia spent five times as much on the system to verify their eligibility as it did on their health care.

Sometimes studies produce conflicting results, but if supporters of work requirements had evidence that the policy does what it's supposed to, they would be touting it. The RFK Jr. op-ed seems to nod at the well-documented failure of work requirements, only to wave it away with a statement of faith: "Some will argue that work requirements create barriers to resources. We disagree. We believe that welfare dependency, not work, is the barrier." You can trust the data, or you can trust the heartfelt beliefs of four political appointees, two of whom are famous quacks.

You might wonder why Republicans have selected a policy that has failed so badly on its own terms as a national model. A cynical answer, and perhaps a correct one, would be that the policy is designed to fail. The complex reporting requirement screens out eligible applicants. Congressional Republicans can pretend they are not denying Medicaid to people who need it, because those people are theoretically able to access it. But those politicians can be sure that a huge proportion of eligible beneficiaries won't make it through the administrative burden, giving them an easy way to cut spending.

Annie Lowrey: The Republicans' budget makes no sense

Indeed, the GOP claims that the purpose of this exercise is actually to protect Medicaid beneficiaries. "When so many Americans who are truly in need rely on Medicaid for life-saving services, Washington can't afford to undermine the program further by subsidizing capable adults who choose not to work," Brett Guthrie, the chairman of the House Energy and Commerce Committee, wrote in a recent Wall Street Journal op-ed. "Not only does Medicaid lack a work requirement for able-bodied adults, but in many cases the federal government pays states more to cover working-age, single men than it does for vulnerable pregnant women or people with disabilities," the House Budget Committee asserts (without evidence, of course) on its website.

If spending too little on "truly" needy Americans was the issue, congressional Republicans could make their benefits more generous. Instead, they intend to use the proceeds from the work requirements on a regressive tax cut--almost as if the plight of low-income pregnant women and the disabled is not their real concern.

Even if it were possible to design a work requirement that screened out only able-bodied adults who choose not to work, a broader question remains: Why do that? On what moral basis ought we deny health-care coverage to people who aren't working?

Almost any economic system, even most socialist ones, will have some goods that people can access only through hard work, inheritance, or luck. The Republican Party is unique among major conservative parties around the world in its conviction that access to routine medical treatment should be one of those goods.

Although internal Republican divisions on the issue have drawn wide media attention, nobody in the party is really disputing whether to cut Medicaid--only how. On Monday, Senator Josh Hawley of Missouri published a New York Times op-ed of his own, in which he urges Republicans not to cut Medicaid. Yet even he has recently endorsed work requirements, cooperating with the pretense that this maneuver will not harm eligible recipients.

Even though work requirements poll well, the policy's Republican proponents don't have much confidence that voters will appreciate the way they function in practice. As a compromise with skittish members of Congress in districts with large numbers of Medicaid recipients, the work requirements won't go into effect until 2029, so that the legislators who voted to throw their constituents off their insurance aren't held accountable in either of the next two election cycles.

The professed concern with slackers sitting at home and enjoying their free Medicaid is a canard. The actual plan is to finance a tax cut that mainly benefits the affluent by taking away health insurance from people who have no other way to get it.
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America Is the Land of Opportunity--For White South Africans

Trump has frozen refugee admissions and cut off resettlement funding, but he has made an exception for white South Africans, who he says are victims of racial discrimination.

by Nick Miroff


The first group of Afrikaners from South Africa to arrive for resettlement at Washington Dulles International Airport in Virginia on May 12 (Saul Loeb / AFP / Getty)



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


Updated at 6:35 p.m. ET on May 13, 2025. 


When the welcome ceremony was over, and the Trump officials drove off in their black SUVs, a dozen or so newly arrived South African refugees stepped out into the parking lot of a private terminal at Washington Dulles International Airport yesterday afternoon, still carrying little paper flags they'd been handed. Now it was time for a smoke.

Will Hartzenberg, a tall, sunworn 44-year-old farmer from the Limpopo region in the country's north, was on his way to Idaho with his family to start a new life. "Relief," he told me, when asked what he felt. "We are really relieved."

Hartzenberg said his wife, Carmen, had teased him for worrying whether it was safe to leave their young children inside the building while they stepped out for a cigarette. He needed to learn to let down his guard, he figured. "This is not South Africa, where you have to take your children with you wherever you go," he said.

A U.S. official came over to hurry the group back into the terminal. They smoked faster. Hartzenberg's parents and sister had been shot during an attack on the family farm in 1993, he told me as he walked. They survived, but he said he didn't see a future for his children in South Africa, or at least not a prosperous one.

Adam Serwer: Afrikaner 'refugees' only

The country's white minority--descendants of British colonists, and Afrikaners from the Netherlands and other European countries--once dominated South Africa through the apartheid system of legalized discrimination, confining the country's majority-Black population in slums. Three decades after that system's defeat, the plight of white South Africans has become a cause celebre among white-nationalist groups. American President Donald Trump says they are victims of racial discrimination and genocide--claims that South Africa's government calls "completely false."

Hartzenberg and his family will be resettled in a state that is 92.5 percent white. When he researched Idaho's landscapes online, he liked what he saw: "We come from a farm that is surrounded by mountains. So I was quite excited when I Googled to see where we are going."


Will Hartzenberg at Dulles International Airport (Julia Demaree Nikhinson / AP)



Hartzenberg's mix of bewilderment, relief, and optimism has been shared by generations of refugees as they set foot in the United States for the first time. Few have enjoyed the kind of support the South Africans are receiving from the Trump administration, which has all but frozen refugee admissions from other nations and cut off resettlement funding. That has stranded at least 12,000 refugees, many from conflict zones, who had flights to the United States booked after they were extensively vetted and approved for resettlement--only to learn that they were no longer welcome in the United States, according to aid groups suing the Trump administration.

One resettlement agency affiliated with the Episcopal Church said yesterday that it will not help resettle the Afrikaners as required under its federal grant. The church's presiding bishop, Sean W. Rowe, sent a letter to members of the Church saying it was terminating its four-decade-old partnership with the government. The bishop said Trump's resettlement plan crossed a moral line for the Church, which is part of the global Anglican Communion and whose leaders have included the late South African Archbishop Desmond Tutu.

  "It has been painful to watch one group of refugees, selected in a highly unusual manner, receive preferential treatment over many others who have been waiting in refugee camps or dangerous conditions for years," Rowe wrote. They include "brave people who worked alongside our military in Iraq and Afghanistan and now face danger at home because of their service to our country," he added.

The Trump administration said yesterday that it will end temporary immigration protections for some Afghans who are already in the United States on July 12, leaving about 9,000 immigrants at risk of being deported back to the Taliban-controlled nation.

The White House's grand welcome for the white refugees came as the Trump administration is waging a deportation campaign, aimed at removing millions of immigrants from the United States. Trump has depicted recent waves of immigrants, particularly from Latin America, as an existential threat to the United States that is "poisoning the blood" of the country.

Hartzenberg and his family and the other refugees were warmly welcomed after their chartered flight landed in Northern Virginia around midday. They were greeted by Deputy Homeland Security Secretary Troy Edgar and Deputy Secretary of State Christopher Landau, who connected their own lives to those of the new arrivals. Landau said his father fled the Nazi takeover in Europe and found safety and freedom in the United States. Edgar told the group his wife is an Iranian Christian who fled persecution in her homeland.

"A lot of you, I think, are farmers, right?" Landau said. "When you have quality seeds, you can put them in foreign soil and they will blossom. They will bloom. We are excited to welcome you here to our country, where we think you will bloom."

Edgar told the South Africans they would receive the officials' personal contact info--a gesture that seemed to underscore the newcomers' special status.

Refugees are in a distinct category among U.S. immigrant groups and are selected because they face persecution or harm in their home countries resulting from their race, religion, nationality, political views, or membership in a particular social group. In years past, the United States has welcomed Vietnamese fleeing a Communist takeover, Soviet emigres, and Christians from across Africa and the Middle East. Refugees submit to a U.S. vetting and screening process, then endure waits that may stretch for years. They arrive with full legal protection and a path to citizenship, and they receive assistance from resettlement organizations, which are generally affiliated with faith groups and have long enjoyed bipartisan political support.

The South Africans were processed by the Trump administration in a matter of weeks. Asked by a BBC reporter why they were fast-tracked into the United States at a time when other admissions from applicants in Afghanistan or war zones are frozen, Landau said Trump had made an exception based on the dire situation in South Africa. He and Edgar took only two questions in the tightly controlled press event (I was not allowed in) and left without speaking to reporters outside.

South Africa has one of the world's highest crime rates, and land conflicts have fueled violence in rural areas. Crime data show that a few dozen white farmers are killed each year, but their deaths account for fewer than 1 percent of the country's homicides. "Farmers are being killed," Trump told reporters at the White House yesterday. "They happen to be white. But whether they're white or Black makes no difference to me; but white farmers are being brutally killed and their land is being confiscated in South Africa."

During his first term Trump slashed the number of refugees admitted to the lowest levels since the 1980 Refugee Act went into place. He went even further after he retook office this year, issuing an executive order that suspended refugee admissions. But within weeks he made an exception. White South African farmers have protested vigorously against a law adopted in January that allows courts to take land without compensation in some cases. Officials in South Africa say its purpose is to address inequalities that were lethally enforced during decades of apartheid rule. Although white people make up about 7 percent of South Africa's population, they own about 75 percent of the farmland, according to a South African government land audit.

George Packer: 'What about six years of friendship and fighting together?'

"The South African government has treated these people terribly--threatening to steal their private land and subjected them to vile racial discrimination," Secretary of State Marco Rubio wrote on social media yesterday.

The Biden administration resettled about 100,000 people last year. None were from South Africa. Now about 8,000 South Africans have expressed interest in applying for U.S. resettlement, according to U.S. officials.

U.S. visa statistics show that South Africans have been coming to the United States in greater numbers to work as temporary farm laborers--often to operate machinery or perform other skilled tasks. More than 15,000 South Africans came on temporary visas to perform farm labor last year, U.S. data show.

Hartzenberg told me his family grew vegetables on their farm in South Africa. He hoped to return to farming in Idaho, he said, but he wasn't sure what work might be available. The caseworker assigned to his family hadn't told him yet. With one last draw on his cigarette, he hustled back into the hangar to gather his children and board a bus to a hotel with the others.



This article originally misstated the first name of the Episcopal Church's presiding bishop.
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The Terrible Optics of ICE Enforcement Are Fueling a Trump Immigration Backlash

The president was elected, in part, on a pledge to crack down on immigration. But he may be overinterpreting his mandate.

by Nick Miroff




The long-running television show Cops became a propaganda boon to American law enforcement soon after its debut in 1989. The morality of the show is not complicated: The heroes are guys in uniforms braving danger to restore order. They face off against shirtless, drunken louts yelling in the street or barreling down the highway at 100 miles per hour.

Immigration enforcement in service of President Donald Trump's mass-deportation campaign has been the aesthetic opposite of a Cops episode. In social-media clips and grainy security-camera footage, U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement officers appear in dark clothing, some wearing masks or neck gaiters that make them look like bandits. The people they target may be walking down the street, sitting in a car, or otherwise going about their lives. Few are engaged in obvious criminal behavior.

In one recent example that went viral, ICE officers in Maryland stopped a 51-year-old mother and smashed through her car window to arrest her while her teenage daughter sat in the passenger seat filming and crying. In another, security-camera footage of the arrest of Rumeysa Ozturk--a student from Turkey whose visa was revoked over an op-ed--shows her crying out in fear as plainclothes officers swarmed her on the street and put her in a car. (She was released on Friday.) A Massachusetts neighborhood devolved into chaos last week when ICE officers arrested a distraught teen trying to stop them from hauling away her mother.

Many Americans have recoiled at these scenes, comparing officers' tactics to those of authoritarian regimes. Yet the arrests in the videos do not show conduct outside the bounds of typical ICE protocol. This is what immigration enforcement looks like. It's messy and emotional, and requires officers to arrest people for an offense that many Americans do not view as a crime.

Read: The deportation show

Which points to a bigger problem with Trump's mass-deportation campaign, the signature domestic-policy promise of his second term. Whenever public attention on immigration shifts from the border to U.S. streets, support for aggressive enforcement tends to erode. It happened during Trump's first term. It's happening even faster now.

Immigration was one of Trump's best-polling issues when he took office in January, and his rating on the issue continues to rank higher than his overall job approval. But in the past two months, Trump's immigration approval rating has seen a double-digit downturn. A Washington Post/ABC News/Ipsos survey of 2,464 adults in late April found that 53 percent of respondents disapproved of Trump's handling of immigration, compared with 46 percent who approved. Other polls taken around the 100-day mark of Trump's presidency found similar results.

A president's approval numbers on immigration can be misleading, because the measurement contains two distinct components. One element is about stopping illegal border crossings. Trump's border crackdown has pushed unlawful entries along the Mexico border to their lowest levels since the 1960s. The president continues to receive high marks there. But a quiet border does not provide a dramatic visual image.

The other part of a president's immigration performance relates to people who are already here. Polls show far less enthusiasm for aggressive ICE enforcement that sweeps up immigrants without criminal records in U.S. communities. A recent Pew Research Center poll found that only about one-third of Americans want to see the deportation of all immigrants living in the country illegally. Among the 51 percent of poll respondents who said that at least some immigrants should be deported, support for deporting violent criminals is nearly universal, but backing drops to the single digits when it comes to people who are married to a U.S. citizen or who came to the U.S. as children.

Alexander Kustov, a political scientist at the University of North Carolina at Charlotte who studies immigration, attributes some of the slump in Trump's approval to the "thermostatic" effect of bold executive action that generates backlash. Kustov told me there's an even simpler explanation, however. Trump is "not doing what most people want," he said. He's doing much, much more. He's overreaching.


A Venezuelan man who has legal documentation to reside in the U.S. looks out of his apartment window covered by a sheet after hearing reports of an impending ICE raid in Aurora, Colorado, U.S., January 30, 2025. (Kevin Mohatt / Reuters)



Read: They never thought Trump would have deported them

"I think there's this tendency to assume that if people are skeptical or dislike immigration, they would just be happy with anything, but there are limits," Kustov told me. "People don't like chaos at the border. But if you just randomly and mindlessly deport people without due process, it's also actually pretty chaotic too."

Republican lawmakers have been advancing a budget-reconciliation bill that would provide the Department of Homeland Security with tens of billions of dollars in additional funding to carry out Trump's mass-deportation campaign. By this summer, his administration may finally have the money to scale up ICE detention facilities, hire even more private contractors, and ramp up deportation flights. This massive injection of capital is poised to arrive right at the moment the president's political capital is slipping away.

Soon after Trump designated Tom Homan to be the White House border czar, Homan began playing down expectations that ICE would round up immigrants en masse. ICE would focus on national-security threats and violent criminals, he said--"the worst of the worst." It sounded like moderation.

That type of selective immigration enforcement does not make for much of a mass-deportation campaign, however. It wasn't what Trump promised on the trail. I asked Homan in late December how he would be able to sustain public support, given that aggressive immigration enforcement on U.S. streets, filtered through bystanders' cellphone videos, is so politically perilous.

"We need to show the American people we can do this and not be inhumane about it," he told me. "We can't lose the faith of the American people."

Trump and his top officials took a different path when they returned to power, opting instead for a shock-and-awe campaign that sent migrants to Guantanamo Bay on military jets and banished others to a nightmarish megaprison in El Salvador. ICE operations on U.S. streets, and rumors of them, have left immigrant neighborhoods across the country on edge. Immigration attorneys and advocacy groups are reenergized, winning in court and bringing media attention to the most sympathetic or outrageous cases.

Read: How the Trump administration flipped on Kilmar Abrego Garcia

The president and his aides have tried to stay on offense by playing up the criminality of the immigrants taken into custody, most recently by lining the White House lawn with mug shots of criminal suspects and offenders. Homan and other Trump officials have been trying to have it both ways: claiming they're focused on criminals while moving aggressively to boost their arrest numbers using enforcement tactics that net a much broader range of noncitizens. ICE says three-quarters of the immigrants it arrested during Trump's first 100 days had criminal records, but the agency did not provide a breakdown of their crimes. Traffic offenses, drug crimes, and immigration violations--such as reentering the United States after a deportation--are typically the leading categories.

Trump officials and the president's supporters blame the news media for his slumping immigration approval numbers. The president "is going up against a very hostile media that is going to spin all of his efforts however they see fit," Andrew Arthur, a former immigration judge and federal prosecutor, told me. Arthur--a fellow at the Center for Immigration Studies, a think tank that seeks tighter borders--pointed to recent reporting that said ICE had "deported" a toddler who is a U.S. citizen. The toddler's mother had been deported and opted to bring her daughter, but the child was not "deported" in a legal sense, he said.

"Many in the media have bought into this idea that is pushed by amnesty proponents that when somebody is here and has any equity, they should be here forever," Arthur told me. "You can't have border security if all somebody has to do is get past the Border Patrol agents. It's impossible."

Pendulum swings on immigration have followed every election cycle in which Trump has run. He took office the first time with public opinion largely favorable to his hawkish build-the-wall rhetoric.

In 2016, just 30 percent of Democrats told Gallup they wanted to increase immigration. Four years later, after Trump implemented harsh enforcement policies such as the separation of parents from their children at the border, known as Zero Tolerance, Democratic attitudes were more pro-immigrant than at any point in the previous 15 years. Overall, only 28 percent of Americans told Gallup in a 2020 survey that immigration should decrease. "Abolish ICE" became a political rallying cry.

Read: The cruelty is the point

Yet by the end of President Joe Biden's term, after record numbers of illegal crossings, the damaging imagery was not ICE arrests, but the throngs of people streaming across the border unchecked. The percentage of Americans who wanted immigration to decrease reached 55 percent--the highest level since 2001. Republican attitudes shifted the most, but Democrats and independents also moved to the right, surveys showed.

Former DHS officials told me the Biden team overreached in its own way, misinterpreting Americans' disgust with Trump policies. It wasn't a mandate to ease up at the border or allow millions of people to enter. "They took it too far," one former DHS official told me. The official, who did not want to be named because they do contracting work with the government, also said Biden's more selective approach to ICE enforcement was ultimately a benefit to the agency and helped rehabilitate its public image.

Tom Warrick, a former DHS official who served under both Republican and Democratic presidents, said the current administration would be smart to spend heavily building up the immigration court system and providing more due process, not less. The administration could attempt to clear backlogs in the court system by recruiting retired lawyers to work temporarily as immigration judges. Polling shows that a majority of Americans aren't opposed to deportations per se, but believe that the government should follow the law and give detainees a fair hearing.

Warrick told me it won't be easy for the Trump administration to simply ignore public opinion and forge ahead with three and a half more years of harsh tactics. If it does, that could feed the sanctuary-jurisdiction movement that Trump officials are trying to stamp out. "State and local governments are going to be more and more reluctant" to cooperate with ICE, Warrick said. If the administration tries to punish those who refuse, "they're going to make heroes out of their opponents."

Stephen Miller, the architect of the administration's immigration policies--and the political messaging behind them--has led the attack on due-process rights for ICE detainees. Last week he said the White House is considering wartime measures that would suspend people's constitutional right to challenge their arrest and imprisonment. ICE is not required to publicly release the names of those it arrests. Stripped of habeas protections, the immigrants in the grainy videos being seized off the street could be quickly deported with no recourse to challenge their detention. But most wouldn't show up in any video at all.
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China Called Trump's Bluff

<span>There is a lesson here for anyone Trump threatens.</span>

by Jonathan Chait




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


When President Donald Trump launched his trade war on the world, he issued a stern warning: "Do not retaliate and you will be rewarded." China ignored the warning. It was rewarded anyway. This morning, Trump largely suspended his trade war in return for nothing but promises of ongoing discussions. There is a lesson here for everybody Trump threatens, whether countries or businesses or universities.

The unveiling of the Trump global tariff regime was accompanied by a distinct form of dominance theater. The president and his gang assured his targets that if they submitted to his tariffs, he would repay their compliance. Any country that dared defy him would suffer terribly.

"I wouldn't want to be the last country that tries to negotiate a trade deal with @realDonaldTrump," posted Eric Trump. "The first to negotiate will win--the last will absolutely lose. I have seen this movie my entire life."

Most of the world accepted this advice, only to discover the difficulty of making global trade deals with a president who doesn't seem to understand how trade works. Foreign diplomats expressed repeated frustration as they failed to ascertain what Trump even wanted from them, let alone what he was prepared to offer in return. To date, only the United Kingdom has managed to resolve its trade status with the United States.

China, however, retaliated with countermeasures of its own, imposing steep tariffs on American imports. Trump decided to make an example of the country. "Based on the lack of respect that China has shown to the World's Markets, I am hereby raising the Tariff charged to China by the United States of America to 125%, effective immediately," he announced on Truth Social. (This figure eventually increased to 145 percent.) Other countries, which had showed proper respect, would receive a merciful reprieve. "The world is ready to work with President Trump to fix global trade, and China has chosen the opposite direction," claimed Commerce Secretary Howard Lutnick.

Roge Karma: What if China wins the trade war?

Trump held out for one month before backing down. Under the new 90-day agreement, tariffs on Chinese goods will come down to 30 percent; China's tariffs on American goods will likewise decline to 10 percent. "The consensus from both delegations is that neither side wanted a decoupling," Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent announced at a press conference in Geneva, as if the whole thing had been one big misunderstanding. The decades of China allegedly "ripping off" the United States were apparently forgotten, along with China's insolence in retaliating and the supposed need for the U.S. to reduce its reliance on Chinese imports. The administration isn't even pretending that it forced China to pay any special price for its defiance. It is memory-holing the entire "do not retaliate" episode and moving on as if the point this whole time was to get along better with Beijing.

As an exercise in trade policy, this makes no sense. But to treat Trump's behavior as if it were narrowly tailored to the objective of reordering global trade misses the symbolic role it plays. Trump is performing a character, the presidential version of the boss he played in The Apprentice, sitting in a plush leather chair doling out justice to quavering supplicants.

His threats of conquest against Canada, Greenland, and Panama, and his unilateral renaming of the Gulf of Mexico, advance no practical objective. Indeed, they generate resentment that weakens his leverage over those countries. Trump's best chance to add Greenland to the United States, for example, would have been to use a soft touch, rather than to insist that he would have it one way or another. The purpose that these gambits seem to serve is to establish Trump as the boss man lording his power over vulnerable targets.

The original target of this ritual was Mexico. Trump's crowds used to delight when he would respond to any defiance by announcing, "The wall just got 10 feet higher." Nobody believed that Trump was planning to literally increase the height of the wall. The point was to show that Trump was in charge, and that anybody who tried to stand up to him would be punished.

This makes for an unusual style of governing, to say the least, and even a decade into the Trump era, the president's targets often respond with confusion. But the evidence suggests a fairly clear pattern: Although Trump instructs his targets to submit, doing so merely sets them up for more humiliation and abuse.

Consider a handful of recent cases. Columbia University agreed to the Trump administration's invasive demands, only for the administration to come back and issue even more. The powerful pharmaceutical lobby decided not to resist Trump's nomination of Robert F. Kennedy Jr., whose weird ideology poses an existential threat. Not only has Kennedy declined to back down from his extreme positions; the administration has escalated its war on the industry by cutting funding for scientific research and taking steps to impose limited price controls.

By contrast, when Harvard defied Trump's list of demands, the administration claimed that its letter threatening the university had been released in error, and complained that the famous university had acted unreasonably. True, Trump has escalated by targeting Harvard's tax-exempt status, but he stands little chance of winning in court, and defying court orders won't help him make Harvard pay taxes that it does not legally owe. Similarly, after Canadians elected Mark Carney as prime minister and he insisted that his country could never be purchased or taken, Trump responded with a friendly Oval Office meeting in which he seemed to accept Carney's refusal.

Rose Horowitch: What Harvard learned from Columbia's mistake

The genuinely complicated factor in these negotiations is that "winning" with Trump is often impossible, because the relationship itself is lose-lose. Trump does not appear to recognize the possibility of a positive-sum engagement, and his attempts to turn a productive connection into an exploitative one create losses for both sides. This is most obvious in trade, where Trump's protectionist instincts have spread pain around the globe without generating any gains. His extortion of domestic firms and civil society has likewise undermined some of America's most admired sources of innovation, for no offsetting benefit other than the expansion of Trump's own power.

Trump is a classic bully who craves submission and fears conflict. His fervent supporters want him to be Michael Corleone, but he's more like Biff Tannen. Standing up to Trump does not mean that you win. But giving in guarantees that you lose.
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Retirement Is the New Resistance

The Democrats waging war on their gerontocracy

by Russell Berman




Earlier this year, Gary Peters made a decision that's utterly ordinary for most 66-year-olds: He was going to retire. Except Peters happens to be a United States senator, so his announcement that he would not seek a third term next year came as a shock. "Oh, but you're so young!" constituents told him, the Michigan Democrat recalled. Two weeks later, Senator Tina Smith of Minnesota said that she, too, would forgo a reelection bid next year, when she'll be 68. She got the same reaction. "Only in the Senate can you be a 68-year-old grandma and still be considered fresh blood," Smith told me with a laugh.

When a swing-state member hangs it up in their senatorial prime--the chamber's median age is nearly 65--parties typically react with disappointment, even panic; open seats are harder to defend, after all, and early departures are treated as a vote of no confidence. But many in the party have greeted the recent wave of retirements with an unusual response: appreciation and relief.

Smith told me people have been stopping her in airports to thank her for leaving: I love the example you're setting, they've told her. She has welcomed the gratitude, but it underscores a troubling dynamic for her party: Many Democrats can't wait for their leaders to step aside.

Read: Democrats wonder where their leaders are

Across the country, Democrats have spent the past few months bickering over how to respond to President Donald Trump's second-term power grabs and to win back the voters who defected or stayed home last fall. They don't seem to be making much progress. Even as the president's popularity has dropped, so has theirs: Two recent polls found the party's favorability rating at record lows. "The relationship that we have with voters we considered our base is not nearly as strong as we thought it was," Smith told me. "It's like a bad marriage."

Most Democrats blame their party's message. But many progressives believe the bigger problem is its old and out-of-touch messengers, and they have become more aggressive about pushing senior lawmakers to do what Joe Biden did not--quit while they're ahead, or at least still with it.

Those progressives have gotten some good news this year. In addition to Peters and Smith, two more Senate Democrats--Jeanne Shaheen of New Hampshire, 78, and Dick Durbin of Illinois, 80--have announced plans to leave after next year. "I think this is an opportunity for full change across the Democratic Party," Amanda Litman, the president and a co-founder of Run for Something, a group that encourages and trains first-time candidates, told me. "Part of the way we change people's opinion about the Democratic Party is to change the people who run as Democrats."

Litman has called for every Democrat in Congress over the age of 70 to "make this their last term." She told me that Biden's failure to step aside sooner set the stage for the party's current struggles. "That really harmed the Democratic Party's brand," she said. "He couldn't sell the good stuff he was doing."

The Democrats' age problem hasn't been limited to Biden. In California, Senator Dianne Feinstein ran for a sixth term at 85 and visibly declined after her reelection; she resisted growing calls to step down and died in office in 2023. Five House Democrats have died during their tenures in the past 13 months. And the party's ranking member on the Oversight Committee, Representative Gerry Connolly of Virginia, recently announced he would step away from the post just a few months after winning it because of a cancer recurrence. Republicans have their issues, too. Trump, who is 78, surpassed Biden as the oldest person ever elected to the presidency, and last year a Texas publication discovered that the state's longest-serving GOP House member, Representative Kay Granger, was living in an assisted-living facility and had dementia. She had been chair of the House Appropriations Committee only months earlier.

Last month, a group founded by David Hogg, the Democratic National Committee's newly elected vice chair, announced plans to spend $20 million backing primary challengers against "out-of-touch, ineffective" Democrats. The effort has exasperated many in the party, who worry that Hogg will risk its chance to recapture the House majority next year by targeting incumbents in competitive districts. He's promised not to. He also says the initiative isn't strictly about age. "Some of the people that we're looking at are older. But unfortunately, sucking is not something that is limited to just people that are above a certain age," Hogg told me. "It's not as simple as saying, Oh, you're above 70, you need to leave."

The party's most vigorous octogenarian, Senator Bernie Sanders of Vermont, has been drawing huge crowds at rallies alongside Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez. Hogg and Litman praised Sanders for confronting Trump, and last week Run for Something announced that it's partnering with him to recruit young progressive candidates. But even Litman said that "people should have been angrier" at his decision to run for reelection to the Senate last year.

Conor Friedersdorf: A retiring congressman's advice to new members of the House

As Hogg sees it, Democrats' main issue is a shortage of passion. "Across the board, we need to do more to show people how we're fighting back," he told me, assessing the Democrats' first 100-plus days in Trump's opposition. "Our energy is lacking. I don't think that we have anywhere near the same energy that we had after 2016. A lot of people feel burnt out, and far too many members of Congress are failing to meet this moment."

So far, Hogg has been much more specific about the Democrats he isn't targeting than those he is. (A trio of octogenarian former House leaders, for example, will be spared: Nancy Pelosi, Steny Hoyer, and Jim Clyburn.) That's all part of the strategy; Hogg wants to induce certain older incumbents to vacate seats on their own. "We're waiting to see who retires," he said. "Ideally, we would not have to go against any Dems. However, I think it's become abundantly clear that that is going to be necessary."

The Democratic Party has relied on seniority to allocate top jobs to its members much more than Republicans have. For nonwhite Democrats in particular, longevity in office has historically been the only way to accrue power, and members of the Congressional Black Caucus have been some of the seniority system's biggest defenders. Senior lawmakers, especially those in electorally safe seats, occasionally speak as if they view Congress as a lifetime appointment. "What do you want--me to give up my life?" Clyburn asked a reporter for The Wall Street Journal recently when the topic of retirement came up.

Peters and Smith attributed their decision to personal reasons rather than the push for generational change within the party. "When you're 68, you think about the next 10 years of your life differently than if you're 58 or 48 or 38," Smith said. Yet both Democrats acknowledged that they were leery of sticking around too long. "I have never felt that these jobs should be a place where you just camp out," Smith said.

Litman has celebrated the retirement announcements of older Democrats and encouraged others to follow their lead. "They're getting the message," she said of the four senators who are forgoing reelection so far. Not everyone has. In the Senate, two Democrats in their mid-70s--Jack Reed of Rhode Island and John Hickenlooper of Colorado--have announced they're seeking new six-year terms. So has 78-year-old Senator Ed Markey of Massachusetts.

In the House, Connolly and 80-year-old Jan Schakowsky, an Illinois progressive, have announced their retirements. But too many other Democrats, Litman said, remain stuck in their ways. Last week, AOC said she would not make another bid for the top spot on the Oversight Committee. (Connolly had defeated her last fall and is now backing a 70-year-old representative as his replacement.) The 35-year-old AOC said it was clear "the underlying dynamics in the caucus have not shifted" on seniority. "It is so deeply disappointing," Litman told me. "There is so much freedom if you decide the way we did things yesterday does not have to be the way we do things tomorrow."
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Just Don't Call Her Unqualified

Jeanine Pirro, Trump's nominee for U.S. attorney in Washington, D.C., is a real prosecutor. She's also a real MAGA partisan.

by Gilad Edelman




Donald Trump has been widely ridiculed for staffing his administration with unqualified partisan hacks recruited from Fox News. This is not quite fair. Yesterday, Trump named Jeanine Pirro as the new interim U.S. attorney for Washington, D.C. Pirro is a partisan hack recruited from Fox News, but she's a qualified one.

Millions of Americans know Pirro as a prolific conservative-television pundit, most recently as a member of Fox News's afternoon talk show, The Five. Even compared with other right-wing TV personalities, Pirro's record of unwavering Trump support, including at his most vulnerable moments, is distinctive. She came to his defense in 2016 after the release of the Access Hollywood tapes, declaring, "I have been involved in a million situations with him and his children. He has always been a gentleman." She has been urging Trump to send the Department of Justice after his supposed enemies, including Hillary Clinton, since 2017. And she promoted Trump's stolen-election conspiracy theories so vigorously that, in 2021, she was named as a defendant in a multibillion-dollar defamation lawsuit brought by the voting-machine manufacturer Smartmatic.

Before all that, Pirro had a legal career that--at least on paper, and by the feeble standards set by Trump's other appointments--prepared her for her new job as D.C.'s top prosecutor. After stints as an assistant prosecutor and a state judge, she served from 1994 to 2005 as the elected district attorney of Westchester County, New York, a jurisdiction larger than Washington, D.C. This distinguishes her from Ed Martin, her immediate predecessor in the D.C. role, whose tenure ended this week after Senator Thom Tillis of North Carolina shot down Martin's prospects of getting confirmed on a permanent basis. Unlike Martin--a former defense attorney who had no prosecutorial experience before being appointed--Pirro has tried cases, made charging decisions, and managed an office full of prosecutors.

Whether that is good news or bad news is not a straightforward question. The U.S. attorney for D.C. has a big job. The role combines the functions of a federal prosecutor (that is, enforcing federal law) with those of a district attorney: prosecuting everything from low-level misdemeanors to the most serious felony cases. The office also has the power to bring--or decline to bring--cases against the many elected officials and government appointees who live and work in the nation's capital. Someone with an actual prosecutorial background might be more effective at using the legal system to persecute Trump's enemies and protect his allies than a similarly devoted but less experienced lackey.

Perhaps Pirro will throw herself into the nitty-gritty work of fighting crime in a big city that has plenty of crime to fight. (Even there, her record of bigoted comments--which in at least one instance, aimed at Representative Ilhan Omar, led Fox News to "strongly condemn" her remarks--does not bode well for her ability to administer justice in a majority-minority jurisdiction.) Then again, perhaps not. Everything suggests that she was chosen for other reasons. Consider the fate of Jessie Liu, whom Trump appointed to the same job in 2017. A traditional pick, Liu had elite conservative-legal credentials and substantial relevant experience. In 2019, Trump nominated her for a top role at the Treasury Department. But her nomination was dropped, and her government career ended, after activists convinced Trump that Liu was not to be trusted. Among her sins: overseeing the prosecution of Trump's ally Roger Stone and declining to indict former FBI Deputy Director Andrew McCabe, one of the MAGA movement's most reviled "deep state" villains.

One struggles to imagine Pirro being dismissed for such reasons. The question is less whether she intends to faithfully execute Trump's will and more whether she'll be any good at it. Martin's failure to keep the job stemmed in part from a certain guilelessness: He spoke at a "Stop the Steal" rally on January 5, 2021, and has appeared more than 150 times on RT and Sputnik, the Russian propaganda networks. After assuming the interim D.C.-prosecutor role, he proudly described himself as one of "Trump's lawyers." And he seemed to genuinely believe that his position entitled him to act as a roving inquisitor on behalf of Trump, sending buffoonishly unconstitutional letters to the likes of Chuck Schumer, Georgetown Law School, and even the American College of Chest Physicians' medical journal demanding explanations for insufficiently MAGA-compliant exercises of free speech. Any actual cases brought along those lines would have been laughed out of court.

The politicization of law enforcement works best when the parties involved pretend not to be doing it. Pirro will presumably bring a higher degree of legal competence and a good deal more media savvy to the tasks at hand than Martin did. The tasks themselves, however, may prove all too similar.
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Trump Heads Back to Where He Started

The president's visit to Saudi Arabia comes almost exactly eight years after his surreal first foray abroad.

by Jonathan Lemire




Updated at 3:40 p.m. ET on May 9, 2025

Surely, you remember The Orb.

It's been nearly a decade, but the image from Riyadh still prompts fascination, mystery, and a general feeling of Just what was that anyway? The glowing orb radiated from the center of a darkened room lined with computer screens. A trio of world leaders--President Donald Trump, King Salman of Saudi Arabia, and President Abdel Fattah el-Sisi of Egypt--silently and slowly approached. All three then placed their hands on the bright white sphere and held them there for nearly two minutes. Their faces were illuminated from below, as if they were standing above the world's most expensive campfire. No one said a word.

The first lady, Melania Trump, also momentarily touched the orb, which, upon closer inspection, was actually a globe. Photos and videos of the scene immediately went viral and, depending on your political viewpoint, evoked either the bridge of a sleek Star Trek spaceship or a summit of James Bond supervillains. None of the leaders seemed to know quite what to do. At one point, Trump sort of smirked. I was standing about four feet away from the odd assemblage. And it wasn't even the strangest thing I saw that day.

The first foreign trip of Trump's second term, scheduled for next week, will come almost eight years to the day after the first international trip of his previous term, and it will begin in the same place--the Saudi Arabian capital. Many of the same themes that defined the president's 2017 visit remain pertinent now: Trump's support for Israel, his fondness for authoritarians, his push to contain Iran, and his prioritization of deals over humanitarian concerns. Now, as then, European allies are watching nervously.

For all the spectacle of that first trip, its true revelation was Trump's refusal to say the things that American presidents normally say. He made no attempt to publicly promote democracy and human rights in Saudi Arabia. In Israel and the West Bank, he pointedly declined to affirm America's long-standing support for a two-state solution. And on the last leg of the trip, in Europe, Trump would not explicitly endorse the mutual-defense doctrine that has been the cornerstone of transatlantic security for decades. But what was shocking then is expected now. In many ways, Trump on that trip first suggested the role he intended to play as a global figure that has now been fully realized in his second term in office.

In 2017, world leaders were still adjusting to the new American president, knowing they needed to flatter him but deeply uncertain about what he truly believed and how he would wield his power on the international stage. Now there are fewer mysteries with Trump, who, since his return to power, has shown no hesitation in straining alliances, igniting a global trade war, and favoring autocratic regimes over democracies. But he is heading back to the Middle East at a fraught moment, amid a humanitarian crisis and renewed conflict in Gaza, as well as precarious talks over Iran's nuclear future. His transactional view of foreign policy has only hardened, and it will be on full display as he returns to the region.

As soon as Air Force One touched down in Riyadh's triple-digit heat in May 2017, it was clear that the Saudis had figured out how to get in Trump's good graces. When Trump stepped onto foreign soil for the first time as president, he did so onto a literal red carpet and was greeted by the king--an honor not given to his predecessor, Barack Obama. Cannons boomed, and Saudi military jets roared overhead. I was in the press pool--the rotating group of journalists that travels with the president--and as our motorcade raced through the city's emptied streets, we saw giant images of Trump and King Salman hanging on nearly every highway overpass and many buildings. A lavish cardamom-coffee ceremony and medal presentation at the Royal Court followed, honors usually bestowed only on royalty. Trump's image was also projected onto the side of the Ritz-Carlton resort where he stayed, towering over the sprawling desert metropolis. (That same hotel would later be used as a luxurious detention center, where Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman, the king's son and heir apparent, imprisoned his political foes.)

Read: Saudi Arabia first

The strange orb was part of a hastily built anti-extremist center. And yet it was somehow topped on the surrealness scale by a traditional sword dance that followed a few hours later at the nation's official cultural center, which included Steve Bannon, noted isolationist, cutting a few moves alongside saber-toting Saudi royals. (After publication, Bannon told me he wasn't dancing that night.) Everything about the Saudi stop was larger than life, meant to impress and woo the president, and Trump seemed flattered by the overtures. The template established by those days in Riyadh was emulated in some fashion in the months ahead in global capitals as disparate as London and Beijing.

"One thing that has remained constant is his seeming kindred affection for strong leaders," Mark Hannah, the head of the Institute for Global Affairs, a foreign-policy think tank, told me. Hannah added that Trump's choice not to lecture about American values on the world stage might now put him in a better position to broker deals. "He's shrewd about the value of geopolitical neutrality," Hannah said, "and creates a sense to others that they can do business with him."

Next week's trip will be more modest in scope than the 2017 tour, with just three Gulf-state stops--Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates--over a few days. A major focus for Trump will be business, including investments in technology, as well as weapons sales and joint AI projects. A Saudi-U.S. investment forum will take place during Trump's visit. Similar efforts are being planned for the UAE. A diplomat who works for one of the nations Trump will visit, speaking on the condition of anonymity to discuss upcoming negotiations, told me that the trip is expected to focus more on concrete financial achievements than on achieving diplomatic breakthroughs. "We're no longer in 'solving the world's problems' mode," this person said.

"A secure and stable Middle East means greater prosperity for our partner nations and the United States," a White House spokesperson told me.

But the world's problems will be impossible to avoid. Israel has announced that it plans a military assault and full-on occupation of Gaza unless Hamas agrees to concessions, including releasing the remaining hostages it is holding; the deadline the Israelis gave the terrorist group falls the day after Trump's visit to the region concludes. Israeli officials had hoped that Trump would include a stop in their country. But two administration officials told me that Trump did not want to visit unless he had secured a Gaza cease-fire that he could tout. At the same time, Trump has given Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu wide leeway to run his war in Gaza, and proposed that all 2 million Palestinian residents be removed so the Gaza Strip could be turned into a resort. Gulf-state leaders, mindful of the sympathy their people have for the Palestinians, are expected to lobby Trump to rein in Israel.

"When President Trump came into office, there was real positive movement in Gaza. There was a cease-fire in place. There were dozens of hostages released, and there was robust humanitarian aid getting in to address the suffering of Gazans. That's changed," Senator Chris Coons, a Democrat who sits on the Foreign Relations Committee, told me. "Trump has an enormous opening here, an opportunity to show real leadership on the world stage by pressing Netanyahu to abandon the idea of occupying Gaza fully, to abandon the idea of displacing Palestinians, and to restart humanitarian aid into Gaza."

Negotiations between the United States and Iran about its nuclear future will also be a central agenda item for the trip. Tehran is close to developing a nuclear weapon, which Israel and other Middle Eastern neighbors, including Saudi Arabia, strongly oppose. There has been internal debate within the Trump administration as to what path Tehran should be permitted to take; the Iran hawks support Netanyahu's view that the nuclear program should be completely destroyed, while others, such as Secretary of State Marco Rubio, have voiced support for allowing Iran to maintain a nuclear-energy program. Trump has argued against using military force and recently said on Meet the Press that he wants "total dismantlement" of Iran's nuclear program, something Tehran has previously refused. Still, some in the administration believe that a deal could be possible before long, according to the two U.S. officials.

"We have to remember what led to the Iran negotiations to begin with: The administration's motivation to pursue talks is rooted in an assessment that Iran could be close to having a nuclear weapon," Hagar Chemali, a former Treasury Department official under President George W. Bush and National Security Council adviser under Obama, told me. "That would fundamentally change things across the Middle East."

Trump has established close ties with the Saudi crown prince, known as MBS, whom he defended after the Washington Post columnist Jamal Khashoggi was murdered in 2018, allegedly at Riyadh's order. And the president's fondness for Saudi Arabia has further isolated its rival Iran. Aides told me that one goal for his second term is to secure an extension of the Abraham Accords, the deal his first administration brokered to normalize relations between Israel and the UAE, Bahrain, and others. Now the administration wants to do the same for Israel and Saudi Arabia. A deal between those two countries was gathering momentum in the Biden administration before Hamas's attack against Israel on October 7, 2023. Most observers believe that a breakthrough in Gaza is needed before much additional progress can be made.

From the April 2022 issue: Inside the palace with Mohammed Bin Salman

Trump earlier this year teased one other blockbuster possibility for his time in Saudi Arabia: a surprise meeting with Russian President Vladimir Putin in an effort to end the war in Ukraine. But Trump has since downplayed those chances, and both the White House and the Kremlin have said no summit is scheduled.

As for the orb? The anti-extremist center in Riyadh is still open, but the orb is no longer there, according to a book by the New York Times reporter Ben Hubbard. When workers at the center noticed that many American visitors took photos with it, the Saudi government gave the sphere to the U.S. embassy as a gift. It has since been placed in storage.
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The Partisan Mind Virus

Dismissing evidence that a politician might be unfit for office is as much a mistake for the right as it was for the left.

by Jonathan Chait




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


Remember the days after President Joe Biden's barely coherent debate performance, when Democratic dead-enders insisted that nothing was the matter? That was embarrassing. But apparently it wasn't so embarrassing that everybody took away the correct lesson, because something similar is now happening between Senator John Fetterman and a coterie of admirers on the right. Conservatives are now doing the exact same thing that the Biden defenders did: denying the obvious unfitness of a politician because he's politically useful.

Fetterman is the subject of a devastating new profile in New York magazine (my former employer). Ben Terris reports that Fetterman's staff and even his wife have repeatedly expressed concerns over his mental health, following a pattern of strange statements and actions from the senator, including a near-fatal car crash.

After Terris's story appeared, conservatives leaped to Fetterman's defense, depicting it as a hit piece motivated by anger at the senator's recent rightward tilt, which has manifested in an ultra-hawkish defense of Israel, warm words for President Donald Trump, and a vote to confirm Pam Bondi as attorney general. "Fetterman was indispensable in 2022. He was reliably liberal and therefore could never be seen as going rogue. But now that it's actually happening, suddenly the party has deemed him quite expendable, hence the flimsy New York magazine piece that just came out of nowhere," the conservative Washington Examiner charges. This line of attack has been repeated in columns in the The Daily Wire ("As Fetterman Defends Israel, Dems Suddenly Question His Mental Health"), National Review ("Progressives Warn That John Fetterman Suffers From Acute Pro-Israel-itis"), and several other outlets.

None of these articles acknowledges, let alone attempts to rebut, Terris's extensive account of Fetterman's erratic behavior, which is at least as clear as the evidence of Biden's infirmity. Many of the conservative attacks conflate the effects of Fetterman's stroke, which occurred before the 2022 election, with his hospitalization for depression the following year, questioning how Democrats could vouch for Fetterman in 2022 while doubting his fitness today.

A stroke is a discrete event from which full recovery is possible. It is also, of course, possible to recover from depression. But as Terris notes, Fetterman's staff had strong reason to believe he was failing to adhere to his recovery plan. "No one I spoke to for this article could be sure about whether Fetterman stayed on his medication during this period, but five different people said they heard comments from the senator that suggested he was not," Terris writes. Additionally, he reports, "in group texts including senior staff from March 2024, staffers used terms like manic to describe his behavior. They pointed out that he was canceling medical appointments despite the blood tests being 'pillars of the recovery plan.'" Adam Jentleson, then the senator's chief of staff, wrote a letter to Fetterman's doctors last year laying out his concerns about his boss's well-being and disregard of doctor's orders.

To be sure, assessing whether certain behaviors that troubled Fetterman's staff (incoherent rants, compulsive social-media posting) indicate unstable mental health is at least somewhat subjective. In the Trump era especially, one person's raving lunatic is another person's bold populist truth-teller. But Fetterman's terrifying record of erratic driving, including a crash that occurred when he insisted on driving home after a red-eye flight, is a matter of objective fact.

What's more, the thesis that "woke" staffers are sandbagging the boss with bogus concerns has trouble explaining why the strongest piece of evidence comes via the letter to doctors from Jentleson, who scolded Democratic staffers who'd criticized their bosses on Israel ("The thing about being a staffer is that no one elected you to represent them," he posted in October 2023) and has publicly urged his party to defy progressive pressure groups. The right-wing critique also fails to explain why Fetterman's staffers refuse to ride in any car he's driving. If their disagreement was ideological in nature, remaining in his employ while engaging in a targeted boycott of Fetterman-driven vehicles would be a very odd form of protest.

Franklin Foer: How Biden destroyed his legacy

The conservative complaints more or less begin from the premise that Fetterman's ideological apostasy is the only possible explanation for a story on his infirmity. The possibility that a journalist would report on a public figure's health for nonideological reasons seems to escape them completely. Some of the right's suspicious minds appear not to understand the basics of journalism. Consider this passage from the Examiner:

So, who are these current staffers? We'll never know, because just like every political hit piece, these allegations are based on anonymous sources. But here's where things get both nefarious and obvious: A letter written by former Fetterman chief of staff Adam Jentleson to Walter Reed Medical Center regarding his concern for the senator's health was miraculously leaked to New York magazine.


The writer proceeds immediately from claiming that "we'll never know" the source of the allegations to insisting that the fact that we know the primary source is nefarious. The "miraculous" leaking of Jentleson's letter is not evidence of a conspiracy but a straightforward description of how reporting works.

Many conservative publications are built on a hyperbolic critique of the mainstream media, which assumes that all "objective" journalism is mere cover for left-wing activism and advancement of the Democratic Party's agenda. With that false premise, they then set out to create the very same thing for the right. But this inability to believe that a reporter might report a story for reasons not of ideology but of public interest reveals a broader form of sophistry--one that not only is endemic on the right but also has grown more common on the left--in which a partisan mind builds its worldview entirely in response to the perceived bad faith of the other side.

Suppose you observe, accurately, that many liberals downplayed evidence of Biden's mental decline. Now you can use that as a license to dismiss evidence of mental decline in any politician you favor. As long as the hypocrisy of the opposing side is your only point of contact with the facts of the case, you have no standard of internal consistency that you need to follow. Your position on Biden's fitness can be that the libs are liars for denying it, and your position on Fetterman's fitness can be that the libs are hypocritical because they used to defend Biden. Of course, when they were defending Biden, many libs did the same thing, turning every question about his ability to handle the job into a game of Why aren't we questioning Trump's fitness?

The misguided assumption beneath this hyper-partisan fallacy is that refusing to hold one's own side to account is an advantage. The conservative movement operates largely on a poisonous distrust of any mainstream institution dedicated to upholding standards (journalism, science, academia). Growing swaths of the left, having seen Trump ride to power on a wave of cult-like obedience, have now decided that maintaining any standards for their leaders is a sucker's game.

But looking the other way as Biden's mind was slipping was not a shortcut to defeating Trump. It was an act of self-sabotage. Although conservatives may take longer to pay a price for failing to restrain their mad king, their policy of dismissing all doubts about the mental fitness of their leaders and allies of convenience--a habit now causing them to rally behind Fetterman--is a shaky foundation upon which to build a movement.
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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




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


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 by 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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/05/musk-doge-spending-cuts/682736/?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




Updated at 11:00 am ET on May 9, 2025

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 founder 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 originally identified Jeff Bezos as Amazon's CEO. He is the company's founder.
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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 on 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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The Honeymoon Is Ending in Syria

A former jihadist needs more than charisma to heal his shattered country.

by Robert F. Worth




Five months after its liberation from the police state of Bashar al-Assad, Syria sometimes looks like a country in civil war. Sectarian clashes have turned into street battles with rockets and mortars. In the southern province of Suweida, local leaders have denounced the new Syrian government as a band of terrorists, and they fly the flag of a Druze statelet that flourished a century ago.

The country's new president, Ahmed al-Sharaa, has tried repeatedly to reassure Syria's religious minorities, saying he wants peace and pluralism. He won some unexpected relief on the economic front yesterday, when President Donald Trump, who is visiting the Gulf states, agreed to drop all American sanctions on Syria. But he seems unable to remedy the structural flaws that have fed the violence of recent months. His fledgling state is too centralized, and too dependent on former jihadists he cannot control.

In March, Sunni Islamist gangs massacred Alawites on the Syrian coast, in attacks that left well over 1,000 people dead. Alawite friends tell me they live in constant fear, as these gangs roam the streets and sometimes confiscate their houses at gunpoint under the dubious authority of a "war-spoils committee." Several have asked for my help in escaping a country that now seems alien to them.

The latest crisis erupted late last month, when a Druze cleric was alleged to have insulted the Prophet Muhammad. Crowds of armed men thronged the streets in several Syrian cities, chanting for the blood of infidels. The audiotape of the cleric's offense turned out to be fake. But an old religious hatred had been rekindled. One video showed a small boy held aloft in a cheering crowd as he sang "Alawites, we will slaughter you all" and slashed the air with a knife. Soon afterward, gunmen attacked members of the Druze religious minority in towns south of Damascus, setting off fierce battles that left more than 100 people dead.

Read: Can one man hold Syria together?

Attitudes are hardening among the Druze, who have mostly refused to hand over their heavy weapons to Damascus. Many believe that the new government was behind the attacks, despite its denials. "We are defending ourselves against Salafi ISIS extremism and terrorism, disguised as a state," a Druze contact texted me earlier this month.

The attack on the Druze has drawn in Israel and shown just how vulnerable Syria's new state is. On May 2, Israeli warplanes fired missiles into a hillside next to Syria's presidential palace, in what that country's defense minister called a "clear warning" to leave the Druze alone. Israel appears to be exploiting the conflict to carve out a de facto zone of control in southern Syria, where the Druze are concentrated. It has also clashed with Turkey, the patron of the new Syrian government, which aspires to exert a similar dominance over the country's north.

Israel's incursions are fueling a vicious cycle inside Syria. They feed the perception that the Druze are a fifth column, supported by an outside power; hard-line Sunni Muslims see this as justification for more attacks. Most Druze resent Israel's behavior, but the more threatened they feel by their Sunni neighbors, the more inclined they are to demand greater autonomy for their sect and region. A similar pattern is visible with the Kurds in Syria's northeast, who distrust Sharaa and are trying to maintain some independence.

Israel and Turkey have been holding "deconfliction" talks in Baku, the capital of Azerbaijan, ostensibly aimed at avoiding military mishaps. To some Syrians, the talks resemble a vaguely colonial project to divide up their country, as the European powers did a century ago after the collapse of the Ottoman empire.

Sharaa, a former jihadist who led the fight to expel Assad in November and December, cannot do much about these internal and external challenges to his authority. He has spoken out repeatedly against sectarianism and says he wants to restore a pluralist and sovereign Syria. But without a real army, he is still dependent on the undisciplined jihadist legions who helped him defeat the Assad regime.

"Sharaa has a dilemma: How do you unify the country without having real control?" Joshua Landis, the director of Middle East Studies at the University of Oklahoma, told me. "His forces are Sunni supremacists, there's no getting around that."

Landis and others say that Sharaa has given up any hope he might have had to tame his unruly militias and has now adopted a tacit strategy of crushing the minorities into submitting to Sunni rule. If that is true, Sharaa could risk souring his improved relations with the United States and Europe, which have lifted the sanctions that were suffocating Syria's economy. Christians may be a minority in Syria, but their voices are loud in Washington, and perhaps especially with Trump loyalists like Sebastian Gorka, who more or less runs Syria policy in the new administration.

Read: Assad's opponents are building a new order

Paul Salem, the Beirut-based vice president for international engagement at the Middle East Institute, takes a more optimistic view of Sharaa. "The president is seemingly trying to inch in the right direction, with great difficulty," he told me, adding that the U.S. and others can still help Sharaa build a more open government that would help stabilize the region.

President Trump's meeting with Sharaa in Riyadh on Wednesday could help to advance that effort, Salem told me. Sharaa is urgently hoping to lure American investments in Syria. He has already tried to fulfill some conditions the Trump administration has laid out, including by arresting some Palestinian militants in Syria and reaching out indirectly to Israel to signal a desire for peace.

Syria is a shattered country whose reconstruction will cost hundreds of billions of dollars. Any kind of funding would make a big difference. Just being able to pay regular salaries to soldiers, police, and teachers would provide a bulwark against chaos.

But the recent sectarian bloodletting has exposed another problem, and it's one Trump can do nothing about. Sharaa's new government is far too centralized and desperately short on competent administrators. The Syrian leader has placed his family members and cronies in essential posts. He appointed 23 new cabinet members in late March--most of them figureheads without power. Almost nothing can be done without the direct involvement of Sharaa or Asaad Shaibani, his foreign minister and right-hand man. The machinery of state moves at a crawl; public employees are still being paid via Sham Cash, a dubious app launched by Sharaa's Islamist cronies before the fall of the Assad regime and plagued by technical failures.

Read: The end of a 13-year nightmare

Sharaa promulgated a new constitution in March that enshrines this concentration of power. There is no real check on the authority of the president, who directly appoints a third of the Parliament and indirectly controls the remaining two-thirds. The constitution also says the Syrian state "respects all divine religions." Many Islamists--including those in the new government--see that wording as a tacit exclusion of the Alawite, Druze, and Ismaili faiths. Members of those communities see the clause as an insult at best, and at worst, an invitation to violence.

Sharaa has great charisma, and many Syrians tell me, with conviction, that he is not to blame for the fanaticism in his camp. But if sectarian pogroms continue on his watch, those assurances will start to look hollow. Some people are already recalling the honeymoon granted to an earlier Syrian ruler, who seemed so mild-mannered in his first days that few could believe he was the one sending people to be tortured and killed.

"People used to say, It isn't his fault; Bashar's heart is good," Mohammad al-Abdallah, the executive director of the Syria Justice and Accountability Project, told me. "It was always the people around him who were to blame."
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Is the AfD Too Extreme for Democracy?

Germany's far-right party hates immigration, and some of its leaders have a disturbing tendency to say things that sound Nazi-curious.

by Graeme Wood


Supporters of the far-right Alternative for Germany (AfD) political party wave German flags at the final AfD campaign rally ahead of tomorrow's Thuringia state elections, on August 31, 2024, in Erfurt, Germany. (Sean Gallup / Getty)



In the year leading up to Germany's February elections, the far-right party Alternative for Germany was rising fast in the polls. It would ultimately increase its seats in the Bundestag from 76 to 152. But when I talked with supporters, I found that they were cynical. One of the most consistent messages I heard when I visited Germany was that the government had rigged the game against them. "It's not just the opposing parties that don't want us; the system itself doesn't want us," said a member of the crowd at a rally in Thuringia. Now that claim seems undeniable.

Last week, the German domestic spy agency Bundesamt fur Verfassungsschutz declared the AfD an "extremist" organization, which makes it eligible for surveillance, infiltration, and a potential outright ban. Other groups previously singled out for attention and investigation by the agency include the Islamic State, various unruly Marxist-Leninists, and the Church of Scientology. These others can boast a ragged caliphate, closets full of Che T-shirts, and an upcoming Mission: Impossible movie, respectively. But they do not have what the AfD has: nearly a quarter of the seats in the German Parliament. The AfD has already challenged the "extremist" label in court, and the BfV has withdrawn its finding until the court rules on it. The case is expected to take months, possibly years, and in the meantime will throw German politics into disarray.

The AfD hates immigration, and some of its leaders, such as Bjorn Hocke, have a disturbing tendency to say things that sound, if not outright Nazi, then at least Nazi-curious. If loathing immigrants and swiping right on the Third Reich is extremism, then the label does seem to fit at least part of the AfD's leadership. The election results suggest that most Germans find these views, or the impulse to base a political party on them, repugnant. But the BfV's actions would remove that judgment from the ballot, leaving AfD supporters unable to vote for the party and other voters unable to vote against it. Germans remember their authoritarian past, and they remember, too, that authoritarianism arrived by democratic means. These memories have led to ambivalence about democracy. Declaring a quarter of the country so extreme that the other three-quarters cannot be trusted to defeat it reflects this insecurity.

The BfV is roughly analogous to the FBI in the United States. But the FBI spies mostly to catch criminals, and it does so with, in theory, a certain amount of independence while being run by the executive branch and overseen by Congress. The BfV is not a law-enforcement agency--it does not arrest; it does not charge--and it is run and overseen by whichever party or coalition wins the latest election. Its mandate is not limited to or guided by a quest for violations of the law, but represented by the vaguer standard of "protection of the constitution."

Graeme Wood: Germany's anti-extremist firewall is collapsing

Both Democrats and Republicans think, sometimes with justification, that the FBI and other agencies have been used by the party in power to investigate political opponents. In Germany, there is no doubt, because the BfV is run this way by design, and it has openly declared its finding: that the country's main opposition party can be spied upon using aggressive and invasive measures.

Hans-Georg Maassen, who ran the BfV from 2012 to 2018 and is now head of the Values Union party, told me that the agency has gotten out of control. "Germany and Austria are the only countries in the Western world who use a domestic intelligence service to observe political opponents," he said. "It is unthinkable in other democracies. But in Germany, it's standard political practice." He said that as the agency's leader, he'd tried to end the practice, but his successors had instead expanded it. "To observe parties is a task for other parties, not for an intelligence service," he told me.

The AfD is strongest in the former East Germany, where economic development has lagged and where older folks in particular remember the invasive investigations of the Stasi. Although the BfV is not the Stasi, the allegations it has lodged against the AfD do suggest that it is enforcing a political orthodoxy. Last year, it issued a report that accused AfD leaders of promoting an "understanding of the nation that is racist" and "based on ancestry." It said they held "views hostile to foreigners and Muslims" and that they "accused asylum-seekers and migrants from Muslim countries of origin of cultural incompatibility and a strong propensity for crime." In the report, the BfV cited a 2022 court case that upheld the finding that the AfD is "suspected" of extremism--one step away from the "confirmed" extremist declaration of last week--because its anti-immigrant views violate the German Basic Law's protections of "human dignity" and equality before the law.

AfD members would welcome at least some of these accusations. The belief that Germanness has something to do with ancestry, and that recent immigrants are bad for Germany, is very much the point of the AfD. The belief that recent immigrants commit more crimes than the general population is uncontroversial; the reasons for those disparities are not. In Article 116, the German Basic Law itself refers to the concept of Germanness-by-descent. (After the Second World War, the German state included this provision to recognize the citizenship of ethnic Germans outside of Germany, especially in Soviet Bloc areas.) Until recently, no German would have been shocked by the idea that German ancestry has something to do with being German.

Peter Wehner: MAGA has found a new model

A quirk in the interpretation of German law about banning political parties states that a party can't be banned unless it is actually strong enough to threaten German democracy. Parties that are unpopular or followed by just a few yahoos, such as the odious right-wing National Democratic Party, do not rise to the level of banning. This provision contains within it the tension underlying the whole project of banning parties: Once they are big enough to ban, they are also so large that to ban them would entail undermining the will of many Germans, and the value of subjecting difficult questions to the democratic process.

At this point, the AfD is a force of that magnitude: too big to ban, and too big not to. The proper solution was political all along. The other German parties delayed their reckoning with popular discontent over immigration, and instead let the AfD dominate that issue, which heated up politically until it could not be ignored. Now a harder task will fall to the new chancellor, Friedrich Merz. He has already stumbled in efforts to show that he will reform immigration. He will have to show that his own spy agency is not just playing politics as it goes after the party that cared about immigration long before his own did--the party that is either too German, or not German enough.
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Trump Sides With the Israeli People Against Netanyahu

Most Israelis want to end the war, but their prime minister does not.

by Yair Rosenberg




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


Today, Hamas freed Edan Alexander, its sole remaining living American hostage. The release was the result of a back-channel dialogue between the United States and the terrorist group ahead of Donald Trump's arrival in the region this week. Announcing the news on social media, the president heralded the event not as a one-off, but as a step "to put an end to this very brutal war and return ALL living hostages and remains to their loved ones." Israel was not involved in the process and, according to Axios, found out about the negotiations only through its intelligence services.

Some reports have cast this disconnect as indicative of a chasm between Trump and Israel. But this is a misreading. The divide is not between the president and Israel so much as between the president and Israel's leader. Most Israelis support what Trump is doing--and oppose Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's approach to the war in Gaza.

This dynamic was evident from an emotional moment that took place in mid-air. Earlier today, Adam Boehler, Trump's special envoy for hostage response, flew to Israel with Alexander's mother in advance of her son's release. In an unusual move, Boehler addressed the commercial flight over the intercom. "President Trump, when he told me to go get back every hostage, every Israeli, he wasn't kidding," Boehler told the passengers. "And I want you to know that this is the start. We're going after every single hostage that there exists in all of Israel. We're coming for them all, because the bond of Israel and the bond of the United States has never been stronger." The people on the plane applauded.

This response is not surprising. For months, polls have shown again and again that some 70 percent of Israelis support striking a deal to free the remaining hostages over continuing the war. The problem is that Netanyahu is politically beholden to the radical minority that not only wants to escalate the conflict, but hopes to ethnically cleanse Palestinians from the Gaza Strip and replace them with Jewish settlements. And without the far-right parties pushing this outcome, Netanyahu's coalition government would collapse.

Read: Israel plunges into darkness

Trump knows that most Israelis want to conclude the war with diplomacy, and not just because he and his team can read polls. Back in March, the president met with hostages who had been freed during prior cease-fires and reportedly asked them whether the Israeli public was willing to back another hostage deal. Their answer was not officially disclosed, but most of those who met with Trump have since rallied for a new hostage agreement, and they are far from alone. The latest survey by Israel's Institute for National Security Studies found that 69 percent of Israelis support "ending the war in exchange for an agreement to return all the hostages"; only 23 percent are opposed.

Any deal would require the release of notorious terrorists from Israeli prisons, but that's a price the public is willing to pay. Back in 2011, 79 percent of Israelis supported the release of more than 1,000 Palestinian prisoners--including brutal murderers such as Yahya Sinwar, the future architect of the October 7 massacre--in exchange for a single captive Israeli soldier. Leaving no one behind is essential to the Israeli ethos, because the country's people know that the world has historically been willing to abandon Jews to their fate. One can see this outlook as noble, narrow, or shortsighted, but it is the reality, and Trump has placed himself on the side of it and the Israeli people.

Netanyahu has not. Although diplomacy reflects both the Israeli preference and the American interest, the prime minister cannot straightforwardly pursue it, because his far-right coalition rejects it. And so Trump and his envoys Boehler and Steve Witkoff seem to have decided to force the issue, knowing that Netanyahu will likely have to go along with whatever Trump proposes, because he has nowhere else to turn. In the past, Netanyahu has waited out Democratic presidents and relied on allies on the American right to run cover for him while doing so. But with Trump, he has no such options.

Nor does Netanyahu have his public's approval. The prime minister's coalition received just 48.4 percent of the vote in Israel's last election. More than 70 percent of the public wants Netanyahu to resign either now or after the war. The INSS survey found that 76 percent of Israelis have little or no faith in the current government, which has been losing in the polls since well before October 7.

Israel today is a war-weary society that wants to get its people back, not to advance an extremist endgame cooked up by the far right to expel Gazans and indefinitely occupy the Strip. Just 20 percent of Israelis support Jewish settlement in Gaza, and only 16 percent back prolonged Israeli military governance there.

Given these realities, Trump may well understand that his Israeli counterpart is a paper tiger who lacks popular legitimacy. The question is: How far will he press his advantage? For now, the Alexander negotiation that sidelined Netanyahu and the Trump team's subsequent push for a final hostage and cease-fire deal suggests that the administration has picked a side--the Israeli majority's side.
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The Crisis of American Leadership Reaches an Empty Desert

Photographs from the humanitarian disaster in Sudan and Chad

by Lynsey Addario


Refugees who fled the Zamzam camp in Sudan's Darfur region sit on top of a truck shortly after arriving in Tine, a border town in eastern Chad. They await relocation to a transit camp nearby. (May 1, 2025)



In Tine, a barren desert town in eastern Chad, the first humanitarian crisis of the post-American world is now unfolding. Thousands of people fleeing the civil war in Sudan's Darfur region have recently arrived there after enduring long journeys in relentless, 100-degree heat. Many have nothing--they report being beaten, robbed, or raped along the way--and almost nothing awaits them in Tine. Due in part to the Trump administration's devastating cuts to foreign aid, only a skeleton staff of international humanitarian workers are on hand to receive them. There are shortages of food, water, medicine, and shelter in Tine, and few resources to move people anywhere else.

Several months ago, I was reporting in Sudan with the photographer Lynsey Addario. She recently returned to the region and spent several days photographing and speaking with some of the people who are streaming into Tine. According to aid workers on the ground, more than 30,000 people have arrived there since regional fighting intensified in mid-April, and more than 3,500 are now arriving every day. The photos below capture the desperation of people with nowhere to go, the absence of infrastructure to help them, the desolation of the empty desert.

Most of the people in Tine and nearby towns are coming from Zamzam, a famine-stricken camp for displaced people in North Darfur. Aid trucks carrying food have long had difficulty reaching Zamzam, thanks to ongoing violence, bad roads, and the Sudanese government's reluctance to let international organizations operate in areas controlled by its rivals. Over the past few weeks, the Rapid Support Forces, the militia that is the Sudanese army's main antagonist, raised the stakes further. The RSF tightened its siege of El-Fasher, the largest city in North Darfur, and began shelling Zamzam itself.

The core of the RSF consists of Arabic-speaking nomads, once known as the Janjaweed, who have long been in conflict with the non-Arab farmers in this part of Sudan. Their lethal rivalry is not a religious dispute--both sides are overwhelmingly Muslim--and the ethnic differences are blurry. Nevertheless, refugees in Tine say RSF soldiers are interrogating people escaping from Zamzam and El-Fasher, and murdering men who look "African" instead of "Arab," who speak the wrong language or who come from the wrong tribe. "If your language is Arabic, they will let you go," a woman named Fatima Suleiman recounted. Those who did not speak it, she said, were murdered on the spot. Her dark-skinned son, Ahmed, a student who knows some English, was spared because he speaks Arabic too, though his friends were not as fortunate. He watched them get gunned down.

In theory, the Trump administration still supports emergency humanitarian aid. But in practice, the cuts to logistics and personnel, the abrupt changes to payments, and the associated chaos have hampered all of the international humanitarian organizations working in Tine and everywhere else. The Chadian Red Cross lacks transport for the wounded. The World Food Program's supplies are unreliable because support systems have been cut. The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees is cutting staff due to budget constraints. Jean-Paul Habamungu Samvura, who represents UNHCR in eastern Chad, said that in his 20-year career, he could not recall refugees ever being offered so little.

"Our big donor is the U.S.," Samvura said. But in February, UNHCR was instructed to alter its services. "Things we are used to seeing as lifesaving activity, like providing shelter, are no longer considered lifesaving activity," he explained. That leaves his team with an unsolvable problem: "Where to put people at least to give them a bit of shading." Some of his staff have been told that their jobs will end as soon as June, but the crisis will not end in June.

Local Sudanese groups, part of a mutual-aid movement called Emergency Response Rooms, are collecting donations from overseas and have begun offering meals to refugees, as they do all over Sudan. But if the number of displaced people continues to grow as the scale of the disaster expands, these volunteers will also need more resources, if only to ensure that everyone in Tine eats a meal every day. Eyewitnesses report people dying of thirst on the way to Tine, and malnourished children arriving among the refugees.

This is a dramatic moment in a devastating war. More people have been displaced by violence in Sudan than in Ukraine and Gaza combined. Statements about Sudan are regularly made at the UN and in other international forums. And yet the people in these photographs seem to have been abandoned in an empty landscape. As the United States withdraws and international institutions decay, their ordeal may be a harbinger of what is to come.


Sudanese refugees gather in the sweltering sun near a United Nations truck in the Tine transit camp. They are to be relocated to another overstretched, underserviced camp nearby in eastern Chad. (May 1, 2025)




Community members distributing hot meals in Tine try to fight back Sudanese refugees desperate for food. Most of the newly arrived refugees fled famine conditions at the Zamzam camp in Darfur. Dwindling support from the United States and other international donors has left local groups without resources. (May 1, 2025)




Sudanese refugees board a truck in Tine. (May 1, 2025)




Sudanese children scramble to grab their bowls from the ground following a food distribution by the Tine Emergency Response Room. The group aims to provide 1,700 meals a day for the thousands of Sudanese refugees arriving in Tine. (May 4, 2025)




Sudanese children are passed into the backs of United Nations trucks in Tine. (May 3, 2025)




Hungry Sudanese refugees run after trucks ferrying hot meals and food donated by the local community in Chad for the thousands awaiting transfer from the Tine transit camp to Iridimi. Until the recent massive influx of refugees, most Sudanese arriving in Tine would be relocated almost immediately to nearby camps for shelter. Because of U.S. humanitarian-assistance cuts, the United Nations does not have the means to transfer refugees quickly, leaving them for more than a week without shelter or food under the hot sun. (May 3, 2025)




Fatima Oumda Mohammed, carries her two-month-old son, Mohammed Khari Mohammed Bar, moments after arriving at the border in Tine. Fatima's husband was killed in the attack on Zamzam, and she and her son walked for two weeks to the Chad border. (May 1, 2025)




At the Iridimi camp, in eastern Chad, Taysir Ibrahim Juma, 30, holds her two-month-old son, Mujahid, as she sits among relatives and other Sudanese refugees. She said her husband was shot and killed by the Rapid Support Forces in Zamzam five months ago. (May 2, 2025)




A makeshift shelter at the Iridimi camp (May 2, 2025)




Most Sudanese refugees arriving in Tine are dehydrated and hungry. Many people fleeing violence in Darfur die of hunger or thirst before reaching the border with Chad; others are robbed, beaten, or killed along the way. (May 4, 2025)






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2025/05/humanitarian-disaster-sudan-chad/682758/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Israel Plunges Into Darkness

What Netanyahu describes as impending victory is a dive into the morass.

by Gershom Gorenberg




After 19 months of war in Gaza, the Israeli government has decided to march deeper into the quagmire.

Israel has announced its intention to take and retain a significant part of the Gaza Strip. Call-up orders are going out to tens of thousands of already exhausted reservists. The battered, hungry population of Gaza is to be forced into an even smaller part of the narrow enclave. The lives of the remaining Israeli hostages are in greater danger than ever.

The plan came with a caveat: The escalation will reportedly not start until the end of U.S. President Donald Trump's tour of the region next week, allowing for the possibility of a new hostage deal. But reports of an impending deal have become such a constant background murmur that few observers count on a diplomatic breakthrough to head off the new operation.

"We will achieve full, absolute victory in Gaza," Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu said in Hebrew in a social-media clip just before the decision Sunday night by the security cabinet--the committee of senior ministers responsible for military affairs. "We are in the stages of victory," Netanyahu added. Or, to paraphrase in American English: We can see the light at the end of the tunnel.

Read: How to say no to a would-be autocrat

For this Israeli, as for many others, the escalation is a promise to plunge deeper into darkness, militarily and morally.

The Israeli army will seek to take and hold more territory in Gaza and to "destroy all terror infrastructure, above- and belowground," a government spokesperson said Monday. "Belowground" refers to Hamas's tunnel network, which has bedeviled the Israeli army since the war began. What will be left standing aboveground remains to be seen.

The spokesperson, David Mencer, said that the objective was both to "return the hostages"--the 59 captives, alive and dead, still in Gaza--and to defeat Hamas. But Netanyahu made the order of his priorities clear in a controversial speech last week: Freeing the hostages was "an important goal," he said, but the "supreme goal" was victory over Hamas. Or, as he put it in another clip for his social-media followers this week, to drive Hamas "from the face of the Earth."

Netanyahu has made this overambitious promise--of "absolute" triumph over Hamas--since early in the war, and has repeatedly said that it is around the corner. But total victory is a chimera. Reoccupying larger chunks of Gaza is unlikely to eliminate Hamas. Instead, it will expose Israel's soldiers to a long war of attrition with the extreme Islamist organization. Hamas's losses will mount, but this will not make the deaths on the Israeli side any easier to bear.

Israel's military doctrine relies on mobilizing large numbers of civilians to fight short wars. This war is no longer short, and many reservists have spent more time in uniform than in civvies since October 7, 2023. They, their families, and their workplaces are very tired. Netanyahu's government promises more exhaustion.

The Palestinian civilians of Gaza, of course, are much more exhausted and traumatized. In the name of protecting them, the Israeli army intends to order yet another evacuation, reportedly to a single "humanitarian zone" in the southern part of the Gaza Strip. Netanyahu said this week that the intention is for the army to continue to hold whatever territory it takes. Implicitly, then, Palestinian civilians won't be returning until the promised day when Hamas is erased--and maybe not even then.

If permanent displacement is the government's policy, the proper term for it is ethnic cleansing--a moral catastrophe.

And what will happen inside the "humanitarian zone"? The government reportedly has a plan for providing food aid via a largely unknown foundation and private security firms. Nothing has been reported about who will govern the area, provide health services, or enforce public order. If Israel were to try to impose a military government, soldiers would be under constant attack. Netanyahu has been unwilling to discuss proposals for creating a new Palestinian government in Gaza. Hamas is likely to fill the vacuum.

The security cabinet apparently paid little attention to this problem in setting its policy. It also reportedly ignored an explicit warning from the military chief of staff, General Eyal Zamir. "In the plan for a full-scale operation, we won't necessarily reach the hostages," Zamir told ministers in a preparatory session before Sunday's decision, according to Israel's Channel 13. "Keep in mind that we could lose them."

As of now, Israel's official count is that 21 hostages are still alive, the fate of three is unknown, and Hamas is holding the bodies of 35. Netanyahu insists that military pressure is the only way to save the remaining living hostages. But no hostages have been found or released since fighting resumed in March. A New York Times investigation concluded that 41 hostages have died in captivity since the war began, including at least four who were killed in Israeli bombings and seven who were murdered by their captors to keep Israeli troops from rescuing them. Those dangers will only increase if the fighting intensifies.

Read: Why 70 percent of Israelis want Netanyahu to resign

The gap between the Israeli public and the government is most stark on the hostage issue. A recent poll found that more than two-thirds of Israelis see saving the hostages as the most important goal in the war, compared with one-quarter who say that toppling Hamas is most important. Last month, nearly 1,000 current and former Air Force reservists signed a public letter calling on the government to reach an agreement immediately with Hamas to release the hostages and end the war. That set off a wave of statements by reservists and veterans of other units.

So far, Netanyahu has refused to change course. To do so would mean admitting that his promise of absolute victory is hollow. It could spark a revolt by the two far-right parties in his coalition, and bring down his government.

It's just possible, nonetheless, that Netanyahu will change his mind and finally respond to the fury and despair of his own people. Or that during his stops in Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, and Qatar, the erratic American president will hear something to persuade him to tell Netanyahu to hold his fire. Or that Hamas and Israel will agree to one of the latest proposals for a renewed cease-fire and hostage deal.

But if such a deus ex machina does not appear, there's every reason to fear that Israel will plunge deeper into the morass.
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Why This India-Pakistan Conflict Is Different

India and Pakistan are fueling each other's extremism without an off-ramp in sight.

by Vaibhav Vats




The conflict between India and Pakistan has just escalated faster than at any previous point since they both acquired nuclear weapons at the end of the 20th century. That may be because the two countries' regimes have never been more alike.

In the past, India's commitment to secularism and democracy stood in sharp contrast to Pakistan's religious orientation and military dictatorship. Now, despite their avowed hostility, the governments have become mirror images of each other--defined by democratic repression and restive borderlands, and animated by notions of religious supremacy. They are fueling each other's grievances and extremism.

On April 17, Asim Munir, Pakistan's army chief, gave a belligerent speech in Islamabad, offering his version of Pakistan's founding myth and asserting that "we are different from the Hindus in every possible way." He described Kashmir as Pakistan's "jugular vein" and vowed that the country would "never abandon Kashmiris in their heroic struggle against Indian occupation."

Five days later, on April 22, a group of yet-to-be-identified militants attacked tourists in Pahalgam, in the Indian-administered section of Kashmir. Baisaran Valley, a picturesque meadow accessible only by foot and animal transport, teemed with roughly 2,000 visitors at the time. The militants asked the tourists to identify themselves by faith or to recite the kalma, a form of Islamic prayer. In this way, they identified the Hindu men among the crowd. Then they killed 26 people, most of them with a shot to the head, execution-style. Except for a lone Kashmiri victim who had confronted the militants, all of the deceased were Hindu.

Within India, the Pahalgam killings met with shock and rage across the political spectrum. They also raised questions--about security lapses, and about the country's flawed Kashmir policy under Prime Minister Narendra Modi, who revoked the territory's autonomy in 2019. But probably not coincidentally, an orchestrated drumbeat of hypernationalism soon drowned out those concerns, as pro-government networks and broadsheets, together with an organized scrum of Hindu-nationalist accounts on social media, led a chorus for military retaliation.

Tom Nichols: A crisis is no time for amateurs

That India would respond militarily appeared inevitable. Two days after the militant attack, Modi gave a speech at an election rally during which he abruptly switched to English, as though to address a global audience: "I want to say to the whole world that India will identify, trace, and punish every terrorist and their backers. We will pursue them to the ends of the Earth."

India and Pakistan have fought three wars and numerous smaller skirmishes over the disputed region of Kashmir since emerging from British colonial rule in 1947. During his decade in power, Modi has pursued a doctrine of punitive deterrence, which in practice means that no attack goes unanswered. In 2019, a terror attack in Kashmir resulted in the death of several dozen paramilitary officers. Less than two weeks later, India launched an air strike deep inside Pakistani territory, leading to an air battle that fell short of full-scale war. That 2019 Indian strike hit Balakot, in Pakistan's Khyber-Pakhtuntwa province--an early indication of Modi's willingness to expand the theater of military action beyond Kashmir.

Shortly after midnight yesterday, the Indian military went still further. It struck nine locations across Pakistan and the Pakistani-administered section of Kashmir, hitting targets in Punjab province, the heartland of Pakistani military and political power--home to roughly half of Pakistan's population. Lahore, the country's second-largest city, lies in that province, as does Rawalpindi, the headquarters of Pakistan's politically powerful military.

Pakistan has chosen to wage an asymmetrical struggle with India since at least 1971. That year, it lost a war with India that led to its eastern wing becoming the independent nation of Bangladesh. In the 1980s, Pakistan assisted Islamist fighters, under the tutelage of the CIA, in their drive to expel the Soviets from Afghanistan. By the end of that decade, the Soviets had been defeated, and the jihadist movement turned toward Kashmir, where they were able to exploit widespread disaffection with Indian rule. To the extent that strategic thinking guides attacks such as the one on Pahalgam, the idea is to fuel religious discord in India, in the hope that India's Hindu majority will turn against its Muslim minority. An India weakened by internal strife will be vulnerable to secessionist movements and impeded in its rise as a global power.

The Pakistani establishment has an unwitting ally in the Hindu right. Modi's 10 years in power have emboldened and strengthened a Hindu-nationalist movement whose proponents demonize Muslims both in India, which has a large Muslim minority, and in Pakistan. Hindu-nationalist rhetoric often deliberately conflates the two. The Pahalgam attack was followed by violent assaults on Muslims all across India. The Indian government, for its part, underscored religious divisions by naming its military action Operation Sindoor, after a traditional marker of married Hindu women. As heavy fighting broke out across the Line of Control, the Pakistani military targeted a Sikh temple in Indian-administered Kashmir in an attack that led to at least 10 civilian deaths.

From the November 1960 Issue: India and Pakistan

India and Pakistan came precariously close to nuclear war during their previous standoff in 2019. At that time, a late intervention by U.S. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo helped defuse tensions. But the current crisis exceeds that one in both scope and scale. The region is gripped by a foreboding not felt in generations, as Indian military strikes spark pandemonium across Pakistani cities. Mumbai and New Delhi plunged into darkness during trial blackouts yesterday.

Today, the Indian government said that it had struck air-defense installations in several Pakistani cities, including Lahore, in response to Pakistani attempts to target military facilities overnight in northern and western India. Pakistan said it had shot down 29 Indian drones and called the attack "a serious provocation."

In the evening, Pakistani missiles and drones attacked military stations in three locations across northern India and Indian-administered Kashmir. Indian networks and news websites reported retaliatory strikes in Lahore and Islamabad, among other Pakistani cities. Many media outlets have begun describing the hostilities as a war. And U.S. Secretary of State Marco Rubio has spoken with Indian External Affairs Minister Subrahmanyam Jaishankar and the Pakistani prime minister, urging de-escalation and the resumption of dialogue between the two nations.

For the moment, however, India and Pakistan seem to be vying for escalation dominance--and veering toward catastrophe--without an off-ramp in sight.
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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 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."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2025/05/baltic-countries-russia-us-nato/682719/?utm_source=feed
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Trump's Tactical Burger Unit Is Beyond Parody

Happy Meal Team Six

by Charlie Warzel




The first months of Donald Trump's second presidency have included a systematic attempt to dismantle government agencies and pillage their data; state-sponsored renditions of immigrants; flagrant corruption; and brazen flouting of laws and the courts. The New York Times editorial board summed it up well: "The first 100 days of President Trump's second term have done more damage to American democracy than anything else since the demise of Reconstruction."



But let us also not forget how extremely dumb this term has been. We now inhabit a world beyond parody, where the pixels of reality seem to glitch and flicker. Consider the following report from Trump's state visit to Saudi Arabia this week, posted by the foreign-affairs journalist Olga Nesterova: "As part of the red-carpet treatment, Saudi officials arranged for a fully operational mobile McDonald's unit to accompany President Trump during his stay." A skeptical news consumer might be inclined to pause for a moment at the phrase fully operational mobile McDonald's unit, their brain left to conjure what those words could possibly mean. (The Hamburglar clad in fatigues, perhaps? Ronald McDonald pulling on a Marlboro Red, an assault rifle slung across his back while on break from operating the Happy Meal command center/ball pit? A Death Star made of ground beef?) Thankfully, one's mind needn't wander far, as Nesterova attached a video of the fully operational mobile McDonald's unit (FOMMU): It's essentially a retrofit 18-wheeler made to look like a suburban fast-food restaurant, complete with modern wood siding and the golden arches.



The truck was reportedly parked near the state visit's "media oasis," perhaps also as an offering to journalists covering the president. The White House did not immediately respond to a request for comment as to whether Trump himself visited or ate at the unit. But the president's fondness for McDonald's is no secret.



It's worth emphasizing that all of this is pretty embarrassing. Multiple news outlets, including Fox News, framed the truck as an act of burger diplomacy; the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia pandered to a mercurial elderly man, ostensibly to guarantee that a slender beef patty was never far from his lips. As with all things Trump, it's hard to know exactly what to believe. Is the burger unit a stylized but mostly normal bit of state-visit infrastructure, or is it a bauble meant to please the Fast-Food President? In a world where leaders seem eager to bend the knee to Trump's every impulse, even the truly ridiculous seems plausible. The mere fact of all of this is unmooring. When strung together, the words fully operational mobile McDonald's unit overwhelm my synapses; there could be no funnier or dumber phrase to chisel out of the English language.



I don't quite subscribe to the notion that this kind of absurdity is a "distraction" from the many crises of the administration, as so many of the Trump era's pseudo events are claimed to have been. Coverage of the FOMMU is instead a side effect of the wild incompetence and corruption of the 47th presidency. Trump has a complete disregard for laws and expertise, and a unique shamelessness, both of which create fertile soil for inanity. A fast-food tanker makes sense only on a continuum with Trump's executive order to rename the Gulf of Mexico the Gulf of America, his spitballing about annexing Greenland or turning Canada into a state. It goes on and on. The Fox News host he hired to oversee the military, Pete Hegseth, reportedly wanted a makeup studio at the Pentagon (which Hegseth has denied). This week, Trump named his former defense attorney from his hush-money trial as the acting librarian of Congress.



See also: Trump's cryptocurrency projects, which are hardly veiled--and successful--attempts to enrich his family. Recently, Trump announced a crypto fundraising dinner where wealthy people looking to curry favor with the president--including foreigners--can purchase his meme coin for a literal seat at the table. In early May, the crypto-investment company World Liberty Financial--to which Trump has intimate ties--announced that a state-backed Emirati firm would use a Trump-affiliated digital coin to help fund a $2 billion investment deal in Abu Dhabi. Nearly every detail of World Liberty Financial co-founder Zach Witkoff's announcement, "made during a conference panel with Mr. Trump's second-eldest son, contained a conflict of interest," the Times reported. Similarly, earlier this month, the owner of a Texas freight company announced that it would purchase $20 million worth of Trump's meme coin, which it justified as an "effective way to advocate for fair, balanced, and free trade between Mexico and the US."



And then there's the gift to Trump of a $400 million super-luxury Boeing 747-8 jumbo jet from the royal family of Qatar, which the administration appears ready to accept as a replacement for Air Force One. (The plane will supposedly be transferred to the Trump presidential library as the president prepares to leave office.) This is nakedly corrupt, but Trump has called it "a very public and transparent transaction." As my colleague David Graham wrote recently, "One secret to his impunity thus far has been that rather than try to hide his misdeeds--that's what amateurs such as Nixon and Harding did--he calculates that if he makes no pretense, he can get away with them."



But Trump's brazenness isn't just a cover for his corruption. A headline on The Bulwark argued that Trump's "unquenchable, unconstitutional greed is deforming America." The verb choice here is especially apt. Trump hasn't destroyed institutions as much as he's distorted them, shaping them in his possibly Alibaba-ed gold-plated image.



And so the news that comes out of his administration is deformed as well. Instead of Snowden-esque stories of political intrigue, we get the shambolic equivalent: a national security adviser accidentally texting war plans to my boss on Signal; a government subagency, DOGE, named after a Shiba Inu meme and staffed in part by a 19-year-old who goes by the nickname "Big Balls." We get Elon Musk doing a Tesla infomercial on the White House lawn while the president gawps at the car's central console and exclaims, "Everything's computer!"



Those who try to play along with the administration are made to look absurd as well. Look no further than the tech titans milling behind Trump on the inauguration dais or Secretary of Commerce Howard Lutnick justifying Trump's disastrous tariff plan by arguing that Europeans "hate our beef because our beef is beautiful and theirs is weak." If you're Saudi Arabia, you embrace this dynamic by deploying a tactical burger unit for the leader of the free world.



The steady stream of bizarre news is the consequence of putting a person in charge of systems and institutions when he has no regard for those systems and institutions beyond his own self-interest. When these systems break under the stress of abuse, neglect, or general incompetence, bad things happen. Some of these things are straightforwardly bad: possibly illegal, horrific, cruel. Others would be scandals worthy of resignations if only there were political leaders able to enforce some accountability. But others are just weird mutations.



In this way, Trump's callousness, indifference, and corruption alter the very texture of our shared reality. They drag us all into a world of his making. A system that is healthy does not produce a fully operational mobile McDonald's unit. Such units are reserved for the dumbest timeline, which is the one we're currently living in.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2025/05/fully-operational-mobile-mcdonalds-unit/682807/?utm_source=feed
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Silicon Valley Braces for Chaos

The center of the tech universe seems to believe that Trump's tariff whiplash is nothing compared with what they see coming from AI.

by Matteo Wong




On a Wednesday morning last month, I thought, just for a second, that AI was going to kill me. I had hailed a self-driving Waymo to bring me to a hacker house in Nob Hill, San Francisco. Just a few blocks from arrival, the car lurched toward the other lane--which was, thankfully, empty--and immediately jerked back.



That sense of peril felt right for the moment. As I stepped into the cab, Federal Reserve Chair Jerome Powell was delivering a speech criticizing President Donald Trump's economic policies, and in particular the administration's sweeping on-again, off-again tariffs. A day earlier, the White House had claimed that Chinese goods would be subject to overall levies as high as 245 percent when accounting for preexisting tariffs, and the AI giant Nvidia's stock had plummeted after the company reported that it expected to take a quarterly hit of more than $5 billion for selling to China. The global economy had been yanked in every direction, nonstop, for weeks. America's tech industry--an engine of that system, so reliant on overseas labor and hardware--seemed like it would be in dire straits.



Yet within the hacker house--it was really a duplex--the turmoil could be forgotten. The living space, known as Accelr8, is a cohabitat for early-stage founders. Residents have come from around the world--Latvia, India, Japan, Italy, China--to live in one of more than a dozen rooms ("tiny," an Accelr8 co-founder, Daniel Morgan, told me), many of which have tech-inspired names: the "Ada Lovelace Room," the "Zuck Room," the "GPT-5 Room." Akshay Iyer, who was sitting on a couch when I walked in, had launched his AI start-up the day before; he markets it as a "code editor for people who don't know how to code." In the kitchen, a piece of paper reading Wash your pans or Sam Altman will get you was printed above a photo of the OpenAI CEO declaring, in a speech bubble, that he eats children.



For a certain type of techie in the Bay Area, the most important economic upheaval of our time is the coming of ultrapowerful AI models. With the help of generative AI, "I can build a company myself in four days," Morgan, who'd previously worked in sales and private equity, said. "That used to take six months with a team of 10." The White House can do whatever it wants, but this technological revolution and all the venture capital wrapped up in it will continue apace. "However much Trump tweets, you better believe these companies are releasing models as fast," Morgan said. Founders don't fear tariffs: They fear that the next OpenAI model is going to kill their concept.

John Hendrickson: What I found in San Francisco

I heard this sentiment across conversations with dozens of software engineers, entrepreneurs, executives, and investors around the Bay Area. Sure, tariffs are stupid. Yes, democracy may be under threat. But: What matters far more is artificial general intelligence, or AGI, vaguely understood as software able to perform most human labor that can be done from a computer. Founders and engineers told me that with today's AI products, many years of Ph.D. work would have been reduced to just one, and a day's worth of coding could be done with a single prompt. Whether this is hyperbole may not matter--start-ups with "half-broken" AI products, Morgan said, are raising "epic" amounts of money. "We're in the thick of the frothiest part of the bubble," Amber Yang, an investor at the venture-capital firm CRV, told me.



There were also whispers about the stock market and the handful of high-profile tech figures who have criticized Trump's economic policies. Yang told me that she had heard of investors advising start-ups to "take as much capital as you can right now, because we don't know how the next few years will play out." But around the Bay, the concerns I heard mostly positioned tariffs and stricter immigration enforcement as a rough patch, not a cataclysm. The industry's AI growth would continue, tech insiders told me: It would speed through volatile stocks, collapsing commerce, a potential recession, and crises of democracy and the rule of law. Silicon Valley's exceptionalism has left the rest of the country behind.

Along highways and street corners, on lampposts and public transit across the Bay Area, promises of an AI-dominated future are everywhere. There are advertisements for automated tools for compliance, security, graphic design, customer service, IT, job-interview coaching, even custom insoles--and, above all, AI products that promise to speed the development of still more powerful AI products. At an AI happy hour at a beer garden in the Mission neighborhood, I listened to a group of start-up founders passionately debate whether today's approach to AI will produce "superintelligence." (That the industry will achieve AGI went unquestioned.) A few days later, Evan Conrad, a co-founder of the San Francisco Compute Company, a start-up that rents out AI computing chips, suggested, when I asked about Trump's tariffs, that I might be the one with too narrow a focus. "Why aren't you more freaked out about the other stuff?" he asked.



The release of ChatGPT, in late 2022, began a frenzy over AI products. Founders and executives promise that the technology will cure cancer, solve climate change, and rapidly grow the world economy. "People just don't start non-AI companies anymore," Morgan said. The wealthiest firms--Amazon, Alphabet, Meta, Microsoft--have together spent hundreds of billions of dollars building the infrastructure needed to train and run AI models. Only a year ago, the AI industry was still "in the mid- to early stages of the gold rush," Yang told me at the time, over coffee. Then an investor at Bloomberg Beta, she had risen to local fame for popularizing the nickname "Cerebral Valley" for the Hayes Valley neighborhood, dubbed as such for its abundance of tech start-ups and hacker houses. "There's still so much that you can make from just slight automations," she said. On that same day, I went to OpenAI's offices, where, on a floor with rooms named after core human inventions ("Clock," "Fire," and so on), a conference room was called "AGI." A year later, the gold rush is mature, and the term AGI is common enough that an advertisement in San Francisco International Airport offers to help customers overcome "bottlenecks to AGI."



The day after visiting Accelr8, I made my way to another hacker house: one story in a brick and terra-cotta building rented by Finn Mallery as his home and office for his start-up, Origami Agents, which builds AI tools for sales teams. I was instructed to take my shoes off, and then we settled in the kitchen to talk beside Costco-size bags of potatoes, a Kirkland tub of pink salt, and two sinks, one spotless and the other full of dirty pans.



Mallery graduated from Stanford last year and told me that his computer-science classmates were all hungry to launch or join AI start-ups; he knew of at least eight undergraduates who'd dropped out to do so. "The bar is so much lower" to found a company than when he started school, Mallery said, because AI can take care of anything administrative (which might otherwise require paying accountants, lawyers, and the like). Origami Agents could lower the bar further: The company's goal, Mallery said, is to build a "superintelligent system of sales agents that can do all the work a team of humans can do." He was one of several entrepreneurs who mentioned an internal memo by Tobi Lutke, the CEO of Shopify, mandating that his employees use AI. "Before asking for more Headcount and resources," Lutke wrote, "teams must demonstrate why they cannot get what they want done using AI." Working at a major tech firm, Mallery said, seems almost less secure than starting your own company.



AI development, in this view, matters far more than traditional drivers and markers of economic development. "If OpenAI's next model is horrible or plateaus, that would be much more concerning," Mallery said. Founders and investors repeated the same thing: Tech start-ups are inherently risky and are not expected to turn a profit for a decade; they raise enough money to have "runway" precisely in the event of a rough stretch or a wider recession. The tech industry admittedly doesn't "think very hard about how bad things could get," Conrad told me. "Our job is to raise this," he said, pointing upward--to raise the ceiling on how prosperous and enjoyable society can be. "Your job"--media, banks, elected officials, the East Coast--"is to protect the floor."



Several investors I met suggested that a recession might even be an opportunity for AI firms. "Companies aren't going to hire; they're going to roll out AI," Jeremiah Owyang, a partner at the VC firm Blitzscaling Ventures, told me. "It's not a good story to tell, but it's true."



I met Owyang outside Stanford's Jen-Hsun Huang Engineering Center, named after the CEO of Nvidia. Hundreds of entrepreneurs, software engineers, VCs, and students had gathered there in April for the 17th edition of an AI event Owyang hosts called the "Llama Lounge." The energy was giddy: pizza, demo tables, networking. "Eighty to 90 percent of use cases are still out there," Chet Kumar, an investor at the AI-focused firm Argonautic Ventures, told me that evening--meaning, in other words, that ChatGPT and all the rest weren't even beginning to make good on AI's potential. A few minutes later, I met James Antisdel, a former product manager at Google who recently launched his own company, CXO AGI, which aims to help businesses manage AI programs that act as employees. "With tariffs, if it becomes harder to move around the world, agents are going to become even more important," Antisdel told me. "You can't get a human, so get AI."

Read: A disaster for American innovation

I heard this in Palo Alto, in San Francisco, in Menlo Park. "With the economy bad in the U.S. and around the world, you can make businesses more efficient," Joanathan McIntosh, an AI-start-up founder, told me. Less than two weeks later, the CEO of Duolingo, the language-learning app, put out a memo telling employees that they were required to use generative AI and that "headcount will only be given if a team cannot automate more of their work." Anthropic, on the same day, published research showing that 79 percent of user interactions with its AI coding interface, Claude Code, were some form of "automation"--human software engineers getting AI to directly complete a task for them. Moderna, the pharmaceutical giant, has combined its human resources and tech departments to determine which jobs are better done by people or AI. Should the nation enter a recession, and hundreds of thousands or millions of Americans lose employment, this time, they may never get their jobs back.



The day after the Llama Lounge, I traveled to the sidewalk outside OpenAI's new offices (not the ones with the "AGI" conference room) in San Francisco, only minutes from the water, where a small group dressed in red shirts that read STOP AI was gathering. When I arrived, there were eight protesters and eight police officers nearby; at a previous demonstration, a few protesters were arrested for trespassing. Attendees were angry about potential automation, copyright infringement, affronts to human dignity, and a robot apocalypse. "This company is putting people's lives at risk," Sam Kirchner, the lead organizer, said in a short speech. The protesters then performed a skit in which Kirchner played Sam Altman and the other protesters beggars; faux Altman, seemingly at random, chose whether to dole out fruit from behind a sign that read Universal Basic Income--a fixed monthly payment that the real Altman has suggested as a solution to widespread AI-induced job loss. Nobody, other than the police officers and a small number of reporters, was there to watch or listen.

Not everyone was blocking out the White House with visions of AGI, of course. Outside Coupa Cafe, a Palo Alto coffee shop known for tech-founder and VC meetings, I sat down with Mike Lanza and Katrina Montinola, who have spent decades in start-ups and major tech firms around Silicon Valley, and they were irate over the Trump administration's antagonistic approach to immigration and international collaboration. "The ones who have the gumption to come over here are admirable," Montinola, a Filipina immigrant, told me. "That personality is what makes America great." Lanza was more direct: "I have that American exceptionalism," he told me, passed down from his father and his Italian-immigrant grandparents. "And now I'm embarrassed."



Of all the whispers of discontent I heard in the techno-optimistic valley, this was by far the most frequent. Silicon Valley would not be the success story it is, people told me more than once, without the immigrants who have driven innovation here. At the Accelr8 hacker house, miniature national flags from around the world were strung across the ceiling, crisscrossing between the doors. America's global standing, Lanza told me, matters for the tech industry's talent pool, investors, and customers.



At the same cafe, Mustafa Mohammadi, a robotics and AI-simulation consultant, explained to me how Trump's policies risk dooming the robot revolution--the path for AI to transition from screens to the real world. Much of the best robot hardware and highest-quality robot data, as well as many of the most talented engineers, come from China, Mohammadi said. In the past, collaboration between the United States and China formed a robotics flywheel, he continued, spinning his finger in a circle. Should Trump continue down his current path--tariffs, immigration crackdowns, racist remarks--"you'll break the fucking wheel." At a recent dinner with AI-software engineers, many of whom were Chinese, Mohammadi told me, his friends were furious that Vice President J. D. Vance had described trading with China as buying from "Chinese peasants." For all that Silicon Valley has to offer, these engineers are souring on America, he said--before long, if paid more to do the same job in China, "they will go back."



Even the most confident AI founders I spoke with were beginning to worry about international researchers and entrepreneurs not being able, or no longer wanting, to enter the United States. Just over a week after my meeting with Mohammadi, an OpenAI researcher named Kai Chen was denied a U.S. green card. Chen had been instrumental to one of the firm's most advanced models, GPT-4.5. "What is america doing," one outraged colleague wrote on X. "Immigration makes america strong," another chimed in. "We should not be denying entry to brilliant AI researchers." (A few hours later, Noam Brown, the OpenAI researcher who had announced Chen's predicament, posted an update: It seemed to have been a paperwork error, which a spokesperson for OpenAI told me is also the company's "initial assessment." Chen is working from Canada until the issue is resolved.)



The tech industry's bubble, then, remains permeable. Shortly after visiting the hacker houses, I found myself on the eighth floor of the Phelan Building, a century-old triangular office in downtown San Francisco. It holds the headquarters of Flexport, which coordinates supply-chain logistics and freight shipments for billions of dollars of goods each year; its CEO, Ryan Petersen, has watched and felt the effects of Trump's tariffs. Freight bookings from China to the U.S. were down by 50 percent, Petersen told me at the time. Roughly "90 days from now, you're going to see mass shortages across the United States," he said.



Petersen suggested that I talk with Dan Siroker, the founder of the AI-gadget start-up Limitless, and a few days later, we spoke over Zoom. Limitless was feeling the full force of Trump's tariffs--the firm manufactures in China and had accepted many preorders at $59 each, but the duties had raised manufacturing costs to nearly $190 per unit. Siroker seemed to think that Limitless will be fine, because it had shipped enough inventory pre-tariffs to survive and will recover costs on subscriptions. But if the tariffs had come six months ago, he said, "it would be much harder."



Trump's policies, Petersen told me, reminded him "of central planning of the economy at the level you're used to seeing from a Stalinist state." At the bar of Rosewood Sand Hill hotel, a VC meetup in Menlo Park reminiscent of a White Lotus resort, Boyd Fowler, the chief technology officer at the semiconductor manufacturer OmniVision, lamented that his lawyers were working "night and day" on the tariffs. The legendary tech investor Paul Graham has likened the tariffs to China's Great Leap Forward. Of course, Petersen said, all of this was only if nothing changed--and in his view, these tariffs were "so bad" that "there's no way that it just stays like this." That was in mid-April. Just yesterday, the U.S. and China announced a 90-day reduction in their tariffs--"Get ready for a big shipping boom," Petersen wrote on X--although without any long-term trade deal or material concessions from either side.

Again and again, I heard the assumption that every Trump policy was reversible and would be reversed, in no small part because of the "really good, smart tech people" in the administration, as Rahul Kayala, a former Apple and Microsoft employee who recently co-founded an AI start-up, told me. He noted David Sacks and Sriram Krishnan, two influential tech investors advising the White House. Lanza, despite his fury with Trump's immigration policy and tariffs, also cited Sacks. Anybody "who's got a brain in the Trump administration is biting their tongue about these tariffs," he said. "Everyone is assuming this is a reversible decision still," Conrad said. Investors, Yang told me, had not changed their long-term plans.



Even before the latest pause, the White House had already announced some tariff exemptions for tech products, including Apple devices and some duties affecting carmakers. But the reversals don't appear to be rational, let alone part of any plan. Even then, founders and investors told me that no matter what happens with tariffs and the broader economy, AI is clearly a priority for Trump. The White House has issued statements to this effect--but has simultaneously gutted funding for the basic science research that today's generative-AI products depend on, put international scientific and technological collaboration at risk, and issued tariffs that could make it more expensive to build and power data centers in the United States.



This particular strain of optimism--a sense that tariffs and restricted immigration are terrible, but a stronger conviction that the tech industry can survive, or even thrive, anyway--was everywhere. I thought back to the demonstration in front of OpenAI's offices, which had attracted a single counterprotester. Vikram Subbiah, a former SpaceX software engineer working on an AI start-up, was there to defend the technology, and he'd unfurled a red banner that read Stop Protesting AI. "My job is at more risk than they are," Subbiah told me. If even the most automatable software engineers support AI, he argued, everyone should. Siroker, of the AI-gadget start-up, said something similar. Trade policy in the 1990s and 2000s "was a tiny blip compared to this big sucking sound, which is the internet," Siroker told me. "And that big sucking sound today is AI." Even the coronavirus pandemic, he said, "is a micro trend by comparison."



In Silicon Valley, where the technological future is the center of today's world, the president is easily reduced to memedom--not the most powerful man on the planet, but just some guy trolling everybody on the internet. The real power, the big sucking sound, is apparently in California. Trust the autopilot to stay the course. Where that takes us exactly, no one can say.
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ChatGPT Turned Into a Studio Ghibli Machine. How Is That Legal?

Three possible arguments against the tech company

by Alex Reisner




A few weeks ago, OpenAI pulled off one of the greatest corporate promotions in recent memory. Whereas the initial launch of ChatGPT, back in 2022, was "one of the craziest viral moments i'd ever seen," CEO Sam Altman wrote on social media, the response to a new upgrade was, in his words, "biblical": 1 million users supposedly signed up to use the chatbot in just one hour, Altman reported, thanks to a new, more permissive image-generating capability that could imitate the styles of various art and design studios. Altman called it "a new high-water mark for us in allowing creative freedom."

Almost immediately, images began to flood the internet. The most popular style, by a long shot, was that of Studio Ghibli, the Japanese animation studio co-founded by Hayao Miyazaki and widely beloved for films such as Spirited Away and Princess Mononoke. Ghibli's style was applied to family portraits, historical events including 9/11, and whatever else people desired. Altman even changed his X avatar to what appears to be a Ghiblified version of himself, and posted a joke about the style's sudden popularity overtaking his previous, supposedly more important work.

The Ghibli AI phenomenon is often portrayed as organic, driven by the inspiration of ChatGPT users. On X, the person credited with jump-starting the trend noted that OpenAI had been "incredibly fortunate" that "the positive vibes of ghibli was the first viral use of their model and not some awful deepfake nonsense." But Altman did not appear to think it was luck. He responded, "Believe it or not we put a lot of thought into the initial examples we show when we introduce new technology." He has personally reposted numerous Ghiblified images in addition to the profile picture that appears atop every one of his posts, which he added less than 24 hours after the Ghibli-esque visuals became popular; OpenAI President Greg Brockman has also recirculated and celebrated these images.

Read: Generative AI is challenging a 234-year-old law

This is different from other image-sharing trends involving memes or GIFs. The technology has given ChatGPT users control over the visual languages that artists have honed over the course of their careers, potentially devaluing those artists' styles and destroying their ability to charge money for their work. Existing laws do not explicitly address generative AI, but there are plausible arguments that OpenAI is in the wrong and could be liable for millions of dollars in damages--some of those arguments are now being tested in a case against another image-generating AI company, Midjourney.

It's worth noting that OpenAI and Studio Ghibli could conceivably have a deal for the promotion, similar to the ones the tech company has struck with many media publishers, including The Atlantic. But based on Miyazaki's clear preference for hand-drawn work and distaste for at least certain types of computer-generated imagery, this seems unlikely. Neither company answered my questions about whether such a deal had been made, and neither Miyazaki nor Studio Ghibli have made any public remarks on the situation.

Individual works of art are protected by copyright, but visual styles, such as Studio Ghibli's, are not. The legal logic here is that styles should be allowed to evolve through influence and reinterpretation by other artists. That creative and social process is how van Gogh led to Picasso, and Spenser to Shakespeare. But a deluge of people applying Ghibli's style like an Instagram filter, without adding any genuine creative value, isn't a collective effort to advance our visual culture. The images are also the direct result of a private company promoting a tech product, in part through its executives' social media, with the ability to manufacture images in a specific style. In response to a broader request for comment, a spokesperson for OpenAI told me, "We continue to prevent generations in the style of individual living artists, but we do permit broader studio styles."

Still, this has the flavor of an endorsement deal, such as the ones Nike has made with LeBron James, and Pepsi with Beyonce: Use ChatGPT; make Studio Ghibli art! These kinds of endorsements typically cost millions of dollars. Consider what happened in 1985, when Ford Motor Company wanted to promote one of its cars with an ad campaign featuring popular singers. Ford's advertising agency, Young & Rubicam, asked Bette Midler to record her hit song "Do You Want to Dance?" but she declined. Undeterred, they approached one of Midler's backup singers and asked her to perform the song in Midler's style. She accepted, and imitated Midler as well as she could. The ad aired. Midler sued.

In court, the judge described the central issue as "an appropriation of the attributes of one's identity," quoting from a previous case that had set precedent. Young & Rubicam had chosen Midler not because they wanted just any good singer but because they wanted to associate their brand with the feelings evoked by Midler's particular, recognizable voice. "When a distinctive voice of a professional singer is widely known and is deliberately imitated in order to sell a product," wrote the court, "the sellers have appropriated what is not theirs." Young & Rubicam had violated Midler's "right of publicity," in the language of the law. Midler received a $400,000 judgment (the equivalent of approximately $1 million today).

Read: The unbelievable scale of AI's pirated-books problem

OpenAI risked ending up in a similar lawsuit last year when it used a voice many people thought sounded similar to Scarlett Johansson's to promote its voice-assistant product. Like Midler, Johansson had been asked to participate, and declined. Experts believed she had a viable right-of-publicity case against OpenAI. Johansson's lawyers sent letters to OpenAI but did not file a formal legal complaint. (OpenAI denied that the voice was modeled on Johansson's, but removed it and apologized to the actor.)

The average person seeing a torrent of images in the Studio Ghibli style, with captions praising ChatGPT, might reasonably infer that Miyazaki himself endorses or is associated with OpenAI, given that he is the most famous artist at the studio and has directed more of its films than any other. That people tend to call the aesthetic Ghibli's doesn't change the fact that the style is most recognizably Miyazaki's, present even in his early work, such as the 1979 film Lupin III: The Castle of Cagliostro, which was created six years before Ghibli was founded. Surely many people recognize Spirited Away as Miyazaki's and have never heard of Studio Ghibli.

Besides a right-of-publicity complaint, another legal option might be to file a complaint for false endorsement or trade-dress infringement, as other artists have recently done against AI companies. False endorsement aims to prevent consumer confusion about whether a person or company endorses a product or service. Trade-dress law protects the unique visual cues that indicate the source of a product and distinguish it from others. The classic Coca-Cola bottle shape is protected by trade dress. Apple has also acquired trade-dress protection on the iPhone's general rectangular-with-rounded-corners shape--a design arguably less distinctive (and therefore less protectable) than Ghibli's style.

In August, a judge agreed that false-endorsement and trade-dress claims against Midjourney were viable enough to litigate, and found it plausible that, as the plaintiffs allege, Midjourney and similar AI tools use a component that functions as "a trade dress database."

Read: There's no longer any doubt that Hollywood writing is powering AI

Regardless of what the courts decide or any action that Studio Ghibli takes, the potential downsides are clear. As Greg Rutkowski, one of the artists involved in the case against Midjourney, has observed, AI-generated images in his style, captioned with his name, may soon overwhelm his actual art online, causing "confusion for people who are discovering my works." And as a former general counsel for Adobe, Dana Rao, commented to The Verge last year, "People are going to lose some of their economic livelihood because of style appropriation." Current laws may not be up to the task of handling generative AI, Rao suggested: "We're probably going to need a new right here to protect people." That's not just because artists need to make a living, but because we need our visual aesthetics to evolve. Artists such as Miyazaki move the culture forward by spending their careers paying attention to the world and honing a style that resonates. Generative AI can only imitate past styles, thus minimizing the incentives for humans to create new ones. Even if Ghibli has a deal with OpenAI, ChatGPT allows users to mimic any number of distinct studio styles: DreamWorks Animation, Pixar, Madhouse, Sunrise, and so on. As one designer recently posted, "Nobody is ever crafting an aesthetic over decades again, and no market will exist to support those who try it."

Years from now, looking back on this AI boom, OpenAI could turn out to be less important for its technology than for playing the role of provocateur. With its clever products, the company has rapidly encouraged new use cases for image and text generation, testing what society will accept legally, ethically, and socially. Complaints have been filed recently by many publishers whose brands are being attached to articles invented or modified by chatbots (which is another kind of misleading endorsement). These publishers, one of which is The Atlantic, are suing various AI companies for trademark dilution and trademark infringement, among other things. Meanwhile, as of today, Altman is still posting under his smiling, synthetic avatar.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2025/05/openai-studio-ghibli-images/682791/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Real Trump Family Business Is Crypto

The president's side hustle is proving to be very, <em>very </em>lucrative.

by Will Gottsegen




Early Monday morning, the leader of the free world had a message to convey. Not about the economic turmoil from tariffs, any one of the skirmishes playing out abroad, or a surprise shake-up in his White House staff. Instead, President Donald Trump turned to Truth Social to post about something called the "$TRUMP GALA DINNER," with a link to gettrumpmemes.com.



A visit to the website paints a slightly fuller picture: Buy as many tokens as you can of Trump's personal cryptocurrency, $TRUMP, and you could be invited to a private event later this month at the Trump National Golf Club outside Washington, D.C. There, you will get the unique opportunity to meet with the president and "learn about the future of Crypto." The gala looks very much like a thinly veiled gambit to pump up the price of $TRUMP, a so-called memecoin that is mostly owned by Trump-backed entities. Funnel the greatest amount of money to the president of the United States, and you could win some face time with the big man himself.



In 2021, Trump called bitcoin a "scam." Now he seems to understand exactly what crypto can do for him personally: namely, make Trump and his family very, very rich. The $TRUMP gala is one part of a constellation of Trump-affiliated crypto efforts that includes Trump Digital Trading Card NFTs, a crypto company called World Liberty Financial, and a bitcoin-mining firm. According to an analysis by Bloomberg, the Trump family has already banked nearly $1 billion from these projects. Long before he descended the golden escalator at Trump Tower a decade ago, Trump's public image was rooted in his business prowess. But compared with his real-estate projects or The Apprentice, crypto is already turning into his most successful venture yet.

Read: The crypto world is already mad at Trump

Trump perhaps wouldn't be president at all if it wasn't for crypto. During the 2024 campaign, the industry was among his campaign's biggest donors. That money flowed in from both crypto corporations and individual donors, such as the bitcoin billionaires Tyler and Cameron Winklevoss. (The identical twins gave $1 million each in bitcoin to the Trump campaign, but had to be refunded because they exceeded the legal donation limit.) In exchange, Trump promised the imperiled industry a fresh start after four years of a Biden-sanctioned crypto crackdown. Last summer, as the keynote speaker at the annual bitcoin conference, Trump promised that if elected, he would make America the "crypto capital of the planet." The crypto industry is now getting its money's worth. Consider the crypto firm Ripple, which spent four years squaring off against Biden's regulators in federal courtrooms and donated $4.9 million to Trump's inauguration fund. Yesterday, the new administration dropped the government's case, as the White House has effectively stopped enforcing crypto rules.



Trump is still tapping crypto magnates for money. On Monday, he attended a super PAC's "Crypto & AI Innovators" fundraiser, for which donors shelled out $1.5 million to get in the door. But for Trump, crypto has quickly become about more than soliciting campaign donations and rewarding supporters. In September, Trump announced the launch of World Liberty Financial, a decentralized-finance company to be managed by his sons Eric and Don Jr. and a couple of young entrepreneurs. (One previously ran a company called Date Hotter Girls, while the other is the son of Steve Witkoff, a longtime Trump ally serving as special envoy to the Middle East.) Then, in January, just before Inauguration Day, he launched $TRUMP. Like all memecoins, it has no underlying business fundamentals or links to real-world assets--the point is to just quickly capitalize on a viral trend, conjuring value out of practically nothing. This proved extremely lucrative almost immediately: $TRUMP initially spiked in value before crashing back down, at one point accounting for almost 90 percent of the president's net worth. (There's also an official $MELANIA coin, if that's more your thing.)



With crypto, Trump has found an unnervingly effective way to transmute the clout and power of the nation's highest office into cold, hard cash. Last week, World Liberty Financial announced that its cryptocurrency, USD1, would facilitate an Abu Dhabi investment firm's $2 billion stake in the crypto exchange Binance. Eric and Don Jr. are also on the crypto press circuit, with plans to speak at the 2025 bitcoin conference later this month. Some of Trump's decisions as president, such as creating a "Strategic Bitcoin Reserve," may also function to inflate his crypto riches, in the sense that a rising tide lifts all boats; promoting crypto as part of the national interest can only support the idea that these coins are worth buying into.

Read: Trump's crypto reserve is really happening

Crypto is a conduit for the self-interest that has defined Trump's entire political career--an M.O. that has consistently blurred the boundary between public and private, country and party. For the most part, Trump has been especially good to those who line his pockets, rewarding them with all kinds of preferential treatment.



During his first term, Trump enriched himself the old-fashioned way--by way of merchandising deals and real-estate investments across the globe. But with crypto, all of that has ratcheted up in Trump's second term. In crypto, money is fast, loose, and digitally native--properties that have made his personal dealings in the industry even more galling, and potentially more vulnerable to outside sway. Someone looking to gain access to Trump might have once had to pay thousands of dollars a night for a room at Mar-a-Lago for a chance encounter with the president on the golf course. Now the door is open for influence from almost anyone in the world with an internet connection.



The White House insists that there is nothing to see here. "His assets are in a trust managed by his children, and there are no conflicts of interest," Deputy Press Secretary Anna Kelly said in an emailed statement. Keeping that wealth in a trust may do very little to sever the connection between Trump and his riches, though, depending on the exact conditions of the arrangement. Even when Eric and Don Jr. serve as a buffer, the money stays in the family.



Crypto's anonymous nature poses unique challenges in understanding exactly what is happening--transactions on a blockchain are typically posted using long strings of numbers known as addresses, rather than verified by legal name. By all accounts, to interact with $TRUMP is to funnel money directly into the president's pockets, but the campaign-finance laws that caused the Winklevosses' exorbitant donations to be refunded don't apply here. Nothing is stopping, say, agents of foreign powers, or tech billionaires looking for favorable tariff treatment, from using $TRUMP to gain access to the highest echelons of government. Lawmakers on both sides of the aisle are starting to get it: Yesterday, three GOP senators joined Democrats to block a major crypto bill that would serve to benefit World Liberty Financial.



Ironically, Trump's embrace of crypto is pumping money into the industry while simultaneously damaging it. Since the fall of Sam Bankman-Fried in 2022, the image of crypto as a haven for scams and hackers has loomed large. At a moment when the crypto industry is trying to claw its way back to respectability and legitimization, Trump has taken every opportunity to cement it in the minds of the Americans as nothing more than a vehicle for channeling money directly to him. In crypto, "there are many people who have ethics, and have been working for years to build the system because they believe what they are doing is in the public interest," Angela Walch, a crypto expert and former law professor, told me. "And what this does is it makes all the messaging that has come from extreme crypto critics about, 'It's only a tool for grift,' and makes it look like that."



By hitching their wagon to Trump, the industry's leaders have unleashed a force they can't control. The moment the president cashed in on crypto, the calculus shifted. Like the hot dogs at Costco, "being the president" is the loss leader; crypto pays the bills.
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AI Is Not Your Friend

How the "opinionated" chatbots destroyed AI's potential, and how we can fix it

by Mike Caulfield




Recently, after an update that was supposed to make ChatGPT "better at guiding conversations toward productive outcomes," according to release notes from OpenAI, the bot couldn't stop telling users how brilliant their bad ideas were. ChatGPT reportedly told one person that their plan to sell literal "shit on a stick" was "not just smart--it's genius."



Many more examples cropped up, and OpenAI rolled back the product in response, explaining in a blog post that "the update we removed was overly flattering or agreeable--often described as sycophantic." The company added that the chatbot's system would be refined and new guardrails would be put into place to avoid "uncomfortable, unsettling" interactions. (The Atlantic recently entered into a corporate partnership with OpenAI.)



But this was not just a ChatGPT problem. Sycophancy is a common feature of chatbots: A 2023 paper by researchers from Anthropic found that it was a "general behavior of state-of-the-art AI assistants," and that large language models sometimes sacrifice "truthfulness" to align with a user's views. Many researchers see this phenomenon as a direct result of the "training" phase of these systems, where humans rate a model's responses to fine-tune the program's behavior. The bot sees that its evaluators react more favorably when their views are reinforced--and when they're flattered by the program--and shapes its behavior accordingly.



The specific training process that seems to produce this problem is known as "Reinforcement Learning From Human Feedback" (RLHF). It's a variety of machine learning, but as recent events show, that might be a bit of a misnomer. RLHF now seems more like a process by which machines learn humans, including our weaknesses and how to exploit them. Chatbots tap into our desire to be proved right or to feel special.



Reading about sycophantic AI, I've been struck by how it mirrors another problem. As I've written previously, social media was imagined to be a vehicle for expanding our minds, but it has instead become a justification machine, a place for users to reassure themselves that their attitude is correct despite evidence to the contrary. Doing so is as easy as plugging into a social feed and drinking from a firehose of "evidence" that proves the righteousness of a given position, no matter how wrongheaded it may be. AI now looks to be its own kind of justification machine--more convincing, more efficient, and therefore even more dangerous than social media.

Read: The internet is worse than a brainwashing machine

This is effectively by design. Chatbots have been set up by companies to create the illusion of sentience; they express points of view and have "personalities." OpenAI reportedly gave GPT-4o the system prompt to "match the user's vibe." These design decisions may allow for more natural interactions with chatbots, but they also pull us to engage with these tools in unproductive and potentially unsafe ways--young people forming unhealthy attachments to chatbots, for example, or users receiving bad medical advice from them.



OpenAI's explanation about the ChatGPT update suggests that the company can effectively adjust some dials and turn down the sycophancy. But even if that were so, OpenAI wouldn't truly solve the bigger problem, which is that opinionated chatbots are actually poor applications of AI. Alison Gopnik, a researcher who specializes in cognitive development, has proposed a better way of thinking about LLMs: These systems aren't companions or nascent intelligences at all. They're "cultural technologies"--tools that enable people to benefit from the shared knowledge, expertise, and information gathered throughout human history. Just as the introduction of the printed book or the search engine created new systems to get the discoveries of one person into the mind of another, LLMs consume and repackage huge amounts of existing knowledge in ways that allow us to connect with ideas and manners of thinking we might otherwise not encounter. In this framework, a tool like ChatGPT should evince no "opinions" at all but instead serve as a new interface to the knowledge, skills, and understanding of others.

This is similar to the original vision of the web, first conceived by Vannevar Bush in his 1945 Atlantic article "As We May Think." Bush, who oversaw America's research efforts during World War II, imagined a system that would allow researchers to see all relevant annotations others had made on a document. His "memex" wouldn't provide clean, singular answers. Instead, it would contextualize information within a rich tapestry of related knowledge, showing connections, contradictions, and the messy complexity of human understanding. It would expand our thinking and understanding by connecting us to relevant knowledge and context in the moment, in ways a card catalog or a publication index could never do. It would let the information we need find us.

From the July 1945 issue: As we may think

Gopnik makes no prescriptive claims in her analysis, but when we think of AI in this way, it becomes evident that in seeking opinions from AI itself, we are not tapping into its true power. Take the example of proposing a business idea--whether a good or bad one. The model, whether it's ChatGPT, Gemini, or something else, has access to an inconceivable amount of information about how to think through business decisions. It can access different decision frameworks, theories, and parallel cases, and apply those to a decision in front of the user. It can walk through what an investor would likely note in their plan, showing how an investor might think through an investment and sourcing those concerns to various web-available publications. For a nontraditional idea, it can also pull together some historical examples of when investors were wrong, with some summary on what qualities big investor misses have shared. In other words, it can organize the thoughts, approaches, insights, and writings of others for a user in ways that both challenge and affirm their vision, without advancing any opinion that is not grounded and linked to the statements, theories, or practices of identifiable others.

Early iterations of ChatGPT and similar systems didn't merely fail to advance this vision--they were incapable of achieving it. They produced what I call "information smoothies": the knowledge of the world pulverized into mathematical relationships, then reassembled into smooth, coherent-sounding responses that couldn't be traced to their sources. This technical limitation made the chatbot-as-author metaphor somewhat unavoidable. The system couldn't tell you where its ideas came from or whose practice it was mimicking even if its creators had wanted it to.

But the technology has evolved rapidly over the past year or so. Today's systems can incorporate real-time search and use increasingly sophisticated methods for "grounding"--connecting AI outputs to specific, verifiable knowledge and sourced analysis. They can footnote and cite, pulling in sources and perspectives not just as an afterthought but as part of their exploratory process; links to outside articles are now a common feature. My own research in this space suggests that with proper prompting, these systems can begin to resemble something like Vannevar Bush's idea of the memex. Looking at any article, claim, item, or problem in front of us, we can seek advice and insight not from a single flattering oracle of truth but from a variety of named others, having the LLM sort out the points where there is little contention among people in the know and the points that are sites of more vigorous debate. More important, these systems can connect you to the sources and perspectives you weren't even considering, broadening your knowledge rather than simply reaffirming your position.

I would propose a simple rule: no answers from nowhere. This rule is less convenient, and that's the point. The chatbot should be a conduit for the information of the world, not an arbiter of truth. And this would extend even to areas where judgment is somewhat personal. Imagine, for example, asking an AI to evaluate your attempt at writing a haiku. Rather than pronouncing its "opinion," it could default to explaining how different poetic traditions would view your work--first from a formalist perspective, then perhaps from an experimental tradition. It could link you to examples of both traditional haiku and more avant-garde poetry, helping you situate your creation within established traditions. In having AI moving away from sycophancy, I'm not proposing that the response be that your poem is horrible or that it makes Vogon poetry sound mellifluous. I am proposing that rather than act like an opinionated friend, AI would produce a map of the landscape of human knowledge and opinions for you to navigate, one you can use to get somewhere a bit better.

There's a good analogy in maps. Traditional maps showed us an entire landscape--streets, landmarks, neighborhoods--allowing us to understand how everything fit together. Modern turn-by-turn navigation gives us precisely what we need in the moment, but at a cost: Years after moving to a new city, many people still don't understand its geography. We move through a constructed reality, taking one direction at a time, never seeing the whole, never discovering alternate routes, and in some cases never getting the sense of place that a map-level understanding could provide. The result feels more fluid in the moment but ultimately more isolated, thinner, and sometimes less human.

For driving, perhaps that's an acceptable trade-off. Anyone who's attempted to read a paper map while navigating traffic understands the dangers of trying to comprehend the full picture mid-journey. But when it comes to our information environment, the dangers run in the opposite direction. Yes, AI systems that mindlessly reflect our biases back to us present serious problems and will cause real harm. But perhaps the more profound question is why we've decided to consume the combined knowledge and wisdom of human civilization through a straw of "opinion" in the first place.

The promise of AI was never that it would have good opinions. It was that it would help us benefit from the wealth of expertise and insight in the world that might never otherwise find its way to us--that it would show us not what to think but how others have thought and how others might think, where consensus exists and where meaningful disagreement continues. As these systems grow more powerful, perhaps we should demand less personality and more perspective. The stakes are high: If we fail, we may turn a potentially groundbreaking interface to the collective knowledge and skills of all humanity into just more shit on a stick.
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Trump Travels to the Middle East

What to expect from the president's first major foreign trip of his second term

by The Editors




President Donald Trump is about to begin the first major foreign trip of his second term, traveling next week to Saudi Arabia, while also making stops in the United Arab Emirates and Qatar, nations that play a key role in mediating conflicts in the region. Panelists on Washington Week With The Atlantic joined to discuss.


Trump's Middle East visit comes at a crucial time, as America's role and influence in the world under his leadership are being tested by the escalating conflict between India and Pakistan, the Israeli government's controversial moves in Gaza, and the war in Ukraine.


Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic and moderator, Jeffrey Goldberg, are Susan Glasser, a staff writer atThe New Yorker; Asma Khalid, a White House correspondent at NPR and a political contributor for ABC News; David Sanger, the White House and national-security correspondent at The New York Times; and Nancy Youssef, a national-security correspondent at The Wall Street Journal.


Watch the full episode here.
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Weight-Loss Drugs Aren't Really About Weight

To figure out who will benefit most, doctors should consider a particularly toxic kind of fat.

by David Kessler




Ever since the pharmaceutical company Novo Nordisk realized that GLP-1 drugs were useful for more than diabetes, doctors and researchers have struggled to answer a deceptively simple question: Who should be taking them? The medications are highly effective at inducing weight loss, and most Americans are overweight or have obesity. But GLP-1s are also expensive, not covered by most insurance, and designed to be taken for life--not to mention that they frequently give rise to nausea and a loss of appetite. Giving them to every overweight American clearly isn't appropriate.

Take President Donald Trump. During his first term, a scan showed signs of plaque buildup in his coronary arteries, which put him at risk of a heart attack. In 2020, his body mass index was just over the threshold for obesity. That combination would have made him a candidate for a GLP-1 drug, and indeed, throughout his 2024 campaign, people speculated that he was taking one. Then, last month, Trump's latest physical showed that he had dropped 20 pounds, moving him from obese to overweight. (Trump has never publicly said that he is on a GLP-1, and when reached for comment, the White House did not address questions about how the president had lost the weight. Trump is "in peak physical and mental condition," White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt told The Atlantic in an emailed statement.) The most revealing aspect of the president's medical report was the list of drugs he is taking, which includes a combination that amounts to what doctors call "intensive lipid-lowering therapy"--a treatment usually reserved for patients who are at significant risk of cardiac disease. As far as the president's health is concerned, his weight is no more important than the fact that he is on that drug regimen and that it seems to be working: His LDL (the "bad" cholesterol) has dropped dramatically in recent years.

Trump's example shows that doctors' and patients' primary goal should not be changes in weight alone, but changes in health. GLP-1 drugs can help a wide spectrum of people lose weight, but their risks are likely justified for only a smaller subset of Americans. To say whether the health benefits a person might gain from taking the drugs are worth the expense and likely gastrointestinal distress, physicians cannot rely on weight alone. The calculus can be life-and-death; nearly 1,000 deaths a day are linked to diet-related disease in the United States. To save lives and improve health, doctors, researchers, and politicians need to reckon with the true killer: not weight or size, but a particularly toxic kind of fat.

When humans eat too many calories--especially too many of the highly processed, rapidly absorbed carbohydrates that are so common in the modern diet--fat accumulates around the waist, surrounding and invading the liver, heart, and pancreas. Doctors call it visceral, central, or abdominal fat. It's more dangerous to health than fat that accumulates in places such as the arms and thighs because it leaks free fatty acids and other molecules into the body, generating inflammation, upending the metabolism, and wreaking havoc on our organs. Visceral fat is linked to cardiovascular disease, stroke, diabetes, 13 types of cancer, and likely some forms of dementia, among other major chronic illnesses. Reduce visceral fat, and these conditions can be prevented or even, in certain cases, treated.

Read: The science behind Ozempic was wrong

Visceral fat is closely tied to two hallmarks of metabolic disease: high insulin levels and insulin resistance. Scientists haven't yet determined which comes first, visceral fat or elevated insulin, but they know that high insulin levels are part of a vicious cycle that promotes fat storage, visceral fat, and disease. As elevated insulin has become dramatically more common--by 2018, more than 40 percent of Americans had high insulin--so too has chronic disease. Six in 10 Americans have at least one chronic disease, and four in 10 have more.

GLP-1 drugs are remarkably effective at reducing visceral fat. In fact, that may be a large part of why GLP-1s so improve the metabolic health of people who take them. The strongest case for use of GLP-1s, then, is in people with excess visceral fat who have begun to suffer its consequences. The crucial problem for physicians is how to identify those people. BMI is a poor measure, but waist size is a good predictor of visceral fat, type 2 diabetes, and atherosclerosis. Certain abnormalities in blood-lipid patterns can indicate the beginning of organ dysfunction.

And yet, the primary metric by which anti-obesity drugs are judged and distributed is weight. Originally, the FDA approved these medications for people with a BMI of 30 or above, or with a BMI of at least 27 and at least one weight-related ailment. But the agency has since quietly removed its references to BMI from the drugs' labels, which now simply state that the medications are for patients "with obesity" or those who are "overweight in the presence of at least one weight-related comorbid condition." Without explicitly saying so, this change recognizes that BMI is not a good measure of body fat, nor of the visceral fat that causes the most harm. Yet the agency still requires that clinical trials of obesity drugs use BMI as a criterion for enrolling patients. When I go to obesity-medicine meetings, many of the physicians I speak with still use BMI as a guideline.

Read: BMI won't die

Over the past decade or so, awareness has grown among doctors and patients alike that BMI has limited utility as a health metric. It doesn't distinguish between muscle and fat. It doesn't account for how fat tends to be distributed differently on male and female bodies. These shortcomings are important when considering what a patient has to gain from a GLP-1 drug. People of South Asian heritage, for example, can develop insulin resistance at much lower BMIs than other populations. According to the American College of Cardiology, in terms of insulin resistance, a white person with a BMI of 30 can be metabolically equivalent to a South Asian person with a BMI of 23.9. Unfortunately, doctors do not have easy and reliable ways to measure insulin resistance directly. Developing a diagnostic test would go a long way in helping determine who should be treated with anti-obesity medications.

The United States is still deciding how exactly to approach GLP-1s. The Trump administration scrapped a Biden-administration proposal to cover anti-obesity medications under Medicare's Part D drug benefit, but it hasn't ruled out future coverage. Within the past year, the FDA has both expanded its eligibility guidelines for the drugs and declared that the drugs are no longer in shortage. That means that compounding pharmacies can no longer produce replicas of Novo Nordisk's Wegovy and Eli Lilly's Zepbound, which will reduce the availability of cheaper options but might also curb the risks associated with copycats. Plus, Novo Nordisk and Eli Lilly have recently introduced new discount programs. Early data suggest that the drugs may be useful in treating fatty liver disease, heart failure, and possibly neurodegenerative diseases, which, I suspect, will lead even more people to take them.

If GLP-1s really do become more common in America, everyone who goes on them needs to understand that they are doing so without an endgame. GLP-1 drugs were approved under the premise that patients will stay on them for life, but so far, most people take them for less than a year, in large part because of their side effects, typically high cost, and lack of insurance coverage. Scientists do not have good data on whether and how to get off the drugs without regaining weight, whether they can be used safely and effectively on an intermittent basis, or how to adjust doses downward over the long term. The best way to find those answers is for the FDA to require pharmaceutical companies to gather the data. Letting the companies off the hook by assuming that people are going to be on these drugs forever would be a grave mistake.

Read: The Ozempic flip-flop

All of these unanswered questions only add to the urgency of determining who is most likely to benefit from GLP-1s, and who would be safer or healthier by sticking with lifestyle changes and other medications. GLP-1 drugs are not a panacea. They are one powerful tool to help control America's crisis of metabolic disease--one that we need to get right.
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The MAHA Takeover Is Complete

Casey Means, Trump's surgeon-general nominee, has a lot in common with RFK Jr.

by Nicholas Florko




The surgeon general, America's doctor, is the public face of medicine in the United States. The job is more educational than it is technical. Vivek Murthy, who was appointed as surgeon general during both the Obama and Biden administrations, went on Sesame Street to stress the importance of vaccinations and put out a guidebook to hosting dinner parties as a cure for loneliness.



In many ways, Casey Means is the perfect person for that job. Donald Trump's new nominee for surgeon general, announced yesterday, is a Stanford-trained doctor who is well-spoken and telegenic. Most important, she clearly knows how to draw attention to health issues. Good Energy, the book she published last year with her brother, Calley (who, by the way, is a special adviser in the Trump administration), is Amazon's No. 1 best seller in its "nutrition" and "aging" categories. She regularly posts on Instagram, where she has more than 700,000 followers.



In many other ways, however, Means is far from perfect. A leading voice in Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s "Make America healthy again" movement, she has a habit of trafficking in pseudoscience and at times can be hyperbolic, to put it lightly. Means has said that America's diet-related health issues could lead to a "genocidal-level health collapse" and that "all of us are a little bit dead while we are alive" because of what she calls "metabolic dysfunction." She has also written about taking part in full-moon ceremonies and about how talking to trees helped her find love--though she admitted that the rituals were "out there." And Means (who didn't respond to a request for comment) has used her platform to promote "mitochondrial health" gummies, algae-laden "energy bits," and vitamins she described as her "immunity stack."



Means was not Trump's top choice for surgeon general. His first nominee, Janette Nesheiwat, was pulled out of contention yesterday amid allegations that she had misrepresented her medical training. Presuming the Senate confirms Means as the next surgeon general, she will be another one of RFK Jr.'s ideological compatriots who have joined him in the Trump administration. National Institutes of Health Director Jay Bhattacharya and FDA Commissioner Marty Makary are both also skeptics of the public-health establishment. Earlier this week, Vinay Prasad, another prominent medical contrarian, assumed a top job at the FDA. Now the "MAHA" takeover of the federal health agencies is all but complete. Earlier today, Trump told reporters that he tapped Means "because Bobby thought she was fantastic."



Means fits right in with the Trump administration's approach to health. She dropped out of her medical residency, citing her frustrations with the myopic focus of modern medicine. By her telling in Good Energy, she left her program in ear, nose, and throat surgery because "not once" was she taught what caused the inflammation in her patients' sinuses. In the third chapter of her book, titled "Trust Yourself, Not Your Doctor," Means writes that you should not trust physicians, because the medical establishment makes more money when you are sick and does not understand how to treat the root causes of chronic disease.



Alleviating chronic disease is also a passion of Kennedy's, and the similarities between them run deep. Like the health secretary, Means believes that you should avoid seed oils and ultraprocessed foods. She is prone to musings about the crisis of American health care that lean more Goop than C. Everett Koop. She has proclaimed that Americans have "totally lost respect for the miraculousness of life." She has said that the birth-control pill disrespects life because it is "shutting down the hormones in the female body that create this cyclical life-giving nature of women." One of the latest editions of her weekly email newsletter was dedicated to the children's movie Moana, which she called "a forgotten blueprint for how we lead, heal, and regenerate." (For the record, Koop, America's surgeon general during Ronald Reagan's presidency, never implied that he'd done mushrooms to find love.)



Tucker Carlson, Joe Rogan, and Andrew Huberman have all hosted Means on their podcasts. Means's rise is, in many ways, emblematic of modern internet wellness culture writ large: If you're articulate and confident and can convincingly recite what seems like academic evidence, you can become famous--and perhaps even be named surgeon general. Her most dangerous inclination is to toe the line of her new boss, Kennedy, on the issue of vaccines. On Rogan's show in October, she questioned whether the barrage of shots kids receive as infants might cause autism. And on Carlson's podcast, she argued that perhaps certain shots given to infants should be given later in life to avoid overexposure to neurotoxins. There is no scientific evidence to back up those claims.



But at the same time, much of Means's philosophy toward health doesn't seem that objectionable. Whereas the books that RFK Jr. has written are crammed full of conspiracy theories, hers focuses on how America's ills can be treated with whole foods, exercise, and good sleep. It even includes a recipe guide. (Her fennel-and-apple salad with lemon-dijon dressing and smoked salmon is delicious, I must admit.) If her book is any indication, her first move as surgeon general will be to urge parents to cut down on their kids' sugar consumption. "If the surgeon general, the dean of Stanford Medical School, and the head of the NIH gave a press conference on the steps of Congress tomorrow saying we should have an urgent national effort to cut sugar consumption among children, I believe sugar consumption would go down," she wrote.



If Means sticks to these issues--encouraging Americans to eat organic, go on a walk, and get some shut-eye--she could be a force for positive change in American health care. If she urges women to forgo birth control, plugs unproven supplements, or uses her bully pulpit to question the safety of childhood vaccines, she will go down as one of the most dangerous surgeons general in modern history. In this way, she is much like Kennedy and the rest of the MAHA universe. Their big-picture concerns sound reasonable and are resonating with lots of people. America does have a chronic-disease problem; food companies are selling junk that makes us sick; the public-health establishment hasn't gotten everything right. But for every reasonable idea they proffer, there is a pseudoscientific belief that strains their credibility.
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        The Atlantic Hires Alexandra Petri as Staff Writer
        The Atlantic

        Alexandra Petri, one of America's great columnists and funniest writers, is joining The Atlantic as a staff writer. Alexandra will begin writing for The Atlantic next month; she has been a long-time columnist for The Washington Post, where she started as an intern in 2010.

Below is the staff announcement about Alexandra from editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg:
Dear everyone,

I'm writing today to share the outstanding news that Alexandra Petri, one of America's greatest columnists - and funniest w...
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<em>The Atlantic </em>Hires Alexandra Petri as Staff Writer




Photo Credit: Lisa Allen



Alexandra Petri, one of America's great columnists and funniest writers, is joining The Atlantic as a staff writer. Alexandra will begin writing for The Atlantic next month; she has been a long-time columnist for The Washington Post, where she started as an intern in 2010.
 
 Below is the staff announcement about Alexandra from editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg:

Dear everyone,
 
 I'm writing today to share the outstanding news that Alexandra Petri, one of America's greatest columnists - and funniest writers - is joining The Atlantic as a staff writer. You are undoubtedly familiar with her work as a columnist for The Washington Post (although you may have seen her writing in McSweeneys, The New Yorker, or other publications), and I'm beyond thrilled that she is coming aboard.
 
 Alexandra is brilliant and hilarious, wildly creative and adventurous. Her columns for The Post have been the favorites of readers for years. No one cuts to the heart of the matter faster or more incisively than Alexandra. And even those among us who don't laugh out loud as they read columns laugh out loud while reading hers.
 
 Alexandra appears to believe that no experience should be left unexperienced, which is why she entered and performed in an international whistling competition without actually knowing how to whistle. Then there was the time she made what was later described as the "worst final Jeopardy! wager of all time." She somewhat recently achieved her lifelong dream of being a talking head in a documentary about our 23rd president, Benjamin Harrison. Alexandra is the winner of the 2025 Thurber Prize for American Humor--for her book, AP's US History: Important American Documents I Made Up. She also received an award for her parody Twitter account (Emo Kylo Ren). And she is an O. Henry International pun-off champion (You can watch her winning performance here).
 
 Alexandra begins with us next month. I can't wait for all of you to meet her, and I can't wait to read her. Please join me in welcoming Alexandra to The Atlantic.
 
 Best wishes,
 Jeff


The Atlantic has announced a number of new hires this year as part of a major editorial expansion, including managing editor Griff Witte; staff writers Isaac Stanley-Becker, Tyler Austin Harper, Nick Miroff, Ashley Parker, Missy Ryan, Michael Scherer, Jamie Thompson, Josh Tyrangiel, 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 Contacts: Anna Bross and Paul Jackson, The Atlantic | press@theatlantic.com
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        The Mess at Airports Is Part of a Larger Pattern
        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.On this much, there is bipartisan agreement: The Federal Aviation Administration is in a bad mess. After years of exceptional safety, the U.S. air-travel system has recently been beset with near misses and, in one horrifying case, a collision. Air-traffic-control towers are badly understaffed, and contr...

      

      
        A Novel About Motherhood, Childhood, and Secrets
        Walt Hunter

        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.Honor Jones's debut novel, Sleep, starts with a child's perception of the world around her. I've known Honor, a senior editor at The Atlantic, since we were both children, and reading the book was a little like immersing myself in our own long friendship. I asked Honor a few questions about Sleep, which...

      

      
        There's No Such Thing as a Free Plane
        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 is in talks to accept a $400 million gift from a foreign government. The president has become impatient as he awaits replacements for Air Force One--initially due from Boeing in 2024, they're now expected in 2027--and ABC News reported yesterday that the small Persian Gulf country of Qatar, a...

      

      
        Seven Weekend Reads
        Stephanie Bai

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Our editors compiled seven great reads. Spend time with stories about the risks of trying to raise successful kids, an alarming trend affecting the job market, the top goal of Project 2025, and more.Stop Trying to Raise Successful Kids
And start raising kind ones. (From 2019)
By Adam Grant and Allison S...

      

      
        Nostalgia for the Early Days of Parenting
        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.Older parents are constantly telling those in the early days to cherish it: It goes by in a flash. But that can be very hard advice to follow when you're in the thick of it, as Stephanie H. Murray wrote in 2022. Ultimately, all a parent can do is "keep an eye out for the precious moments amid the tumu...

      

      
        Tyre Nichols and the End of Police Reform
        David A. Graham

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.In January 2023, I traveled to Memphis to report on the killing of Tyre Nichols, an unarmed Black man beaten to death by a group of Memphis police officers. Like most Americans, I have seen far too many videos in recent years of police brutalizing people, and I had reported on the particular failures of...

      

      
        What It Costs to Get the Life You Want
        Maya Chung

        This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.The wives in Mavis Gallant's stories aren't happy. In "The Flowers of Spring," from 1950, a woman named Estelle visits her paralyzed husband, Malcolm, at the hospital. She feels sorry for him but also resentful and trapped, and she wonders whether the wives of other disabled men also feel "despair and discontent." She'd "been a charming bride"; now, a few years later, she sees herself as ...

      

      
        The Big Focus on Federal Judges Is Not a Good Sign
        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.One indicator about the health of the nation is how many lower federal judges a regular news consumer can name--and reel off biographical details about--without much hesitation.By now, many know James Boasberg, who is handling the matter of deportation flights to El Salvador. He is merely the highest-prof...

      

      
        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,"...
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The Mess at Airports Is Part of a Larger Pattern

What's behind the Newark-airport fiasco

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.


On this much, there is bipartisan agreement: The Federal Aviation Administration is in a bad mess. After years of exceptional safety, the U.S. air-travel system has recently been beset with near misses and, in one horrifying case, a collision. Air-traffic-control towers are badly understaffed, and controllers have now twice lost--for about 90 seconds and 30 to 90 seconds, respectively--the ability to track flights coming in and out of Newark.

"Someone should have seen this coming in the last administration," Transportation Secretary Sean Duffy complained yesterday on CNBC.

In fact, lots of people saw it coming. Regulators, pilots, controllers, airline executives, and outside observers all warned for years that the system was falling behind and running on outdated technology. Yet successive presidential administrations and Congresses didn't act, lulled into a false sense of stability by a record 16-year stretch with no fatal commercial-airline crashes in the United States. The struggles of the air-safety regime are especially visceral--few news items are as dramatic as a plane crash, and many people are nervous flyers to begin with--but the FAA is a lot like much of the federal government: It functioned well for a long time, but years of inattention and underfunding have quietly driven it to the brink of collapse.

The idea that the FAA can be run on the cheap is an old and enduring one. In 1981, President Ronald Reagan broke a strike by air-traffic controllers demanding more favorable working conditions, firing some 11,000 controllers. One result was a huge influx of new hires, who typically work for 20 to 25 years--which meant big cohorts retiring in the mid-2000s and again around now. The FAA is currently 3,000 controllers shy of its target staffing; the controller in charge when a plane and a helicopter collided in January near the airport named for Reagan was doing double duty. Seeking to ensure safety, the FAA has implemented mandatory overtime--which is both expensive and risks fatigue among controllers, who are then more likely to make mistakes. Duffy is also offering a 20 percent bonus to controllers who stay past retirement age. (The FAA does not currently have a confirmed leader.)

The equipment and infrastructure of the FAA are similarly shaky. "We use floppy disks. We use copper wires," Duffy said after the first Newark outage. "The system that we're using is not effective to control the traffic that we have in the airspace today." An FAA official said today that a link between the Pentagon and Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport has been inoperable for years. The FAA embarked on a major overhaul of technology in 2007, but it's still not complete--in part because of underfunding. The 2013 GOP-driven budget-sequestration process slashed the agency's budget, but Congress allowed the agency to divert funds to pay controllers. Congress's appropriations for FAA equipment failed to keep pace with inflation, yet in 2016, Republicans in Congress proposed further slashing the FAA's budget because they were frustrated that the overhaul was not yet complete.

In January 2023, Delta Airlines CEO Ed Bastian made a plea on behalf of the FAA. "I think it's very clear that there has to be a call to action amongst our political leaders, Congress, and the White House to fund and properly provide the FAA the resources they need to do the job," he said on a conference call. Later that year, experts identified a series of problems at the FAA, writing in a report, "These challenges, in the areas of process integrity, staffing, and facilities, equipment, and technology, all have ties to inadequate, inconsistent funding." In 2024, when the Biden administration estimated that the FAA had a $5.2 billion shortfall simply to maintain some operations, then-FAA Administrator Mike Whitaker told a House committee that facilities were "somewhat famously underfunded."

The FAA has other problems as well, including regulatory capture by Boeing in the years leading up to a series of 737 Max failures. Although these issues predate the current administration, the Trump administration and Elon Musk's U.S. DOGE Service have done further damage, as my colleague Isaac Stanley-Becker reported in March. "Many jobs with critical safety functions are indeed being sacrificed, with any possible replacements uncertain because of the government-wide hiring freeze," he wrote. Donald Trump, meanwhile, baselessly and racistly blamed the January midair collision in Washington, D.C., on DEI programs.

The pattern of neglect observed at the FAA can be seen across the federal government. Other physical infrastructure, including bridges, dams, power lines, and highways, are in a serious state of decay. In 2014, a major scandal rocked the Department of Veterans Affairs health system when it emerged that officials, dealing with insufficient capacity, were hiding long waitlists. As Ed Yong wrote in The Atlantic in 2020, the coronavirus pandemic revealed years of deterioration that had weakened the nation's public-health system (and other systems).

The fact that government spending continues to grow is well known, but that growth is driven by mandatory spending on entitlement programs such as Medicare and Social Security, which grows as the American population ages and increases. Discretionary spending--that is, everything else--has for decades declined as a percentage of GDP. The U.S. is spending much less on these other government services than it did in 1962. Back then, discretionary spending was 12.3 percent of GDP; in fiscal year 2024, it was roughly 6.3 percent.

Musk is learning an accelerated lesson that few shortcuts exist in government; that's one reason DOGE has had to keep recalling federal employees and adjusting down its savings estimates. Everyone wants to cut waste, fraud, and abuse, but most government spending is not wasteful, fraudulent, or abusive. We can and should improve how the government works, but we can't actually get something for nothing. As with what's happening to American democracy itself, the risk is in creating a hollowed-out shell--one that appears solid but fails to deliver on its promise to the people.

Related:

	The FAA's troubles are more serious than you know.
 	The near misses at airports have been telling us something. (From January)






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	The end of rule of law in America
 	Trump's tactical burger unit is beyond parody.
 	The David Frum Show: A week of manufactured Trump victories
 	The cynical Republican plan to cut Medicaid




Today's News

	President Donald Trump met with Syria's interim president and urged him to normalize relations with Israel.
 	Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. defended the workforce cuts to his department during his testimony in a House-committee hearing.
 	California Governor Gavin Newsom proposed scaling back on health-care benefits for undocumented immigrants in an effort to help balance the state's budget.




Evening Read
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The Default-Parent Problem

By Olga Khazan

When Austin Estes took his sick infant son to urgent care, he struggled to change his diaper in an exam room not equipped with a changing table. "Oh, if only Mom was here," the nurse said. Estes, an education-policy consultant in Washington, D.C., wondered why she'd think his wife would better handle an impossible diaper change.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Silicon Valley braces for chaos.
 	Trump's third-term ambitions are very revealing.
 	The honeymoon is ending in Syria.
 	Trump's legal strategy has a name.




Culture Break


Lucasfilm



Watch. Season 2 of Andor (streaming on Disney+) reveals that Star Wars is maybe better without lightsabers, Shirley Li writes.

Experiment. Just let your kids play with makeup, Faran Krentcil writes: "A child's curiosity about makeup isn't necessarily a red flag, or even a fluttery pink one."

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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A Novel About Motherhood, Childhood, and Secrets

<em>Atlantic</em> editor<strong> </strong>Honor Jones discusses her debut novel, <em>Sleep</em>, and what fiction does that journalism cannot.

by Walt Hunter




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.


Honor Jones's debut novel, Sleep, starts with a child's perception of the world around her. I've known Honor, a senior editor at The Atlantic, since we were both children, and reading the book was a little like immersing myself in our own long friendship. I asked Honor a few questions about Sleep, which is out today. You can buy it here.





Walt Hunter: I think I was one of the first people to read the whole novel--is that right?--which is an incredible gift for an editor, not to mention a friend. You're an editor, too, and a journalist. What are the differences, for you, between writing fiction and writing nonfiction?

Honor Jones: You were! And you gave me the most brilliant notes. We go back: I'll remind you and everyone else here that you also read and advised me on my thesis in college! I see how the idea of moving from fact to fiction could feel really unmooring, but I basically think that writing is writing--you're always thinking about voice, about structure. What really matters is that you have a purpose: something that needs to be said or done in the text. If that's the case, then there's always something dictating what the story needs, even if, instead of news or history, it's only the demands of the story itself.

That said, it was hard--and exciting--to try to leave my journalist self out of the sentences. I had to go through and cut like a thousand commas out of the book. During the editing process, I also accidentally called the book title "the headline" so many times that it started to get embarrassing.

Walt: When I think about the novel, the first thing I think about is your style. What does a novel allow you to do that a news story doesn't?

Honor: One thing it lets you do is write what a character is thinking and feeling about what's happening, even when she doesn't understand what's happening. This was important because the beginning of the book is told from the perspective of a child. I also felt that I was often exploring an idea that I couldn't argue or defend. A novel is a good place for that, especially if the idea is weird or perverse or otherwise hard to talk about.

Walt: The main character, Margaret, is a sharp observer of her world--someone "on whom nothing is lost," to borrow a phrase from Henry James. We start the book in the dampness under a blackberry bush--such a tangible detail!

Honor: I knew that I didn't want the child in this story to be special or precocious. She has no exposure to the world of art or ideas. She knows next to nothing about history or politics. She's growing up in the '90s, and I have this line about her education lying entirely on a foundation of American Girl-doll books. She simply has no context for what happens to her. But she's trying really hard to make sense of it anyway. She's naturally probably a perceptive kid, but she's also that way because she has to be, because she learns that she has to protect herself.

And I think that sense of watchfulness defines her as she grows up. In the sections that follow, she changes in all these ways while remaining fundamentally the same person. I was interested in that--how she can't shake her own history, how many of her choices as an adult are defined by the events of her childhood, how she has to learn to be a mother while remaining a daughter.

Walt: The novel is also psychologically astute in any number of ways. For example, we watch the friendship between Margaret and Biddy as it develops over a long period of time. And Margaret's relationship with her family members is, of course, at the center of the book. What are you exploring with these long-term ties?

Honor: I loved writing this friendship! You can probably recognize aspects of the girls we both grew up with in the character of Biddy. She's sort of a composite of all the best friends I've loved through life, while also being her own person--ballsier and bolder than any of us were at that age. Biddy really is Margaret's family, the person who stays alongside her through all the years. One thing I find freeing about their relationship is that, even though Margaret keeps this terrible secret from Biddy, in some ways, it doesn't matter. The novel is so concerned with the danger of secrets and the power of disclosure, but Biddy just loves Margaret. She is the one character for whom the truth would change nothing.

A lot of the book is about Margaret trying to understand the people around her, but people don't really explain themselves. (Margaret doesn't, either--people keep asking her why she got divorced, and she never has any idea what to say.) When she finds the courage to ask what is maybe the most important question in the book, the answer she gets is profoundly insufficient. I think some readers might find that frustrating, and would rather the book build up to a final confrontation and resolution. But that's not what I was interested in. I think trying to understand, failing to understand, knowing a little more, knowing yourself better--that's what it's about.

Walt: The first part of Sleep is set in a place--wealthy suburban New Jersey--where social class has an infinite number of near-invisible gradations. It reminds me a lot of where we grew up, on the Main Line outside Philadelphia. You manage to sneak in so many small details--of decor, especially, but also of social decorum--that reveal these distinctions. They make sense to me, the child of a reporter, whose family never quite fit into the whole milieu. And I recognize myself a little in Margaret--she's not entirely comfortable among the heirs and heiresses. But of course the book is also very tender, in its way, to the people in it. Why write about this place, these people? What did you learn?

Honor: The thing that really marks her as an outsider in this social world and class happens when she grows up and gets divorced. But she's always felt like an outsider and an observer, as you say. I wanted to show how, as a child, she's learning about class as if it's just another language. Why does her mother care so much about this particular neighbor? What are they conveying by having this particular pet? It was fun to write about all this signaling from people who are quite incapable of communicating in other ways.

Walt: One scene that sticks in my mind--that really keeps me up at night, sometimes--is the one at the party in Brooklyn where we almost suspect that Margaret's child might be in danger. There's genuine suspense there, even some terror.

Honor: I think the big question of this book is: How do you raise a child to be safe without raising them to be afraid? What's the right amount of vigilance? Should you--can you--trust the world? I think this feeling of domestic horror will be familiar to a lot of parents. It's a lovely day on the playground, and then suddenly you look up and you can't find your kid. He's fine! He's just behind a tree or whatever. But immediately you're aware of the worst-case scenario. Terror is always an option, and those darker feelings lie right up against the joy and fun of parenting. I think there's a lot of the latter in the book, too.

Walt: Does fiction have an ethical responsibility when it comes to representing a moment, or repeated moments, of trauma? What is that responsibility?

Honor: If there's anything I think fiction shouldn't tolerate, it's squeamishness. In Sleep, for instance, I had to say what happened to Margaret. I had to describe it in simple language. It had to happen in the beginning of the book. Her particular form of trauma is quieter than many others--there is no violence, for instance. But it's still insidious. Margaret might not understand what's happening, but I wanted the reader to know. You could imagine a different story: a divorced woman's self-doubt, a mystery unfolding, a revelation of memory ... but I could not have written that book. It would have felt dishonest. The mystery isn't what was done to her--it's what she does with herself after.

Related:

	"Skin a rabbit": a short story by Honor Jones
 	"How I demolished my life"






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The debate that will determine how Democrats govern next time
 	Adam Serwer: Due process is a right, not a privilege you get for being good.
 	Good on Paper: The myth of the poverty trap




Today's News

	The Trump administration announced a nearly $142 billion arms sale to Saudi Arabia. In return, Saudi Arabia would invest $600 billion in America's industries.
 	President Donald Trump declared that he would lift sanctions on Syria, ahead of his visit with Syria's new president.
 	Russian and Ukrainian delegations are set to meet this week for their first face-to-face talks since 2022.




Evening Read


Illustration by Doug Chayka



How Part-Time Jobs Became a Trap

By Adelle Waldman

Several years ago, to research the novel I was writing, I spent six months working in the warehouse of a big-box store. As a supporter of the Fight for $15, I expected my co-workers to be frustrated that starting pay at the store was just $12.25 an hour. In fact, I found them to be less concerned about the wage than about the irregular hours. The store, like much of the American retail sector, used just-in-time scheduling to track customer flow on an hourly basis and anticipate staffing needs at any given moment. My co-workers and I had no way to know how many hours of work we'd get--and thus how much money we'd earn--from week to week.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	America is the land of opportunity--for white South Africans.
 	ChatGPT turned into a Studio Ghibli machine. How is that legal?
 	What the U.K. deal reveals about Trump's trade strategy
 	Is the AfD too extreme for democracy?
 	Weight-loss drugs aren't really about weight.




Culture Break


Warner Brothers / Everett Collection



Watch. These are 25 of the best horror films you can watch, ranked by scariness, David Sims wrote in 2020.

Discover. Gregg Popovich, former head coach and current president of the San Antonio Spurs, shared his life lessons with Adam Harris.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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There's No Such Thing as a Free Plane

Donald Trump is in talks to accept a $400 million gift from Qatar--presumably not simply out of generosity.

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 is in talks to accept a $400 million gift from a foreign government. The president has become impatient as he awaits replacements for Air Force One--initially due from Boeing in 2024, they're now expected in 2027--and ABC News reported yesterday that the small Persian Gulf country of Qatar, an American ally, intends to give him a plane.

The most astonishing thing is that Trump is doing this out in the open. One secret to his impunity thus far has been that rather than try to hide his misdeeds--that's what amateurs such as Nixon and Harding did--he calculates that if he makes no pretense, he can get away with them. This worked when he called on foreign countries to interfere in U.S. elections, when he declined to divest from his companies in his first term, and when he tried to subvert the 2020 presidential election. Now he is daring the courts, Congress, and Americans to either stop him or else declare graft legal--at least for him.

Underscoring the crookedness, the plane would ultimately belong not to the U.S. government but to Trump: Once he leaves office, it would reportedly "be transferred to the Trump Presidential Library Foundation no later than Jan. 1, 2029, and any costs relating to its transfer will be paid for by the U.S. Air Force," per ABC. In short, a foreign government might give the president of the United States a $400 million personal gift. Not a bad haul at a time when Trump is asking American children to do with fewer dolls and pencils. (Federal law allows officials to accept personal gifts below a certain amount, currently set at $480. That's 0.0001 percent the estimated value of the plane.)

Just how final this deal is remains unclear--a Qatari government spokesperson said it is under consideration--but Trump confirmed the arrangement on Truth Social. "So the fact that the Defense Department is getting a GIFT, FREE OF CHARGE, of a 747 aircraft to replace the 40 year old Air Force One, temporarily, in a very public and transparent transaction, so bothers the Crooked Democrats that they insist we pay, TOP DOLLAR, for the plane," he wrote.

Accepting an aircraft from a foreign country, even an ally, raises many questions about national security. Who can vouch for the safety of the plane? Who will inspect every inch of the plane to be sure it's not bugged? (A standard 747 has 171 miles of wiring, according to Boeing.) That assumes the plane could be made operable at all--not a sure thing, as The Wall Street Journal reported in an earlier iteration of this story. All of this would be worrisome to the White House except that, as I've written, Trump does not care about national security. "Trump is the only thing he's interested in," former National Security Adviser John Bolton told me earlier this year.

If there's no such thing as a free lunch, there's certainly no such thing as a free plane. The Qataris would presumably not give Trump such a plane out of the goodness and generosity of their hearts. There's a simple term for this: bribery. The fact that we don't know what Qatar might want from Trump doesn't change that. In fact, it's arguably scarier, because rather than consider the exchange a quid pro quo for something specific, Trump could slant any number of policy choices to benefit Doha. The Supreme Court has, in a series of recent decisions, made prosecuting politicians for corruption harder and harder, but that doesn't preclude the rest of us from using plain language.

In this case, there's a specific term too: foreign emoluments. The Constitution is not a very long document, but it specifically forbids officeholders from taking gifts from foreign powers. Trump realized during his first term that the ban is all but unenforceable. He accepted many foreign emoluments--including in the form of business at his Washington, D.C., hotel--but a court rejected a lawsuit lodged by Democratic members of Congress, concluding they had no standing to sue. (The first Trump administration also failed to keep a proper log of gifts, and some were missing at the end of his time in office.)

The first Trump term was a festival of petty grift, but that was just a warm-up for the second term. In 2021, Trump described bitcoin as a "scam"; now, he's decided to get in on the scam and has made, at least on paper, almost $1 billion from crypto projects, according to Bloomberg. The president is openly using his office to profit. In an auction that ended today, buyers of his personal cryptocoin can win a chance to tour the White House. As if that weren't bad enough, the arrangement has also drawn bidders who believe that the winner's access to Trump will provide a good chance to influence U.S. policy.

Ahead of Trump's own Middle East jaunt this week, his family business has also struck billions in deals in the region recently; his sons have traveled to or announced agreements with Dubai, Saudi Arabia, and--whaddya know--Qatar. Perhaps it would have been too brazen even for Trump to have his son Eric's Middle East trip come right after his. Jared Kushner, Trump's son-in-law and a former top official in the first administration, is also reportedly serving as an informal adviser on Middle East diplomacy--despite his business interests in the region.

During his first presidential campaign, Trump presented his wealth as a guard against corruption. He couldn't be bought off, he claimed, because he was independently wealthy; indeed, he boasted that he'd been the one doing the buying. Instead, his high personal net worth has only elevated his ambitions for corruption. Where a previous Republican president saw government of, for, and by the people, Trump sees the government as nothing more than the greatest opportunity for self-enrichment.

The courts may have effectively prevented prosecutors from policing official corruption, but if the U.S. Congress is willing to allow a foreign government to give the president a $400 million personal gift, what checks on his power remain? What's the point of having a Constitution, or a Congress? The airplane may be free for Trump, but the cost to Americans could prove exceedingly steep.

Related:

	The most corrupt presidency in American history
 	The Court can't think straight when it comes to corruption.






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	China called Trump's bluff.
 	The terrible optics of ICE enforcement are fueling a Trump immigration backlash.
 	Retirement is the new resistance for Democrats.
 	The wrong way to motivate your kid




Today's News

	America and China have agreed to pause most tariffs and trade barriers for 90 days. The U.S. will temporarily reduce tariffs on China from 145 percent to 30 percent.
 	Hamas freed Edan Alexander, a dual Israeli-American citizen and the last living American hostage in Gaza.
 	A group of 59 white South Africans, whom the Trump administration accepted as refugees, landed in America.






Dispatches 

	Work in Progress: The Republicans' federal budget proposals make no sense, Annie Lowrey writes.
 	The Wonder Reader: Isabel Fattal on why many parents feel nostalgia for the early days of child-rearing.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Refugees who fled the Zamzam camp in Sudan's Darfur region sit on top of a truck shortly after arriving in Tine, a border town in eastern Chad. They await relocation to a transit camp nearby. (Lynsey Addario)



The Crisis of American Leadership Reaches an Empty Desert

By Lynsey Addario

Several months ago, I was reporting in Sudan with the photographer Lynsey Addario. She recently returned to the region and spent several days photographing and speaking with some of the people who are streaming into Tine. According to aid workers on the ground, more than 30,000 people have arrived there since regional fighting intensified in mid-April, and more than 3,500 are now arriving every day. The photos below capture the desperation of people with nowhere to go, the absence of infrastructure to help them, the desolation of the empty desert.
 -- Anne Applebaum


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Who counts as Christian?
 	David Frum: The ultimate bait and switch of Trump's tariffs
 	Trump sides with the Israeli people against Netanyahu.
 	"Why I'm leaving Pacific Palisades"




Culture Break


Illustration by Oyow



Co-parent. Would you raise kids with your best pals? Rhaina Cohen explores a grand experiment in parenthood and friendship.

Take a bite. The sun is setting on burger dominance, Ellen Cushing writes. The golden age of the fried-chicken sandwich is here.

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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Seven Weekend Reads

Spend time with stories about the risks of trying to raise successful kids, an alarming trend affecting the job market, and more.

by Stephanie Bai




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


Our editors compiled seven great reads. Spend time with stories about the risks of trying to raise successful kids, an alarming trend affecting the job market, the top goal of Project 2025, and more.





Stop Trying to Raise Successful Kids

And start raising kind ones. (From 2019)


By Adam Grant and Allison Sweet Grant

Something Alarming Is Happening to the Job Market

A new sign that AI is competing with college grads


By Derek Thompson

The Top Goal of Project 2025 Is Still to Come

The now-famous white paper has proved to be a good road map for what the administration has done so far, and what may yet be on the way.


By David A. Graham

What the Press Got Wrong About Hitler

Journalists accurately reported that the fuhrer was a "Little Man" whom the whole world was laughing at. It didn't matter.


By Timothy W. Ryback

Quaker Parents Were Ahead of Their Time

The nearly 375-year-old religion's principles line up surprisingly well with modern parenting research.


By Gail Cornwall

The Aftermath of a Mass Slaughter at the Zoo

Last year, a fox broke into a bird enclosure in D.C. and killed 25 flamingos. The zoo refused to let him strike again. (From 2023)


By Ross Andersen

The Sociopaths Among Us--And How to Avoid Them

You're bound to come across the "Dark Triad" type of malignant narcissists in life--and they can be superficially appealing. Better to look for their exact opposite. (From 2023)


By Arthur C. Brooks



The Week Ahead

	Final Destination: Bloodlines, the sixth movie in the horror franchise about people marked for death (in theaters Friday)
 	Volume 4 of Love, Death & Robots, an animated anthology series featuring strange and darkly funny short stories (premieres Thursday on Netflix)
 	The Emperor of Gladness, a novel by Ocean Vuong about a desperate 19-year-old who becomes the caretaker of an elderly widow with dementia (out Tuesday)




Essay


Illustration by Paul Spella. Source: Bettmann / Getty.



The Not-at-All-Funny Life of Mark Twain

By Graeme Wood

In his last, most pathetic years, Mark Twain threw himself behind the crackpot theory that the true author of Shakespeare's plays may have been Francis Bacon ... The literary critic Northrop Frye, who dismissed the Bacon theory, nevertheless had a wry aside of his own about extrapolating too freely from scattered biographical details and the unflattering portrait that is the only surviving image of Shakespeare. "We know nothing about Shakespeare," Frye wrote, "except a signature or two, a few addresses, a will, a baptismal register, and the picture of a man who is clearly an idiot."
 Ron Chernow's Mark Twain forces a similar conclusion about its subject: clearly an idiot, and a born sucker.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	We're all living in a Carl Hiaasen novel.
 	The comic who's his own worst enemy
 	Gregg Popovich's life lessons
 	David Sims: "The oddball British comedy show I thought I'd hate (and learned to love)"
 	The catharsis in re-creating one of the worst days of your life
 	What kind of questions did 17th-century daters have?






Catch Up on The Atlantic 

	Why this India-Pakistan conflict is different
 	Airport detentions have travelers "freaked out."
 	The conclave just did the unthinkable.




Photo Album


A man plays the citole for a newborn baby during a music-therapy session at the Notre-Dame de la Misericorde hospital in Ajaccio, on the French island of Corsica. (Pascal Pochard-Casabianca / AFP / Getty)



Take a look at these photos of the week, showing a new pope, artistic swimming in Ontario, a bun-scrambling competition in Hong Kong, and much more.



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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Nostalgia for the Early Days of Parenting

"Cherish it while you can" is hard advice to follow for many new parents.

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.


Older parents are constantly telling those in the early days to cherish it: It goes by in a flash. But that can be very hard advice to follow when you're in the thick of it, as Stephanie H. Murray wrote in 2022. Ultimately, all a parent can do is "keep an eye out for the precious moments amid the tumult and chaos," one mother Murray spoke with told her. "Do what you can to imprint them in your memory--write them down, or share them with friends. Collect them like gems, so that when your arms are finally free and your eyes are a little clearer, you can turn them over in your hand." Today's reading list explores both the gems and the challenges of parenting.



On Parenthood

Why We Long for the Most Difficult Days of Parenthood

By Stephanie H. Murray

Older parents are always telling parents of young children to cherish every second; it will be gone in a flash. But it's very difficult advice to follow in the thick of it.

Read the article.

Why Dad's Side of the Family Tends to Miss Out

By Chiara Dello Joio

Many people have stronger bonds with their maternal relatives. Why?

Read the article.

A Shift in American Family Values Is Fueling Estrangement

By Joshua Coleman

Both parents and adult children often fail to recognize how profoundly the rules of family life have changed over the past half century.

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	American family life should not be this volatile: Welcome to the age of tremors, Elliot Haspel wrote in 2023.
 	A totally unnecessary way to stress parents out: Julie Beck on the tyranny of school spirit days




Other Diversions

	The not-at-all-funny life of Mark Twain
 	We're all living in a Carl Hiaasen novel. 
 	An old-school pitching coach says I told you so.




P.S.


Courtesy of Ari



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. Ari sent this photo of a lotus pond in bloom in Bali.

I'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks. If you'd like to share, reply to this email with a photo and a short description so we can share your wonder with fellow readers in a future edition of this newsletter or on our website. Send us the original, unedited photos from your phone or camera as JPGs--no cropping or shrinking is needed.

Please include your name (initials are okay), age, and location. By doing so, you agree that The Atlantic has permission to publish your photo and publicly attribute the response to you, including your first name and last initial, age, and/or location that you share with your submission.

-- Isabel
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Tyre Nichols and the End of Police Reform

If a savage beating, captured on camera, cannot produce a murder conviction, the chances of fixing the police-brutality problem are very bleak.

by David A. Graham




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


In January 2023, I traveled to Memphis to report on the killing of Tyre Nichols, an unarmed Black man beaten to death by a group of Memphis police officers. Like most Americans, I have seen far too many videos in recent years of police brutalizing people, and I had reported on the particular failures of justice in Memphis, a city afflicted by both underpolicing--in the form of high rates of violent crime in its poorest neighborhoods--and overpolicing, in the form of widespread abuse.

Even so, I was shocked by what I saw when the city released videos. A team of police from a special squad called the SCORPION unit savagely beat Nichols and then didn't bother to provide any medical aid. They did most of this underneath SkyCop, one of the ubiquitous Memphis surveillance cameras, evidently unworried that they would face repercussions for their actions.

They were wrong--but not that wrong. Although five officers were quickly fired, and the SCORPION unit was disbanded, it now seems possible that few, if any, will be convicted of the most serious charges in a man's senseless death. This week, at a trial in Memphis, a jury acquitted three of the former officers involved in Nichols's death on several charges, including second-degree murder. Two others have agreed to plead guilty to some federal and state charges, and one testified in the trial. The same three officers were convicted of witness tampering in a federal trial last year, and one was convicted of violating Nichols's civil rights by causing bodily injury.

There is still no good explanation for why any of this happened; Memphis Police Chief C. J. Davis said that the officers appeared to have no reason to pull Nichols over in a traffic stop. Yet as soon as they did, some of the officers drew weapons and began pepper-spraying and manhandling him. When he--understandably--tried to escape, police called for backup, gave chase, and eventually caught him. "I hope they stomp his ass," one officer, who did not chase Nichols and was not charged, was recorded saying. His fellow officers did, beating Nichols just yards from his mother's house. He died at a hospital.

Prosecutors did face some challenges in this case, despite the existence of video evidence. First, officers are seldom charged with murder, and when they are, they are seldom convicted. Second, the three former officers who stood trial were, in the words of the deputy district attorney, the "least culpable," compared with the two who agreed to plead guilty. Third, defense lawyers successfully argued that widespread news coverage in Memphis of the killing would preclude a fair trial, so instead of a jury pool from Memphis, which is majority-Black, the jury was all white and drawn from around Chattanooga, on the opposite side of Tennessee.

Even so, District Attorney Steve Mulroy seemed shell-shocked after the verdict. "Was I surprised that there wasn't a single guilty verdict on any of the counts or any of the lesser included offenses, given the overwhelming evidence that I think that we presented?" he said, his voice straining. "Yes, I was surprised. Do I have an explanation for it? No."

Nichols's mother, RowVaughn Wells, not bound by the same ethical guidelines as a prosecutor, was blunter. "Those people were allowed to come here, look at the evidence, and deny the evidence," she said.

The outrage that met George Floyd's murder in 2020 seemed at first to be a turning point for criminal justice. After a string of high-profile cases starting in 2015, officials and the public were aligned in demanding law-enforcement reforms that would punish and prevent needless killings. But as I wrote when Derek Chauvin was convicted for kneeling on Floyd's neck until he died, that case was a rare exception--not least because of the stomach-churning video evidence involved and the strong condemnation by the Minneapolis police chief. Although individual prosecutions were important, the greater need, I argued, was for systemic reforms.

The verdict in Memphis shows what an outlier Chauvin's conviction was: Despite videos at least as horrifying, despite the police chief's quick action to fire the officers and condemn their behavior, these three former officers escaped murder convictions. Meanwhile, the changing political winds and rising violent crime after 2020 helped the movement toward broader reform stall out, both locally in Memphis and nationally.

In early 2024, the Memphis city council refused to reappoint Davis, but she continued serving as interim chief. Earlier this year, Davis got her permanent title back. Around the same time, the city of Memphis refused to enter into a consent decree that would allow oversight from the U.S. Department of Justice, which had found "a pattern or practice of conduct that deprives people of their rights under the Constitution and federal law," documented in appalling detail. City leaders knew that once Donald Trump took office, the Justice Department would pull back on oversight of local police departments and civil-rights laws, just as his administration had done the first time.

Trump has long called for more brutal policing, complaining that cops aren't allowed to fight crime with the necessary toughness. "Please don't be too nice," he said in a speech to Long Island officers in 2017. After taking office this time, he closed a database tracking serious offenses by federal police officers, which was designed to facilitate background checks; he also issued an order to "unleash" police officers and to have private law firms provide pro bono legal defense for officers accused of misconduct.

"What I do know is this: Tyre Nichols is dead, and deserves to be alive," Mulroy said on Wednesday. The failure of courts to secure murder convictions for the former officers who beat him, and of politicians to bring greater accountability, means that he will not be the last to suffer an unjust death.

Related:

	How criminal-justice reform fell apart (From 2022)
 	How did it come to this? (From 2023)




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	The partisan mind virus
 	Israel plunges into darkness.
 	The conclave just did the unthinkable.
 	The not-at-all-funny life of Mark Twain




Today's News

	A federal judge ordered the U.S. government to immediately release from federal custody Rumeysa Ozturk, a Tufts University doctoral student who was arrested in March. The judge said that the only rationale the government has provided for her arrest is an op-ed criticizing Israel that she co-wrote last year.
 	The Trump administration is planning to accept and help resettle a group of white South Africans because of allegations that they are experiencing racial discrimination in South Africa. They are the first white South Africans to be granted refugee status in America.
 	David Souter, a former Supreme Court justice, died at 85 years old.




Dispatches 

	The Books Briefing: Women today might have more choices than the characters of the Canadian writer Mavis Gallant do, Maya Chung writes. But the kind of freedom that Gallant's women seek can still be out of reach.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Pascal Kiszon / Getty.



AI Is Not Your Friend

By Mike Caulfield

Recently, after an update that was supposed to make ChatGPT "better at guiding conversations toward productive outcomes," according to release notes from OpenAI, the bot couldn't stop telling users how brilliant their bad ideas were. ChatGPT reportedly told one person that their plan to sell literal "shit on a stick" was "not just smart--it's genius" ...
 But this was not just a ChatGPT problem. Sycophancy is a common feature of chatbots.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The Republicans' budget makes no sense.
 	Canadian ambassador: My countrymen are angry and frustrated with the U.S.
 	Trump heads back to where he started: Saudi Arabia.
 	The real Trump family business is crypto.
 	The pope's most revealing choice so far




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Murray Close / A24.



Retell. Making the film Warfare (in select theaters) was an exercise in exposure therapy for the veterans whose memories it reconstructs, Shirley Li writes.

Read. These stories offer a starting point--and perhaps some insights--for those trying to understand their mom, Sophia Stewart writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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What It Costs to Get the Life You Want

The kind of freedom that Mavis Gallant's characters seek can still be out of reach.

by Maya Chung




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


The wives in Mavis Gallant's stories aren't happy. In "The Flowers of Spring," from 1950, a woman named Estelle visits her paralyzed husband, Malcolm, at the hospital. She feels sorry for him but also resentful and trapped, and she wonders whether the wives of other disabled men also feel "despair and discontent." She'd "been a charming bride"; now, a few years later, she sees herself as a "delinquent wife." She has no desire, despite the doctor's entreaties, to discuss her husband's condition.

First, here are five new stories from The Atlantic's books section:

	What to read to understand your mom
 	Parenthood cannot be optimized
 	Why do collaborators do it?
 	How the best restaurants can make you feel
 	What kind of questions did 17th-century daters have?


Many of Gallant's characters are "strays," as Vivian Gornick wrote last week. They are out of place in the world, supremely lonely, seeking something better or different in life. Three of the Canadian writer's later stories, which appear in the collection Varieties of Exile, focus on a woman named Lily Quale, who agrees to marry a humdrum diplomat named Steve Burnet, despite not loving him. She trusts that Steve will get her out of provincial Canada--but although he makes good on his promise, taking her to live in Europe, Lily has no interest in spending her life tied down to this kind yet dull man, and she leaves him not long after they arrive in the south of France. Why is she willing to do something so reckless to get what she wants? Gornick observes that Lily lives in a time when a woman couldn't make her way in the world alone. "Whatever the future held for her, she was bound to pursue it through a man in whom she aroused desire: the only card she ever had to play," she writes. Some women used that connection to advance, as Lily does. Others, Gornick notes, spent too much time with "one Steve Burnet or another," and the person they never became "hardened" inside them.

Women today might have more freedom and more choices than Gallant and her characters did--but the kind of burdenlessness that Gallant's women seek can still be out of reach. Gallant herself yearned to be "perfectly free," Gornick writes, and found that the only way she could do it was by living in Paris, where she "never felt at ease," among people she never felt intimate with. She chose to have neither children nor a husband (after a brief youthful marriage) and was thus able to devote herself to her work. For her characters, freedom is more urgent than security; they make their choices without looking back.

But some women may feel more ambivalent. Even if these decisions are no longer as binary as they were in Gallant's era, attaining total independence in the 21st century can still mean forgoing, or de-emphasizing, the kinds of attachments that place demands upon us--things such as marriage, children, and a steady career. And in this less black-and-white world, where women have the opportunity to balance family, work, and leisure, people who feel pulled toward multiple kinds of fulfillment may find that dedicating themselves to one over the other is less simple than it was decades ago. There are now more paths to choose from, but that doesn't necessarily mean the choices are any easier to make.




Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic. Source: Neville Elder / Corbis / Getty.



The Writer Who Understood Aloneness

By Vivian Gornick

Mavis Gallant's short stories are about people, especially women, who prefer to live on the social margins. I cherish one of them most of all.

Read the full article.



What to Read

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

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





Out Next Week

? Freedom Season, by Peniel E. Joseph

? The Emperor of Gladness, by Ocean Vuong


? Happiness Forever, by Adelaide Faith




Your Weekend Read


Illustration by Javier Jaen



Is This the Worst-Ever Era of American Pop Culture?

By Spencer Kornhaber

What art can do is remind us that our lives are not simply shaped by systems--they're also a product of our own thoughts, inspirations, and relations. My favorite new TV show of this decade is HBO's Fantasmas, a comedy created by the former Saturday Night Live writer Julio Torres. It's a magical-realist depiction of a near future in which people live with bumbling AI assistant bots in housing complexes owned by corporations such as Bank of America. Torres's character wants to make surreal films about animals, but is being pressured to cash in on his backstory as a gay immigrant. (A streaming service run by Zappos--yes, the shoe company--commissions a screenplay called How I Came Out to My Abuela.) This subject matter asks, quite darkly, whether the artistic spirit can survive modern life. But the imaginative way the show is rendered--in a dreamscape of interconnected skits, featuring handcrafted set decoration, performed by talents from today's offbeat comedy world--offers a hopeful answer.

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.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2025/05/books-briefing-mavis-gallant-gornick-women/682761/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Big Focus on Federal Judges Is Not a Good Sign

Elevating them as individuals only serves Trump's interests.

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.


One indicator about the health of the nation is how many lower federal judges a regular news consumer can name--and reel off biographical details about--without much hesitation.

By now, many know James Boasberg, who is handling the matter of deportation flights to El Salvador. He is merely the highest-profile in a crew of newly famous judges: Paula Xinis is overseeing Kilmar Abrego Garcia's case. Fernando Rodriguez Jr. rejected the Trump administration's use of the Alien Enemies Act. J. Harvie Wilkinson scorched the White House over due process. Beryl Howell threw out Donald Trump's executive order targeting a liberal law firm. Tanya Chutkan was set to preside over Trump's trial on charges of 2020 election subversion, though the case was dismissed first.

"At any given time in our history, the public writ large doesn't know of a single lower-federal-court judge," the legal scholar and retired federal judge Michael Luttig told me. (Luttig has also contributed to The Atlantic.) "Fast-forward to today: Judge Boasberg is a federal district-court judge, and Donald Trump puts him on a marquee in front of the world and trashes him."

Luttig might be exaggerating the public's ignorance of federal judges slightly, but these jurists have suddenly become major figures in the news, many of them for nothing more than doing their job: hearing cases, trying to earnestly interpret the law, and then issuing an opinion. The desire of many media organizations to illuminate their personalities, and the desire of audiences to learn about them, is understandable, especially as Trump's attempts to test the rule of law have made the courts into more heated battlegrounds. Also understandable is the impulse among Trump critics to lift up as heroes judges who withstand pressure. Nor should any public official be beyond scrutiny.

But watching the focus shift from law, precedent, and evidence and onto the judges themselves has been unnerving. The problem is not merely the celebrification of politics that has in recent years afflicted the executive and legislative branches, and to some extent the U.S. Supreme Court as well. In the context of the judiciary, the danger is especially acute. John Adams wrote in 1776 that "the very definition of a Republic, is 'an Empire of Laws, and not of Men.'" Focusing on the judges as personalities is a step away from a government of laws and toward one of men and women.

It also serves Trump's purposes. He would much rather focus on attacking the judges and claiming that they hate him or are anti-American than on the fairly clear findings in case after case that his administration has overstepped its power and the bounds of the Constitution. Perhaps it's no surprise that when Time asked Trump about that Adams quote recently, he was unfamiliar.

"The last thing that any federal judge wants to do, frankly with anyone, is seek out controversy," Luttig told me. But "of course this is the way the president wants it. The last thing he wants to talk about is the law, and he wants to demonize the individual judges."

By attacking nearly every judge who rules against his policies as biased--even those that come from judges he nominated to the bench--Trump delegitimizes the court system, allowing himself to overstep further next time and possibly laying the groundwork to disregard court rulings. The attacks also risk physical harm against judges, who have faced a growing number of threats in recent weeks. Trump may merely wish to bully judges, but his vilification of public figures has in the past resulted in some of his supporters taking up violence.

Judges are not, and should not be treated as, purely objective and rational beings who are above politics. Starting in the mid-20th century, conservatives began complaining about "activist judges" who they believed were driving a social agenda from the bench. More recently, liberals have embraced a similar critique. Leah Litman, a law professor at the University of Michigan, argues in her forthcoming book, Lawless, that the Supreme Court has abandoned legal interpretation for conservative grievance.

"It's healthy and important for news coverage to capture the reality that judges are people too," she told me. "Their legal rulings are going to be influenced by their life experience and their worldview and the political parties that appointed them, and to not acknowledge that in some way feels misleading."

This means, for example, that noting who nominated a judge can be valuable--especially, as in the Rodriguez example, when a Trump-nominated jurist rules firmly against the president. It also means that when judges make repeated decisions that fly in the face of precedent--such as Aileen Cannon, the Trump-appointed judge who repeatedly ruled in his favor in the case over his hoarding of sensitive documents at Mar-a-Lago--they deserve scrutiny.

Another unfortunately prominent federal judge is Matthew Kacsmaryk, a Trump-appointed district-court judge in Texas. Conservative activists have homed in on Kacsmaryk, because he reliably rules in their favor and because, thanks to the oddities of judicial districts, they can consistently get their cases before him specifically and then persuade him to issue nationwide injunctions. In his most notable case, he attempted to block mifepristone, an abortion drug, in a long-shot challenge to its FDA approval. The substance of Kaczmaryk's rulings deserves criticism--the Supreme Court had no patience for his mifepristone ruling--but even here, as Nicholas Bagley wrote in The Atlantic, the larger problem is the system that allows for such judge-shopping and national injunctions. (Now that judges are issuing nationwide injunctions against the Trump administration, some conservatives are starting to see the wisdom of this point.)

If the newfound prominence of these judges were a sign of improved civic engagement, perhaps that would be reason for applause. But this is unlikely, given continued public ignorance about the Supreme Court. A poll last year found that a majority of the public had never heard of or knew little about any of the justices besides Clarence Thomas and Brett Kavanaugh. Americans are hearing both too much about the courts, and far too little.

Related:

	The supreme cult of personality (From 2015)
 	Aileen Cannon is who critics feared she was.






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Why this India-Pakistan conflict is different
 	The actual math behind DOGE's cuts
 	Trump's inevitable betrayal of his supporters
 	Now is not the time to eat bagged lettuce.




Today's News

	Cardinal Robert Francis Prevost was elected as the pope. He will be the first American to serve in the papacy.
 	U.S. President Donald Trump and U.K. Prime Minister Keir Starmer announced a trade deal between their countries, but some of the details still need to be finalized.
 	Trump withdrew his nomination for surgeon general and picked the author and wellness influencer Dr. Casey Means as a replacement last night.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: How will the new pope shape the Catholic Church and the world? Fitting popes into borrowed political labels such as left and right, liberal and conservative doesn't always age well, Luis Parrales writes.
 	Work in Progress: Donald Trump seems to be ceding the future to China while emulating its past, Derek Thompson writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


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



We're All Living in a Carl Hiaasen Novel

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.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The MAHA takeover is complete.
 	The bliss of a quieter ego
 	Trump's weak position on trade
 	How spying helped erode American trust




Culture Break


Illustration by Liana Finck



Dress up (or don't). School spirit days are a totally unnecessary way to stress parents out, Julie Beck writes.

Watch. Taskmaster (streaming on YouTube and Pluto TV) is an oddball British comedy show that David Sims thought he'd hate (and has since come to love).

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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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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